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Cover   Chinaôs military leaders, breaking with their past reliance on the sheer 

mass of their mechanized armies, have decided to significantly transcend their 

current rules and regulations, organizational structures, and dated equipment 

with informatized concepts. This strategic redirection may well represent a 

ñquantum-likeò leap beyond their present-day military capabilities. The two 

dragons on the cover symbolize this explosive break with the mechanized past 

and their emergent future with an effectively more agile, multi-spectrum force. 
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The views expressed in this document are those of the author and do not reflect 

the official policy or position of the Department of Defense or the US 

government.  

 

The author works for the Foreign Military Studies Office (FMSO), Fort 

Leavenworth, Kansas. FMSO is a component of the US Army's Training and 

Doctrine Command (TRADOC). The office is charged with preparing studies 

and assessments based on the reading of foreign and domestic publications and 

through contacts with a network of foreign and US military and civilian 

security specialists.  FMSO researches, writes, and publishes from unclassified 

sources about the military establishments, doctrines, and practices of selected 

foreign armed forces.  It also studies a variety of civil-military and transnational 

security issues affecting the US and its military forces.  FMSO products are 

prepared for the US Army and other services, the Department of Defense, as 

well as nonDoD organizations to include the Treasury and Justice Departments.   
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This book is dedicated to Western analysts studying China.  
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FOREWORD 

 

Chinese observations of warfare in the information age have resulted in 

a widespread transformation and metamorphosis of the Peopleôs Liberation 

Army (PLA) from a mechanized to an informatized force. This transformation 

has affected nearly every aspect of Chinaôs military from strategy to logistics to 

educational development.  

 

The Dragonôs Quantum Leap intends to peel back the transformation 

process and uncover the impact of new modes of thought on several key 

segments of military development (culture, stratagems, crisis management, 

deception, and reconnaissance among other elements) that digital-age thought is 

affecting. It expands the scope but not the basic theoretical theme of the 

authorôs two previous works on Chinese information warfare concepts. They 

were Dragon Bytes, which covered Chinese IW activities from 1999-2003; and 

Decoding the Virtual Dragon, which covered Chinese IW activities from 2003-

2006. The Dragonôs Quantum Leap updates these concepts and activities to 

mid-2009 and completes the authorôs trilogy on the topic. As with the authorôs 

previous works, this book primarily uses original Chinese source material.  

 

New military thinking in the PLA, in conjunction with digital 

advancements in other areas (economic, diplomatic, and so on), has resulted in 

the closer integration of military and civilian planning and actions. As a result 

of these improvements, Chinese military theory and systems will be more 

flexible and competitive, enabling the PLA to become an aspiring superpower 

in the twenty-first century. The Dragonôs Quantum Leap examines this 

transformation in detail. The book will cause the general military reader and the 

Chinese security specialist to think in different terms about Chinese military 

activities and to consider things yet unconsidered.    

 

 

Tom Wilhelm 

Director 

Foreign Military Studies 

Office  

                                                                         2009 
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INTRODUCTION  

 
Accelerating the informatization buildup of the Chinese military and 

constructing the informatized armed forces as quickly as possible form the core 

thinking of Comrade Jiang Zemin regarding the strengthening of the buildup of 

the modernization of national defense and the armed forces. This is what is 

primarily entailed in the revolution in military affairs with Chinese 

characteristicsé1 

 

The Peopleôs Liberation Army (PLA) of China has watched and studied 

western wartime experiences over the past twenty years. The PLA has 

accumulated ñlessons learnedò from these experiences and applied them to 

Chinaôs training exercises and included them in their educational curriculums. 

This has enabled China to better prepare for potential conflicts and to predict 

with some degree of certainty the nature of future war in an information age 

context.  

 

The study of information-age conflicts has had a profound effect on 

Chinaôs military leaders and organizational structure. This is expressed in the 

PLAôs integrated approach to military affairs, combining its ingrained historical 

proclivities (use of the dialectic and a comprehensive approach, focus on 

deception and strategy, seeking out strategic advantage or shi, etc.) with new 

technological concepts. This integration is manifested in the PLAôs new mode 

of thinking, the focus of this book. The PLAôs new mode of thinking 

encourages innovation and creativity. It takes the best ideas from Chinaôs 

military history and combines them with new concepts and visions resulting 

from the current discussion of information age developments. 

 

The principal motivators for these changes were the use of information 

technologies by the United States (US) and its coalition partners in the recent 

wars in Iraq and Afghanistan; the US-led North Atlantic Treaty Organizationôs 

(NATO) conflict with Serbia over Kosovo in 1999; and the 1996 confrontation 

between China and the US over Taiwan. PLA theorists studied these high-tech 

applications and came away impressed (bordering on awe) with the 

enhancements that information technologies offered.  

 

                                                 
1 Wang Baocun, ñA View of the Informatization Buildup of the Chinese Military,ò 

Information Warfare in China, Xinhua Publishing, 2005, New Military Affairs 

Reference (Special Edition), p. 116. 
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The Chinese response was to begin building a theoretical and tactical 

framework to support a military transformation with Chinese characteristics 

that would keep them competitive in the coming years. PLA leaders believe 

these changes are required for China to remain competitive in the current world 

environment. The focus of the transformation was on two levels: transforming 

from a mechanized to an informatized force2 and updating the PLAôs mode of 

thinking. Chinaôs military culture, theoretical developments, and planning and 

preparations for war have all been affected. 

 

Incoming Pacific Command commander Admiral Robert Willard has 

noted that ñChina has EXCEEDED most of our intelligence estimates of their 

capability and capacity every year. Theyôve grown at an unprecedented rate in 

those capabilities.ò3 The Dragonôs Quantum Leap discusses several of the 

developments in Chinaôs mode of thought that have enabled this 

transformation. The focus is on the integration of the old and new, which has 

injected digital devices and new life into campaign stratagems and deception; 

and on the desire to think creatively or ñoutside the boxò and produce new 

concepts such as ñbeyond means warfare,ò war engineering, system attack 

warfare, and non-war military operations. Other issues have also been affected, 

such as Chinaôs concept of crisis management, military culture, and information 

warfare.  

 

The Chinese military has enhanced its ñinformatized warfareò 

capabilities across the board. This transformation is often referred to as a ñleap 

frogò development from a mechanized to an informatized force. However, as 

retired Chinese information warfare specialist General Wang Baocun notes, as 

the power of weapons and equipment grows qualitatively the combat 

capabilities of Chinaôs forces grow exponentially. Therefore the all-inclusive 

nature of the transformation could also be termed a ñquantum leapò in military 

thinking and modernization in synchronization with modern developments 

worldwideðnot just a leap frog endeavor. 

 

To fully understand this quantum leap, one needs to consider a wide 

array of activities in the PLA and think as comprehensively as the Chinese do. 

Focusing on a single area does not provide the proper scope and depth of the 

                                                 
2 Several terms (cyber, digital, network) that are information-related in English are 

translated from Chinese into English in a number of ways (informationization, 

informationalization, etc.). In this work, informatization will be used as a noun and 

informatized as an adjective in place of these variants. When quotes or books/articles 

are referenced, the translatorôs version of the term will be employed. 
3 James A. Lyons, ñCountering Beijingôs New Weapon,ò Washington Times, 6 

December 2009, p. B3. 
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transformation. Chinese military documents selected for this work highlight 

several of these dramatic technical and theoretical shifts in the PLA. The end 

result is the realization that the PLA is on a fast track in its transformation from 

a mechanized to an informatized force and in the introduction of a new mode of 

thinking. This book shines particular light on the latter aspect of this 

transformation. However, the reader should be reminded that no bookôs 

material on the PLA is truly ñup to date.ò That is, even though the material 

herein covers Chinese writings through 2009, who really knows to what level 

the PLA has advanced at the present time? This survey only scratches the 

surface of all the available texts on the PLA and its new mode of thinking.  

 

The book is divided into three parts. Part One examines the ideas 

behind new modes of thinking (the book Unrestricted War, an article that a 

Chinese general wrote on new modes of thought, and a case study of new 

modes of thought in the PLAôs military culture). Part Two examines some of 

the changes to ancient Chinese concepts in the information age (deception and 

stratagems). Also discussed are changes in the PLAôs crisis management 

concept. Part Three focuses more closely on digital thought (the PLAôs digital 

reconnaissance, an examination of a book dedicated to the idea of information 

war in China, and a look at how Taiwan views the Chinese concept of 

information war). Part Four comprises the conclusions one draws from this 

work. 

 

Chapter One examines the 1999 book Unrestricted War and the 

responses of the international community to this highly controversial work.  It 

is this authorôs opinion that the Chinese may have done the US a favor by 

publishing this work since it opened the eyes of many US planners and 

tacticians to the potential attack options of a host of nation-states and 

insurgents. The book may have played a small role in the development of 

Chinaôs informatized concept due to the variety of warfare options it offers. It 

played a much larger role, it appears, as a catalyst for the introduction of a new 

mode of thinking for the PLA. 

 

Chapter Two discusses the impact of systems and informatized 

processes on military thought, describing the transition to new modes of 

thinking based on innovation. The chapter examines one authorôs method of 

integrating information technology into a Sun Tzu stratagem; and another 

authorôs twelve recommendations for new modes of thought in the PLA. The 

Chinese stress innovation and creative thinking. They believe that even though 

China wasnôt the first to develop information warfare concepts, it still has a 

chance to be the most effective in using new information technologies. New 

concepts such as ñwar engineeringò and ñsystem attack warfareò are examined 
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along with some subtle changes in military culture. 

 

Chapter Three examines sixty-six articles on military culture written 

primarily by PLA authors in the journal China Military Science. The discussion 

covers Chinese traditional culture and what the PLA refers to as ñadvanced 

military culture,ò the latter being a product of the information age. The analysis 

describes how military culture has progressed in the PLA through the years and 

offers the reader insights into Chinaôs prejudices about the West. This is one of 

the few discussions available on PLA culture from a Chinese military academy 

source.   

 

Chapter Four describes Chinese deception theory. The chapter starts by 

looking back at Chinaôs historical record and fascination with deception. The 

chapter then analyzes how China has applied modern day technologies to its 

deception theory especially with regard to camouflage techniques and efforts to 

fool reconnaissance assets. These applications encourage continued study of 

deception techniques both on the battlefield and in the virtual world since they 

are so realistic and applicable to the contemporary digital world. 

 

Chapter Five takes a look at campaign stratagems from a high-tech 

vantage point. The chapter examines how to create and apply campaign 

stratagems in accordance with high-tech equipment and what technological 

forte is required of twenty-first century commanders. One interesting focal 

point is the list of issues that Chinese commanders must master to become 

proficient in the digital-age: dialectical thought, logical thinking, thinking in 

images, three-dimensional thought, unconventional thought, and associative 

thought. This chapter, based on the book Campaign Stratagems, is of great 

interest since its detailed discussion of various campaign stratagems is 

applicable to any armed force.  

 

Chapter Six discusses the PLAôs focus on high-technology crisis 

management responses. The chapter highlights the Chinese response to the May 

2008 Sichuan Province earthquake in which upwards of 90,000 people 

perished. Of interest to military specialists is that the PLAôs high-tech response 

is viewed by Chinese theorists as a non-military, high-tech response that helps 

prepare the PLA for informatized warfare. Non-military actions are described 

as well. They are becoming an important ingredient of the PLAôs new mode of 

thinking. Perhaps this is the most important chapter in the book with regard to 

potential cooperation with the Chinese, since crisis management offers China 

and any potential opponent a method through which to avert a potential crisis. 

The Chinese are working to improve their current crisis management system 

and western analysts should follow these developments closely. 
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Chapter Seven is a look at the PLAôs long-range electronic-

reconnaissance concept. It discusses, in a temporal manner, the development of 

the PLAôs active-offensive thinking in regard to information warfare. This 

focus represents a change from Chinaôs traditional active-defense concept. How 

and when China might use its active-offensive concepts for purposes other than 

reconnaissance is unclear, but, as general concepts, they are worrisome. It does 

not bode well for future cooperation and stability if Chinese theorists really do 

believe (as they openly state) that China can offset an opponentôs information 

superiority only if China strikes first.  

 

Chapter Eight is a summary of the Chinese book Information Warfare 

in China.   Published in 2005, the work compiles the writings of some of the 

best retired PLA theoreticians and strategists: Wang Baocun, Shen Weiguang, 

Wang Pufeng, and Li Bingyan, to name but a few. The book includes 

discussions of both the theory and technological underpinnings of IW. While 

there is not as much information in the book as one would desire on the 

development of a new mode of thinking, the discussion does uncover some 

Chinese interests of value to analysts. 

 

Chapter Nine discusses the thoughts of Taiwanese IW specialists who 

regularly examine the PLAôs information warfare concepts. The chapter 

focuses on Taiwanôs perception of the PLAôs revolution in military affairs, 

political work, information warfare concepts, electronic warfare, and the PLAôs 

plethora of information warfare institutes. The examination reveals that Taiwan, 

perhaps due to its intimacy with the Chinese language and culture, picks up on 

aspects of Chinaôs information warfare developments that Westerners neglect. 

These aspects include acupuncture warfare, highly-controlled warfare, and 

political work Web sites, all items of interest to people studying a new mode of 

thinking. 

 

Chapter Ten lists the conclusions this analysis has generated, focusing 

on the main issue of this text: the impact of the transformation from a 

mechanized to an informatized force on modes of thought in the PLA. The list 

of conclusions is indicative of the challenges facing western armies as they 

confront the opportunities for cooperation or potential conflict with the PLA. 

 

There are also four appendixes. Appendix One covers information-

related articles in the PLA journal China Military Science over the past few 

years. Appendix Two analyzes two Chinese concepts and their adaptation to the 

information age, the concept of shi and the thirty-six stratagems of war.  

Appendix Three offers definitions of additional deception-related terms not 
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discussed in Chapter Four. Appendix Four lists the table of contents of five 

books of relevance for the topic of new modes of thought based on a 

transformation from a mechanized to an informatized force. 

 

This work completes a trilogy on Chinese information warfare issues. 

The work Dragon Bytes covers Chinese IW activities from 1999-2003; 

Decoding the Virtual Dragon covers Chinese IW activities from 2003-2006; 

and The Dragonôs Quantum Leap covers the period from 2006-2009, with some 

additional material included from earlier years. Hopefully these three works can 

serve as a guide to a western understanding of the PLAôs transformation efforts 

in the information age. It is the purpose of these works to help western analysts 

draw a more realistic picture of the challenge the PLA presents in the IW 

arenaðand a picture for areas of potential collaboration.  
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CHAPTER ONE: UNRESTRICTED WARFARE : INSTIGATOR 

OF A NEW MODE OF THINKING?  

 

This chapter analyzes the controversial aspects of this book and examines 

several novel Chinese concepts that have received scant attention in the West. 

 

éproposing a new concept of weapons does not require relying on the 

springboard of new technology, it just demands lucid and incisive thinking. 

However, this is not a strong point of the Americans, who are slaves to 

technology in their thinking.4 

Introduction  

In 1999 the Chinese released a book titled Unrestricted Warfare.5 The 

book caused an uproar among Western analysts for its anti-American overtones 

and recommended employment of an unrestricted set of warfighting measures 

that appeared to go beyond the laws of armed conflict. In hindsight, the book 

also may have served as one of the primary catalysts for a new mode of 

thinking in the Peopleôs Liberation Army (PLA). 

 

At the time of the bookôs release, the PLA was still in a state of awe 

over the military prowess that the United States (US) and its alliance partners 

had demonstrated in the 1991 war with Iraq and in the mid-1990s internecine 

conflict in Yugoslavia. A key component to the Westôs success in each case 

was its reliance on a new set of military options focused on information 

technologies (IT). In Iraq IT included the expanded use of simulations and 

precision weaponry for the first time. With regard to Yugoslavia, the Chinese 

witnessed how the Dayton Accords Peace Process (involving the Presidents of 

Serbia, Bosnia, and Croatia) utilized IT simulations and map-making abilities to 

ñend the war without fighting,ò an often-stated Chinese military aspiration.   

 

The PLA felt quite helpless in the face of such a prominent IT-based 

military force. The concepts of Unrestricted Warfare provided the PLA with a 

plausible method for confronting and perhaps winning a war against such a 

superior opponent. According to the bookôs authors, this could be accomplished 

with combinations of means employed in an unrestricted fashion and with the 

use of new theories and techniques.  

                                                 
4 Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, Unrestricted Warfare, Pan American Publishing 

Company, Panama City, Panama, 2002, p. 15. 
5 According to several Chinese linguists, a closer translation of the title is ñBeyond 

Limits Warfare.ò However, due to its more common usage and translation, the title 

Unrestricted Warfare will be used in this chapter.  
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For the West, the book represents the first collection of thoughts from 

Chinese officers that seriously interpreted the evolving nature of war.  The 

1999 book was prescient in several regards, such as its discussions of hybrid 

wars, non-war military actions, and ñcombinations of actionsò designed to win 

or thwart war. All three of these issues eventually rose to be the focus of 

theorists world-wide.  

  

Two PLA colonels, Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, co-authored the 

book. Many US authorities assumed outright that this controversial work was 

sanctioned by the Chinese Communist Party due to its military roots. Such 

works donôt normally find their way to the public without official sanction. 

However, senior civilian leaders in China reportedly were forced to read the 

book after its publication to see what all the international fuss was about. While 

not dispelling all doubts, this fact does make it seem more unlikely that the 

work had the sanction of the highest authorities when first released.  

 

Wang stated later that the 1996 Chinese maneuvers in the Taiwan 

Straits (designed by China to prevent Taiwan from taking steps toward 

independence) used a combination of factors to deter Taiwan. This success, and 

the recognition that other countries were using combinations of issues (military, 

economic, diplomatic, etc.) in their conflicts (Iraq, Kosovo, etc.), was the final 

push needed for him and Qiao to write Unrestricted Warfare.6  

 

This chapter begins with an examination of the background of the 

authors and some initial comments from the Chinese about Unrestricted 

Warfare. The focus then switches to key aspects of the book seldom highlighted 

by Western pundits, aspects from which the US can learn much about the 

Chinese way of war and about Chinese views of the US military. The chapter 

concludes with 1999-2001 post-publication interviews with authors Qiao Liang 

and Wang Xiangsui about their book. The authorsô views of their book in 

hindsight are of interest as they reinterpret some controversial aspects of their 

work.  

                                                 
6 ñIngenious Remarks by the Author of óTransfinite Warfareô on Using Force against 

Taiwan,ò Hong Kong Tai Yang Pao, 24 November 1999, p. D4, as translated and 

downloaded from the Open Source Center website, document number FTS 

19991220001805. The term ñTransfinite Warfareò is actually a variation of the 

translation of ñUnrestricted Warfare.ò 
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Who are These Officer Author s? 

Qiao Liang was born in 1954 to a military family. A member of the 

Committee of the Chinese Writersô Association, he was a Deputy Director of 

the Writing Office of the Political Department of the Air Force in 2005. He was 

designated a special researcher for the Strategic Research Center of the Air 

Force and served as a Professor at the Shanghai Defense Strategy Research 

Institute. At the Eighth International Sun Tzu Art of War Symposium in 

November 2009 he was identified as a Major General in the air force serving as 

a professor at the Air Force Command College. He is a ñgrade one writer.ò His 

novels include Gateway to Doomsday, Spiritual Banner, and The Great Glacial 

River. He has cooperated with other authors to write On Military Officer 

Quality, A Review of the Worldôs Big Military Powers, A Listing of the 

Rankings of Global Military Powers, and The New Warring States Period. He 

has studied military theory for many years and read most of the great works of 

Chinese military history. 7  

 

Wang Xiangsui was also born in 1954, in Guangzhou, and joined the 

armed forces in 1970. He has been a political instructor, a political commissar 

of a wing, a regimental political commissar, a deputy political commissar for a 

division, and a researcher. In 2005 he was the Director and Professor of the 

Center for Strategic Studies at the Beijing University of Aeronautics and 

Astronautics. He was also Director of the Academic Department of the National 

Security Policy Research Committee of the China Research Society of Policy 

Science. In cooperation with other authors he has written On Military Officer 

Quality, A Review of the Worldôs Big Military Powers, and A Record of the 

Worldôs Past Major Wars.8 He has retired from military service and is a civilian 

academic at the present time, and reportedly is still serving as the Director of 

the Center for Strategic Studies. 

 

Qiao and Wang have worked together on several book projects in 

addition to the ones cited above. For example, they co-authored two chapters in 

the Chinese military book On the Chinese Revolution in Military Affairs. This 

book features some of the best Chinese strategists and to be included in this 

work demonstrates not only their abilities to write on many topics but also their 

highly regarded reputations. One of their chapters in the book, written with Liu 

Yazhou, was titled ñTaking War to the Air and Chinaôs Air Force.ò Liu, Qiao, 

                                                 
7 Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, ñDo We Advocate Terrorism?,ò Shanghai Guoji 

Zhanwang, 1 November 2005, pp. 86-89, published in the March 2000 issue of 

Juanchuan Zhishi, as translated and downloaded from the OSC website, document 

number CPP20051227318001. 
8 Ibid. 
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and Wangôs chapter discusses the primary place of the offensive in modern 

combat and the important role of the Chinese Air Force in fulfilling that 

requirement.  The air war is where China feels it can win limited war under 

informatized conditions.9  

 

The other chapter in the book was co-authored by just Qiao and Wang. 

It is titled ñFully Calculating the Costs and Profits of War.ò Wang and Qiao 

discuss the US-led war with Iraq. They state that the ñbeyond limitsò concept of 

bribing Iraqi generals maximized results and was much less expensive than 

using only the air force. The war also resulted in the acquisition of political 

profit. Wang and Qiao state that US President George Bush wanted to lay a 

foundation for his reelection; Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld wanted to 

use the war to promote lightening reforms in the US military; and General 

Tommy Franks wanted to prove that the Army still maintained an irreplaceable 

role even in modern warfare. These are all understandable opinions from 

someone writing from abroad.10  

The Book Causes a Stir in the US and China 

Unrestricted Warfare has been the focus of many heated discussions 

and close analyses in the US and abroad. It is easy to understand why the book 

has attracted so many readers in the US. It offers a completely new theoretical 

form of warfare that has no boundaries; it offers a critical analysis of the US; 

and it is the product of a country billed as a rising superpower in the twenty-

first century. Further, the book bypasses traditional modes of war, integrates all 

forces and means, and recommends fighting against the enemy from all 

angles.11 For these reasons and others, the Chinese authors used the term 

ñunrestrictedò in the title.  

 

A subtitle stating ñChinaôs Master Plan to Destroy Americaò was added 

to a 2002 English translation of the book. The translation is the work of the Pan 

American Publishing Company, Panama City, Panama. The subtitle and a 9/11 

photo of the burning Twin Towers were portrayed on the cover of the Pan 

American work. To the uninformed reader it appears that China had something 

                                                 
9 Liu Yazhou, Qiao Liang, Wang Xiangsui, ñTaking War to the Air and Chinaôs Air 

Force,ò The Chinese Revolution in Military Affairs, ed. Shen Weiguang, New China 

Press, 2003, pp. 48-62.   
10 Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, ñFully Calculating the Costs and Profits of War,ò 

The Chinese Revolution in Military Affairs, ed. Shen Weiguang, New China Press, 

2003, pp. 174-186.   
11 Tung Yi, no title, Hong Kong Sing Tao Jih Pao, 12 February 2001, p. A18, as 

translated and downloaded from the OSC website, document number 

CPP20010212000047. 
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to do with the 9/11 tragedy. Such sensationalism has added to the hyperbole 

and hysteria surrounding the book since most Americans can only read the 

English version. The cover of the Chinese version of the book appears to have 

two laser beams coming from China that are focused on a satellite stationed 

over China while a jet fighter circles nearby.  

 

In addition to the furor over Unrestricted Warfare in the US, the book 

was subjected to harsh criticism in China that was not well documented and 

discussed overseas. Chinese lawyers and military officials alike discounted the 

bookôs importance due to legal issues. Critics asked whether the advocacy of 

unlimited war was at odds with just war theory. Other Chinese analysts 

criticized the bookôs content for its distance from the Marxist point of war and 

for its support for questionable actions (terrorism, etc.) that were damaging 

Chinaôs international image. The authors reportedly were called before the 

Academy of Military Sciences and Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2000 and 

subjected to official criticism.  

 

In addition to the inquiries of lawyers and official military and foreign 

affairs figures, there were several pointed domestic criticisms of Unrestricted 

Warfare. A daily newspaper owned by the Peopleôs Republic of China (PRC), 

the Hong Kong Ta Kung Pao, presented a strongly worded criticism of the 

book. The author of the article, Kao Chieh-chien, used a question and answer 

technique to present his views.  

 

 First, Kao questions whether unrestricted warfare techniques will be 

effective. Authors Qiao and Wang had recommended using a combination of 

unrestricted means, to include command, finance, hackers, and so on. Kao notes 

that this might put state security and military strategies above state 

development strategies which could weaken national strength and economic 

development. There are also political restrictions that the authors appear to 

ignore. Qiao and Wang recommended that the basic rule of unrestricted war 

should be ñthe best way to achieve a goal. Any means compatible with this 

principle can be considered the best means.ò They add that this method is 

considered ñto be an out-and-out Machiavelli.ò Kao notes that this is a break 

with traditional Chinese ethics and encourages one to act like terrorists, two 

paths Kao does not support.12 

 

                                                 
12 Kao Chieh-chien, ñWhat Limits Has óUnrestricted Warfareô ExceededðAlso 

Discussing the Phenomenon Where óReaders and Experts Stick to Their Own Views,ôò 

Hong Kong Ta Kung Pao, 21 June 2000, as translated and downloaded from the OSC 

website, document number CPP20000621000055. 



20 

 

Second, Kao questions whether Unrestricted Warfare has been misread. 

Kao writes that in some places, Qiao and Wang ñare humming [sic] and hawing 

in an effort to have their bread buttered on both sides, not that the readers 

misread the book.ò In this case, Kao is referring to incidents where Qiao, for 

example, said he does not support terrorism, then later adds that if the British 

and US can use terrorist methods, why canôt the Chinese? Qiao later states that 

ñsaying without doing it [terrorism]ò is using ñtheoretical deterrence.ò Kao 

writes that such thought is purely a foolôs paradise and that ñmilitary thinking 

without the restriction of ethics is the ruthless thinking of heartless and 

mindless tyrannies.ò Instead of dreaming up combinations of methods, oneôs 

first thoughts should be whether a war should be fought or can be fought. 

Without these considerations, one is simply an armchair strategist.13  

 

 Third, Kao questions whether there are limits for military thinking. Kao 

feels that Qiao and Wang believe war is unavoidable and that the enemy has 

been determined. This has confined their research to a small area. Kao adds 

 

It has taken the travails of three generations of statesmen to turn the 

United States from the number one enemy in battlefields into a 

potential constructive and strategic partner, but to regress Sino-US 

relations into antagonistic relations, it takes only a slight error in 

thought; one has only to say no or to go beyond the limits, and Sino-US 

relations will slide down easily to an unmanageable extent.14 

 

 Finally, Kao questions the conscience of military experts and the 

silence of civilian specialists. He notes that it is never a good omen for the 

country when ñthe voice of specialists and scholars of the humanities and social 

sciences is buried by the same story in the media and that military experts are in 

high and vigorous spirits and receive the spotlight.ò He asks how in China 

ñsoldiers can have more freedom of speech than the common people in 

politically sensitive issues?ò Kao ends his article by calling for more control of 

ñcivil officersò over the military and continuing the focus on economic 

development as the crucial task.15 

 

Kaoôs criticism was buttressed by international critics who blasted the 

book. Some of the methods that Qiao and Wang advanced were deemed 

extreme and cause for worry regarding Chinaôs commitment to ban chemical 

                                                 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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and biological weapons.16 However, in spite of the domestic and international 

uproar over the book, a September 1999 Chinese news article indicated that the 

book had gained traction and a high level of interest in China. Unrestricted 

Warfare was reprinted five times with 40,000 copies in circulation. Central 

Military Commission Chairman Jiang Zemin and Defense Minister Chi Haotian 

reportedly ordered the book.17 By February 2001 the book was in its seventh 

printing, totaling 70,000 books. Qiao stated that 120 generals had contacted him 

and requested the book.18  

 

Thus Unrestricted Warfare appears to have generated much discussion 

among members of the Chinese military and civilian elite.  The bookôs 

popularity at home and abroad cannot be denied albeit for different reasons. It 

appears that when the initial furor over the book subsided, many people in 

China realized that this was an interesting book with lots of innovative thought 

as to how to confront the US. The book implied that unrestricted warfare could 

serve as a cognitive countermeasure to US technological advantages in 1999 

and that unrestricted warfare could intimidate or scare US decision-makers with 

Chinaôs potential use of asymmetric warfare capabilities. However, the book 

could also have been using an old Chinese stratagem, to appear strong when 

weak, through these threats. For Chinese readers, the bookôs anti-American 

overtone supports PLA resolve against US military actions. It offers PLA 

servicemen confidence in the thinking ability of their leaders to find new ways 

for the ñinferior to defeat the superior.ò 

 

For the US, Unrestricted Warfare has provided a potential template of 

how terrorists, insurgents, or nation-states might attack the US from a non US-

based doctrinal perspective. The book has made the US military pay attention 

to other methods of potential conflict and future war scenarios. It has not 

paralyzed US strategists as some suggest but, on the contrary, has mobilized 

and prepared them for a potential onslaught of creative activities. Qiao and 

Wangôs book initially , at least, placed China squarely in US crosshairs as a 

result of their manuscript.  

                                                 
16 Ming Zhang, ñWar without Rules,ò Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, December 

1999, at http://rempost.bolgspot.com/2006/01/war-without-rules.html. 
17 Chiang Hsun and Liu Ning-jung, ñCompletely New Method of Unrestricted 

Warfare,ò Hong Kong Yazhou Zhoukan, 20 September 1999, pp. 38-40, as translated 

and downloaded from the OSC website, document number FTS19991016000039. 
18 Tung Yi. 
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A Discussion of Unrestricted Warfare: Looking for Nuggets 

Unrestricted Warfare has gained some notoriety in the West. It has a 

place in both Wikipedia and in ConflictWiki. These are mainly short summaries 

of book reviews on the text, although ConflictWiki goes into more detail.  

 

Dr. James D. Perry, an analyst for Science Applications International 

Corporation (SAIC), wrote a review of Unrestricted Warfare for Aerospace 

Power Journal in the summer of 2000. He notes that the book was not a 

blueprint for a ñdirty warò against the West as many suggested but a call for 

innovative thinking on future warfare. Thus Perry does not look at the book as a 

master plan to destroy America. Authors Qiao and Wang discuss technological 

and political changes that may shape future battlefields and these battlefields, 

Perry adds, could be everywhere and include many different topics (for 

example, trade warfare, financial warfare, terrorism, ecological warfare, 

computer-network attack, media warfare, drug warfare, and psychological 

warfare among other methods).  

 

Perry wrote that Qiao, interviewed in 1999, criticized Slobodan 

Milosevic for ñplaying by the rulesò against the US in Kosovo. This battlefield 

offered a fertile ground for unrestricted thinking that Milosevic did not exploit. 

He should have used the rules of Unrestricted Warfare and sent surface-to-air 

missile teams into Western Europe to attack NATO planes as they took off 

from air bases, Qiao noted. Qiao stated that the US was smarter in that it didnôt 

restrict itself to purely military means in Kosovo, since ñmedia war, news 

restrictions, trade sanctions, and financial attacks (such as freezing the other 

partyôs assets)ò were employed against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.19 

These are measures the US has been using for years, however, and indicate that 

Qiao and Wangôs work on combinations in warfare is not something new in 

every respect. Rather many of their ideas were actions that they hadnôt 

considered in the past. 

 

This author is in agreement with Perry that Unrestricted Warfare was a 

special book for its time (1999) for several reasons.  First, it introduced some 

ideas that are only now being further developed in both China and the US. In 

the case of China it was the introduction in Unrestricted Warfare in 1999 of the 

concept of non-military operations. This concept has been a current focus of the 

Chinese military press (for example, a special section on non-military 

operations was developed in a 2008 issue of China Military Science). For the 

US, the concept introduced in Unrestricted Warfare and a topic of current 

                                                 
19 James D. Perry, ñOperation Allied Force: the View from Beijing,ò Aerospace Power 

Journal, Summer 2000, pp. 78-90. 
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discussion in the US is hybrid wars. Frank Hoffman, for example, wrote about 

hybrid war in a 2009 issue of Joint Force Quarterly. Unrestricted Warfare 

discussed both of these issues ten years ago.  

 

Second, the book offered a good description of US strengths and 

weaknesses from Qiao and Wangôs perspective. Surprisingly, a US weakness 

was identified as the concept of full spectrum war. To the authors, the concept 

is too conventionally focused and does not comprehensively engage all of the 

aspects of warfare as does Unrestricted Warfare. Finally, the book discussed in 

detail some Chinese concepts that were new to the non-Chinese specialist, such 

as the golden section, the side rule, the empty basket, and the extended domain 

(each concept is explained in detail below). In short, Qiao and Wang appear to 

have been poised at the leading edge of new thinking in 1999. Unrestricted War 

introduced a new mode of thinking into the PLA. For the US, the book offered 

a glimpse into some creative yet threatening Chinese thought. 

 

The Dragonôs Quantum Leap focuses on new modes of thinking which 

are now central to several contemporary PLA developments. Some of the new 

modes of thought found in Unrestricted War are listed below in the form of 

selected quotes that fall into one of two categories, either Chinese views of US 

warfare strengths and weaknesses; or Chinese views of the contemporary 

operational environment. Following the selected quotes is a general discussion 

of Qiao and Wangôs views of new concept weapons and other specific Chinese 

topics. 

Chinese Views of Strong and Weak Points of the American Way of War 

Strong Points: 

On the US Use of Lessons Learned: ñIt truly seems as if the Americans are 

always able to find the key to open the door of the next military action among 

the lessons of each military action.ò20 

 

On Goldwater-Nichols: ñThe emergence of the óReorganization Actô in the 

United States and the effects it produced in the US military are food for 

thought, and any country which hopes to win a war in the twenty-first century 

must inevitably face the option of either óreorganizingô or being defeated. There 

is no other way.ò21 

 

                                                 
20 Qiao and Wang, Unrestricted Warfare, p. 51. 
21 Ibid., p. 53. 
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On the Results of the Gulf War: ñIt is already destined to become the starting 

point for the theory of óomni-dimensional combatô proposed by the elite of the 

US Army when they suddenly woke up.ò22 

 

On Helicopters, Americaôs ñFlying Cowboys:ò ñévery few people recall 

that it was the helicopters, not some of the other favorite new weapons, that 

performed first-rate service in óDesert StormôéThis was definitely the most 

deeply significant tactical operation of the ground war during the war. It 

proclaimed that, from this point, helicopters were perfectly capable of 

conducting large-scale operations independentlyéthere is no doubt that it is 

just a question of time before it [helicopter] drives the tank from the 

battlefieldéFurthermore, the new concepts of a óflying armyô and óflying 

ground warfareô in which the helicopter is the main battle weapon may become 

standard military jargon and appear in every military dictionary.ò 23 

 

On the US Air Force: ñéGeneral McPeakéwas able to achieve his dream of 

breaking down the barriers between the strategic and tactical air forces and 

establish mixed air force wings, as well as his use of the ósubtract seven and 

add fourô approach following the war to bring about the most richly original 

reform of the Air Force command structure in its history.ò24 

 

On Costly Weapons: ñWhat you must know is that this is a nationality that has 

never been willing to pay the price of life and, moreover, has always vied for 

victory at all costs. The appearance of high-technology weaponry can now 

satisfy these extravagant hopes of the American people.ò25  

 

Weak points: 

On Technology Dependence: ñMoreover, who now dares state with certainty 

that in future wars this heavy spending will not result in an electronic Maginot 

line that is weak because of its excessive dependence on a single technology?ò26 

 

On the Diminished Role of the Navy in Desert Storm: ñIf the Gulf War is 

really seen as a big elephant, then it can be said that the US Navyôs front fin is 

hardly touching the fur of the elephant, which is just the same as saying it is not 

touching the elephant at all.ò27 

 

                                                 
22 Ibid., p. 54. 
23 Ibid., pp. 56-58. 
24 Ibid., p. 62. 
25 Ibid., p. 75. 
26 Ibid., p. 70. 
27 Ibid., p. 72. 
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On a Lack of Thinking: ñHaving thought lag behind reality (much less to 

speak of surpassing it) is not only a shortcoming of American soldiers, but it is 

very typical of them.ò28 ñThey [Americans] believe that as long as the Edisons 

of today do not sink into sleep, the gate to victory will always be open to 

Americans. Self-confidence such as this has made them forget one simple 

factðit is not so much that war follows the fixed race course of the rivalry of 

technology and weaponry as it is a game field with continually changing 

direction and many irregular factors. Whether you wear Adidas or Nike cannot 

guarantee you will become the winner.ò29 ñéproposing a new concept of 

weapons does not require relying on the springboard of new technology, it just 

demands lucid and incisive thinking. However, this is not a strong point of the 

Americans, who are slaves to technology in their thinking.ò30 

 

On Overreliance on Weaponry: ñWarfareô[s]éhigh-technology, high-

investment, high-expenditure, and high-payback features make its requirements 

for military strategy and combat skill far lower than its requirements for the 

technological performance of weaponry.ò31  

 

On Institutional Reformsô Impact on National Strategy: ñThe institutional 

reforms that began after the Gulf Waréeven had a far-reaching effect on 

Americaôs national strategyéin handling international affairs the US 

government has become increasingly fond of using force, makes moves more 

quickly, and seeks revenge for the smallest grievances.ò32 

 

On Lacking an Opponent like the Soviet Union: ñé what is surprising is 

that such a large nation unexpectedly does not have a unified strategy and 

command structure to deal with the threat [of non-military war, such as 

terrorists]. What makes one even more so wonder whether to laugh or cry is 

that unexpectedly they have forty-nine departments and offices responsible for 

anti-terrorist activities, but there is very little coordination and cooperation 

among them.ò33 

                                                 
28 Ibid., p. 121. 
29 Ibid., p. 77. 
30 Ibid., p. 15. 
31 Ibid., p. 76. 
32 Ibid., p. 81. 
33 Ibid., p. 107. 
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Chinese Views on Changes in the Contemporary Strategic Environment 

On Thinking about the ñEmpty Basketò and the 24 Methods of War:34 

ñThe combination of which we speak is just this type of empty basket, an 

empty basket of military thinking. It is not the same as any of the very strongly 

directed methods of operation of the past, for only when the basket is filled 

with specific targets and contents does it begin to have directionality and aim. 

The key to whether or not victory is won in a war is nowhere else but in what 

things you are able to pack into this basket.ò35 

 

On Hidden Agendas: ñOnly a handful of soldiers are likely to grasp a 

principle that every statesman already knows: that the biggest difference 

between contemporary wars and the wars of the past is that, in contemporary 

wars, the overt goal and the covert goal are often two different matters.ò36 

 

On New Technological Spaces and Battlefields: ñWe can anticipate that 

every major alteration or extension of the battlespace of the future will depend 

on whether a certain kind of technological invention, or a number of 

technologies in combination, can create a brand new technological space.ò37 

ñThus, warfare will simultaneously evolve in the macroscopic, ómesoscopicô, 

and microscopic sphereséò38 

 

On the Term ñUnrestricted War:ò ñWhen we suddenly realize that all these 

non-war actions may be the new factors constituting future warfare, we have to 

come up with a new name for this new form of war: warfare which transcends 

all boundaries and limits, in short: unrestricted warfare.ò39 

 

On the Economic Factor Replacing the Military Factor: ñémilitary threats 

are already often no longer the major factors affecting national securityéthese 

traditional factors are increasingly becoming more intertwined with grabbing 

resources, contending for markets, controlling capital, trade sanctions, and 

                                                 
34 Ibid., p. 123. The 24 methods of warfare proposed in the book are atomic, diplomatic, 

financial, conventional, network, trade, bio-chemical, intelligence, resource, ecological, 

psychological, economic aid, space, tactical, regulatory, electronic, smuggling, 

sanction, guerrilla, drug, media, terrorist, virtual (deterrence), and ideological.  
35 Ibid., pp. 124-125. 
36 Ibid., p. 28. 
37 Ibid., p. 31. 
38 Ibid., p. 31. Mesoscopic, according to Qiao and Wang, is the area between 

macroscopic and microscopic. 
39 Ibid., p. 5. 



27 

 

other economic factors, to the extent that they [traditional factors] are even 

becoming secondary to these factors.ò40 

 

On the Extended Domain View: ñActually, it is not only the US but all 

nations which worship the view of modern sovereignty that have already 

unconsciously expanded the borders of security to a multiplicity of domains, 

including politics, economics, material resources, nationalities, religion, 

culture, networks, geography, environment, and other space, etc. This type of 

óextended domain viewô is a premise for the survival and development of 

modern sovereign nations as well as for their striving to have influence in the 

world.ò41 

 

On an Extended Domain Strategy: ñSuch a strategy takes all things into 

consideration that are involved in each aspect of the security index of the 

interests of the entire nations, as well as superimposes political (national will, 

values, and cohesion) and military factors on the economy, culture, foreign 

relations, technology, environment, natural resources, nationalities, and other 

parameters before one can draw out a complete óextended domainô which 

superposes both national interests and national securityða large strategic 

situation map.ò42 

 

On Combining Different Types of War: ñWith combination there is 

abundance, with combination there are a myriad of changes, and with 

combination there is diversity. Combination has nearly increased the means of 

modern warfare to the infiniteéò43 

 

On Desert Storm: ñWe have no intention of helping the Americans create a 

myth but when óDesert Stormô unfolded and concluded for all to seeéwho 

could say that a classic war heralding the arrival of warfare in the age of 

technical integration-globalization had not opened wide the main front door to 

the mysterious and strange history of warfareéò44 ñéit does represent the first 

and most concentrated use of a large number of new and advanced weapons 

since their appearance, as well as a testing ground for the revolution in military 

affairs triggered by this, and this point is sufficient to earn it the position of a 

classic in the history of warfareéò45 

 

                                                 
40 Ibid., p. 95. 
41 Ibid., p. 96. 
42 Ibid., p. 97. 
43 Ibid., p. 98. 
44 Ibid., p. 48. 
45 Ibid., p. 63. 
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On the Importance of Information Technology: ñWe can say with certainty 

that this is the most important revolution in the history of technology, its 

revolutionary significance is not merely in that it is a brand new technology 

itself, but more in that it is a kind of bonding agent which can lightly penetrate 

the layers of barriers between technologies and link various technologies which 

appear to be totally unrelated.ò46 

 

On Future War and Information W ar: ñEven if in future wars all the 

weapons have information components embedded in them and are fully 

computerized, we can still not term such war information warfare, and at most 

we can just call it computerized warfare. This is because, regardless of how 

important information technology is, it cannot completely supplant the 

functions and roles of each technology per se.ò47  

 

On the Difference in Computerized War and Information War: 

ñComputerized warfare in the broad sense and information warfare in the 

narrow sense are two completely different things. The former refers to the 

various forms of warfare which are enhanced and accompanied by information 

technology, while the latter primarily refers to war in which information 

technology is used to obtain or suppress information.ò48 

 

On Tactics Leading, Weapons Following: ñéwhen the Americans proposed 

the concept of óbuilding the weapons to fit the fight,ô it triggered the greatest 

single change in the relationship between weapons and tactics since the advent 

of war. First determine the modes of combat, then develop the weapons, and in 

this regard, the first stab that the Americans took at this was óair-land battle.ô 

The currently popular ódigitized battlefieldô and ódigitized unitsô which have 

given rise to much discussion represent their most recent attempt.ò49 

 

On National Interests: ñéIraq had seized the entire West by the throat. 

Lifelines are naturally more important than face, and the United States had no 

choice but to take it seriouslyéò50 

 

On the New Form of Alliances: ñIn the new age, going it alone is not only 

unwise, it is also not a realistic option.ò51 ñMore profoundly, the appearance of 

                                                 
46 Ibid., p. 3. 
47 Ibid., p. 9. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid., p. 12. 
50 Ibid., p. 48. 
51 Ibid., p. 49. 
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the óovernightô alliance brought an era to a close. That is, the era of fixed-form 

allianceséò52 

 

On the Media: ñUnlike battlefield propaganda, which has an excessively 

subjective tinge and is easily rejected by an opponent or neutral individuals, 

because it is cleverly cloaked as objective reporting, the media has a quiet 

impact that is hard to gauge.ò53 

 

On the Difficulty of Being a Soldier Today: ñIt is very obvious that none of 

the soldiers in any one nation possesses sufficient mental preparation against 

this type of new war which completely goes beyond military space. However, 

this is actually a severe reality which all soldiers must face.ò54 

 

On International Rules of War: ñSmall nations hope to use the rules to 

protect their own interests, while large nations attempt to utilize the rules to 

control other nations.ò55 

 

 This ends the section on selected quotes from Unrestricted Warfare. 

The next section highlights some of the important general concepts of the book. 

General Discussion of Key Points in Unrestricted Warfare 

 Qiao and Wang offer some specific innovations and developments 

(especially in the bookôs final three chapters) that require more explanation.  

Each topic is covered below from the perspective of these two officers. They 

include the following concepts: combined war that goes beyond limits; new 

concept weapons versus a new concept of weapons; the side-principal rule; the 

golden section rule; the ñcivilianizationò of war (the degree of participation of 

the entire population in war, such as the use of hackers); breaking ideological 

boundaries; and the new ñessential principlesò of warfare.  

 

Combined War that Goes Beyond Limits: Qiao and Wang write that the 

concept of warfare has been expanded due to the diversity of means available 

today. Any future war will be a ñcocktail mixtureò or combination of means 

beyond the traditional battlefield.56 Combinations introduce diversity and 

abundance into the conduct of warfare. Qiao and Wang believe ñwhat is truly 

important is whether or not one understands what goes with what to implement 

                                                 
52 Ibid., p. 50. 
53 Ibid., p. 60. 
54 Ibid., p. 108. 
55 Ibid., p. 109. 
56 Ibid., p. 43. 



30 

 

combinations.ò57 Combinations of non-traditional means will challenge the 

logic, laws, and traditional models of warfare.58 In defining combined war that 

goes beyond limits, Qiao and Wang write: 

 

But in fact, unlimited surpassing of limits is impossible to achieve. Any 

surpassing of limits can only be done within certain restrictions. That 

is, ógoing beyond limitsô certainly does not equate to óno limits,ô only 

to the expansion of ólimited.ô That is, to go beyond the intrinsic 

boundaries of a certain area or a certain direction, and to combine 

opportunities and means in more areas or in more directions, so as to 

achieve a set objective.59 

 

The authors thus imply most clearly that the term ñunrestrictedò doesnôt really 

work as a translation of the title of their book. Rather, ñexceeding limitsò seems 

to better express the title of their book. The authors stress that the concept of 

combined war is first of all a way of thinking, and only afterwards is it a 

method.60 Qiao and Wang believe the ability to transcend ideology is the first 

requirement of exceeding limits. Only then can the second meaning, to 

transcend limits and boundaries, take effect. The latter involves selecting the 

most appropriate means but not necessarily the most extreme means.61  

 

New Concept Weapons versus a New Concept of Weapons: Man-made 

earthquakes, tsunamis, weather disasters, subsonic waves, and new biological 

and chemical weapons all constitute new concept weapons (NCW).62 Kinetic-

energy weapons, directed-energy weapons, sub-sonic weapons, geophysical 

weapons, solar-energy weapons, meteorological weapons, and gene weapons 

are also NCW.63 These new concept weapons differ from a new concept of 

weapons. The latter include stock market crashes, computer viruses, and rumors 

or scandals as new weapons. A hacker in general and a non-state actor in some 

instances can help create trade war; financial war; new types of terror warfare; 

ecological, psychological, and smuggling war; media, drug, network, and 

technological war; and fabricated, resource, culture, and international law 

warfare.64 Technology is no longer the main factor. A new concept of weapons 

implies using things that initially benefit mankind to harm mankind. Chinaôs 

                                                 
57 Ibid., p. 119. 
58 Ibid., p. 120. 
59 Ibid., p. 155. 
60 Ibid., p. 171. 
61 Ibid., p. 154. 
62 Ibid., p. 16. 
63 Ibid., p. 24. 
64 Ibid., pp. 38-43. 
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awareness of things must expand since anything can become a weapon, Qiao 

and Wang note.65 These ñkinder weaponsò may try to paralyze or undermine 

but they do not intend to produce casualties. They may be the watershed 

between the old and new weapons of war.66  

 

The Side-Principal Rule: The side-principal [spelling per the document] rule 

is apparently another way to consider a concept being ñasymmetricò since it 

implies striking an object from any direction other than head-on. Qiao and 

Wang write that ñthe side-principal rule is opposed to all forms of parallel 

placement, balance, symmetry, being all-encompassing, and smoothness, but, 

instead, advocates using the sword to cut the side.ò67 Frontal collisions must be 

avoided. This ñis the most basic grammar of victory for the ancient article of 

war.ò68 However, the concept doesnôt always exclude a frontal collision if such 

a move imposes surprise on an adversary. A side element is a deviation in 

ñterms of lines of thought and essence, instead of deviation in form.ò Thus if 

one is not expecting a frontal assault, it can be applied as a surprise move that 

utilizes the side-principal rule (a deviation in thought) to achieve success.69   

 

Golden Section Warfare: The number .618 is known as the rule of the golden 

section. It refers to a mathematical ratio and was originally considered by artists 

as the golden rule of aesthetics. The number became a basic design scale which, 

in the case of the Parthenon, for example, was found to be the ratio of vertical 

lines to horizontal lines. American J. Kieffer in 1953 and the Chinese 

mathematician Hua Luogeng turned this number into the ñoptimum seeking 

method.ò This optimization can refer to number of soldiers and force. It often 

appears in attack or defend ratios of forces such as 2:3, 3:5, 5:8, and 8:13.70 

These ratios usually ensure success if one is on the right side of the .618 rule. 

Qiao and Wang state that .618 can be found in the arc of a cavalry sword, the 

apex of the flyi ng trajectory of a bullet shell or ballistic missile, and in the 

optimum bomb-release altitude and distance for an aircraft in dive bombing 

mode. In these cases (no further explanation was provided, which makes it 

difficult to prove) the .618 principle also applies.71 

 

The Civilianization of War : Qiao and Wang believe that future war will be 

conducted in non-war spheres. Winning wars with non-war means has become 

                                                 
65 Ibid., p. 16. 
66 Ibid., p. 20. 
67 Ibid., p. 141. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid., p. 147. 
70 Ibid., p. 148. 
71 Ibid., pp. 130-136. 
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a reality, even though the outline of the ñcivilianizationò of such a concept isnôt 

yet clear. The civilianization of war (Peopleôs War in the information age?) has 

been a theme of several writers since the publication of Unrestricted Warfare.72  

 

Breaking Ideological Boundaries (supra-domains, supra-means, supra-tiers): 

Transcending ideology is the first requirement of exceeding limits in Qiao and 

Wangôs opinion, as mentioned above. To do so requires supra-domain, supra-

means, and supra-tier combinations. Those involved in warfare must break free 

from the confines of domains and the boundaries of ideology in order to enter a 

state of freedom of thought. There is now no domain that cannot be used. The 

Chinese are good at understanding and using this fact while Americans are not, 

according to Qiao and Wang.73 It is necessary to select which domain will be 

the main battlefield to achieve the objectives of war, domains that may not be 

military.74 Domains must become playing cards deftly shuffled in Chinese 

hands.75 Non-state organizations may, for example, combine kidnapping, 

assassinations, hackers, and currency speculation as an example of supra-

means.76  

 

Means are methods or tools through which one can obtain an objective. 

Supra-means could include ñbuying or gaining control of stocks to turn another 

countryôs newspapers and television stations into tools of media warfare.ò Or it 

could include using assassination against financial speculators in Wang and 

Qiaoôs opinion.77 

 

With regard to supra-tier levels, Qiao and Wang state that war no 

longer needs to progress from one level to another until a ñmoment of destinyò 

is reached.78 Rather, that moment of destiny is now something that can be 

created through combinations. To be able to continuously create such moments 

is something to be achieved, a winning strategy that should be used often. 

Warfare could thus be ñchanged into a dragon with interchangeable limbs, 

torsos, and heads which we could put together as we like, and which could 

swing freely in any direction.ò79 At the national level the PLAôs actions could 

also include non-military actions that correspond to strategy.80    

                                                 
72 Ibid., pp. 144-145. 
73 Ibid., p. 161. 
74 Ibid., p. 163. 
75 Ibid., p. 164. 
76 Ibid., p. 166. 
77 Ibid., p. 164. 
78 Ibid., p. 168. 
79 Ibid., pp. 168-169. 
80 Ibid., p. 170. 



33 

 

 

Essential Principles: Qiao and Wang believe the Gulf War changed the nature 

of war as it was once understood. The authors define warfare in the following 

manner:  

 

Warfare can be military, or it can be quasi-military, or it can be non-

military. It can use violence, or it can be nonviolent. It can be a 

confrontation between professional soldiers, or one between newly 

emerging forces consisting primarily of ordinary people or experts. 

These characteristics of beyond-limits war are the watershed between it 

and traditional warfare, as well as the starting line for new types of 

warfare.81 

 

This new nature of war results in new principles of war with which no one is 

familiar, the authors add. These principles include omni-directionality, 

synchrony, limited objectives, unlimited measures, asymmetry, minimal 

consumption, multi-dimensional coordination, and the adjustment and control 

of the entire process.  

 

Omni-directionality means considering all factors associated with 

unrestricted war. The idea is to use all war resources, prevent blind spots, move 

in an unrestricted manner, and orient at will. Through the use of this 360 degree 

method the situation can be properly ascertained as well.82  

 

Synchrony has replaced phasing as an important planning principle 

according to Qiao and Wang. It implies doing something within the same time 

period but does not imply ñsimultaneity.ò The authors note that unrestricted war 

could also be dubbed ñdesignated time warfare.ò They believe that the US has 

not expanded this battlefield concept beyond the military.83 

 

 Limited objectives imply not pursuing objectives beyond oneôs reach. If 

objectives are outside the reach of available measures then defeat is certain. 

Qiao and Wang use a speech by President Clinton to emphasize this point. They 

note that Clinton sought on one occasion to promise action when Americaôs 

national interests and sense of values were in danger. Actions can be achieved 

through the use of power but changing values is outside the reach of power as 

an objective in Wang and Qiaoôs opinion.84  

 

                                                 
81 Ibid., p. 177. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid., p. 179. 
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Unlimited measures refer to employing measures beyond boundaries or 

restrictions to achieve limited objectives. The implication is to disobey the law 

when implementing such measures.85  

 

 Asymmetry means hitting an opponent where he least expects it or 

following a train of thought that opposes a line of symmetry. Asymmetrical 

factors should be examined when considering a main axis of attack, a center of 

gravity, or force disposition and deployment. It is necessary to work on 

developing a line of action that creates power for oneself and allows the 

situation to develop as intended.86   

 

The minimal consumption principle refers to making rational use of 

combat resources. It has three components: rationality is more important than 

thrift; the size of combat consumption is decided by the form of combat; and 

the consumption of combat means can be lowered by using more measures. 

Here again the authors advise a force to ñcombine the superiorities of several 

kinds of combat resources in several kinds of areas to form up a completely 

new form of combatò and thereby minimize consumption.87 

 

 Multidimensional coordination means coordinating different spheres 

and forces to accomplish an objective. These different spheres include 

geography, history, culture, ethnic identity, and the influence of international 

organizations. This is especially important today since any sphere can become a 

battlefield.88  

 

Finally, there is the essential principle of the adjustment and control of 

the entire process. This refers to obtaining feedback during an operation and 

making the proper revisions. Control over this process is very important.89 

 

The future battlefieldôs military sphere will be but one of several 

domains to which these essential principles apply. With the increased stature of 

non-military activities and their impact on future military and non-military 

battlefields, control over these domains will become particularly important. 

According to the authors, control is a point that China focuses on constantly 

while the US tends to focus more on dominance and superiority than control.   
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Qiaoôs Newspaper Interviews on Unrestricted Warfare, 1999-2001 

 The publication of Unrestricted Warfare generated a series of author 

interviews with the Chinese and Taiwanese press. One of the first interviews 

was with Qiao and it took place in June 1999 with the newspaper Zhongguo 

Qingnian Bao, which the China Youth League sponsors. Qiao stated that no 

other country in the world can match US superiority in military technology. 

Therefore other nations must depend on non-military actions as much as 

military actions to defeat a nation so equipped. It is a way for a weak country to 

cope with a larger evil.90 Beyond-limits or unrestricted warfare is required to 

defeat or at least injure such a superior opponent. This type of warfare is more 

humane than conventional war and may require the overlapping of several 

methods, Qiao notes, such as ñSchwarzkopf (commander) plus Soros (finance) 

plus bin Laden (terrorist) type tactics.ò91 The most ominous part of the 

interview was Qiaoôs belief that war with the US is ñinevitable.ò This is 

because China will grow strong only at the cost of consuming much of the 

worldôs resources which will put it in direct competition and eventually conflict 

with the US.92 

 

In a September 1999 interview Qiao said he realized that war was not 

the only way to force onesô will on another party and that the purpose of the 

book was to develop a ñnew war theoryò similar to that formed earlier by 

Clausewitz. This can be accomplished by the ñdislocationò method in which 

one upsets the ñorder of the cards in oneôs own hand and reorganizes them in 

accordance with the needs of war and interests of that time.ò93  

 

In the September interview Qiao listed ñmilitary war methodsò as 

atomic, conventional, biological, chemical, ecological, space, electronic, 

guerrilla, and terrorist warfare; ñabove-military war methodsò as diplomatic, 

network, intelligence, psychological, technological, smuggling, drug, and 

fictitious warfare; and applicable ñnon-military war methodsò as financial, 

trade, resources, economic aid, legal, sanction, media, and ideological warfare. 

He noted that he was not proposing that China follow non-military war actions 

but that if all else failed and the countryôs existence was at stake, it must 

consider such issues. Thus his strident tone seems to have diminished 
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somewhat between June and September. Qiao states that the US has already 

used the principles of unrestricted warfare without knowing it. He notes, for 

example, that the US in Iraq used conventional plus diplomatic plus sanctions 

plus legal plus media plus psychological plus intelligence warfare all at the 

same time.94  

 

In March 2000 in Liaowang, the weekly journal of Chinaôs official 

news agency Xinhua, Qiao stated that, with regard to non-military actions, ñour 

study, analysis, and pointing out the possibility of such actions does not at all 

equate to approval of itéò95 Qiao added that the US makes rules for their 

interests and puts domestic laws above international laws, breaking the latter as 

they see fit. The intervention by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO) into the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) over human rights 

issues at the expense of the FRYôs national sovereignty is a good example in 

his opinion. He then notes that ñthe concept of unrestricted warfare that we 

proposed does not at all mean breaking all the rules,ò a statement quite at odds 

with Qiaoôs statements in other articles.96 He added that the intent of 

Unrestricted Warfare was to provide an approach, an option, and a new kind of 

military thinking for strategic military studies.97 

 

In a June 2000 interview, this time with Taiwanôs press, Qiao stated 

that the book is popular because of its innovative content. He was quick to add 

that the book does not represent an official PLA viewpoint. Qiao said the book 

has allowed for more guesswork by people concerned with cross-strait issues 

but that a certain geographical reality cannot be avoided. Taiwan is a ñgeo-

prisonerò of the mainland. He said a reason for writing the book was to stress 

the absurdity that the US can lay down the existing international norms on the 

one hand and, on the other, change them at will. He added that this does not 

mean that China will break international norms arbitrarily as the US has done.98  

 

Of course, the events of 9/11 gave the Chinese press a reason to 

reenergize their interest in Qiao and Wang, just as their popularity was 
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beginning to wane. For example, a PRC-owned newspaper praised the authors 

for their foresight in predicting that high-tech means outside of military means 

would be used by terrorists. The effect was strategic and the US, too self-willed 

and conceited, finally paid for the enemies it had made over the years, 

according to Qiao and Wang. They added that perhaps the US will reflect on 

these events and make some changes to its foreign policy.99 Qiao paid equal 

attention to the new insurgent capability, however, stating 

 

One of the byproducts of globalization resulting from technological 

integration is global terrorist activities. Non-professional soldiers and 

non-government organizations constitute a growing threat to the 

sovereign state. Increasingly they are the opponents of all professional 

armies. Next to non-professional fighters, the professional army looks 

powerful beyond compare. In the new era, however, the professional 

army is the dinosaur that cannot adapt. Non-professional fighters, on 

the other hand, are like raptors, full of life. They could use their sharp 

teeth to bite off half the world.100 

 

A few years later, in November 2005, an article on Unrestricted 

Warfare was published in the Shanghai Guoji Zhanwang.  In this article authors 

Qiao and Wang answered questions from interested readers. First, readers 

wanted to know if the book would fuel the Westôs China threat theory. The 

authors answered that this had already happened and that the Russian example 

(the disintegration of the USSR) should make China wary of US theories of this 

type. The authors state that their book, on the other hand, raises the issue of the 

state terrorism of big Western countries that threatens the world. Their book 

opposes terrorism, Qiao and Wang note, especially state terrorism.101 

 

Qiao and Wang expressed their opinion again that ógoing beyond 

limitsô does not equate to óno limits,ô only to an expansion of ólimited.ô Further, 

the word unrestricted refers to ñnon-military war actions and to going beyond 

the military sphere to open up new battlefields and find new combat 
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measures.ò102 Combined war that goes beyond limits is ñto go beyond the 

intrinsic boundaries of a certain area or a certain direction, and to combine 

opportunities and means in more areas or in more directions so as to achieve a 

set objective.ò103 Their book appears to be aimed at the US when in fact the US 

was used as the threat only because it is the world leader in terms of equipment, 

mobility, and military theory. Rather, the authors conclude, their work is aimed 

at any nation that would harm Chinaôs national interests.104 Obviously, Qiao 

and Wangôs logic is highly debatable from a US viewpoint. 

Conclusions 

Qiao and Wang believe that an underdeveloped country like China that 

has never sought hegemony cannot follow blindly behind developed countries 

like the US and try to develop high-tech weaponry. Rather it must establish new 

ways of thinking and readjust its strategies, theories, and concepts to ensure 

national security. Unrestricted Warfare tells the PLA how to do this.105 In this 

sense it is the first step among many in adopting a new mode of thinking as the 

force transforms from a mechanized to an informatized presence. 

 

Zheng Liming, writing for Chinaôs official news service Zhongguo 

Xinwen She, noted that Unrestricted Warfare constitutes 

 

A sagacious grasping of the current lag in military thought that people 

were still unaware of, points out the fatal weaknesses existing in US 

military thought and its unavoidable fragility in modern warfare, and 

reminds people that today, with economic globalization and constant 

social changes, there is an increasingly wide range of factors that have 

a bearing on national security and that there is a really great possibility 

that nonmilitary means and nonmilitary actions will win victory and the 

initiative in a future war.106 

 

Qiao and Wangôs discussion in Unrestricted Warfare is well 

represented by this summary. The authors state that the diversity of means 

available for contemporary warfare (the twenty-four methods listed earlier) has 

enlarged the concept of war. The battlefield is everywhere and war may be 
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conducted in areas where military actions do not dominate. When combinations 

of these methods are put together, the result is termed a ñcocktail warfare 

mixture.ò This mixture represents a gradual accumulation of links and 

competencies that are replacing a form of warfare that used to proceed from one 

level to the next. The authors stress that  

 

With combination there is abundance, with combination there are a 

myriad of changes, and with combination there is diversity. 

Combination has nearly increased the means of modern warfare to the 

infinite, and it has basically changed the definition of modern warfare 

bestowed by those in the past: warfare carried out using modern 

weapons and means of operation.107 

 

The twenty-four methods they propose are not entirely new ñmeans to 

compel the enemy to accept oneôs interestsò but rather means that have been 

used continuously by nation-states over the past three decades. That is, the two 

colonels are not nearly as original in their thinking as many analysts world-

wide give them credit. Their originality comes in adding the word ñwarò behind 

each of the methods, and in advancing a theory to really combine methods 

which US analysts and doctrine writers have not done to the same degree.  

 

From a Western viewpoint, there are several lessons that one can learn 

from this discussion of Unrestricted Warfare. First of all is the danger of 

writing a provocative book if you are a representative of a nation-state! This 

book has generated all types of international concern and raised Chinaôs threat 

posture higher on the radar of other countries than it previously was. While the 

authors were responsible for this international scrutiny, they were not 

responsible for the manner in which some people tended to exploit the book 

and manipulate its content. For example, the English version of the book 

incorrectly associated the unrestricted warfare concept with 9/11 (and indicted 

China as a co-conspirator).    

 

A second point of interest is the warning shot the book fires across the 

bow of US military thinking and operational concepts. US operations are 

currently focused on Iraq and Afghanistan. The authors note that a country 

placing an excessive focus on one type of enemy can be attacked by another 

outside of their field of vision.108 US strategists as a result must pay close 

attention to the entire spectrum of threats, to foreign perspectives of the 

contemporary operational environment, and to ways that other nations plan to 
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manipulate it. Qiao and Wang note that the information age may not be all it is 

cracked up to be. The authors write that ñit is difficult for high-tech troops to 

deal with unconventional warfareò and add that ñperhaps there is a rule here, or 

at least it is an interesting phenomenon which is worth studying.ò109 It is not 

known whether such a rule (how unconventional forces defeat high-technology 

forces) is under consideration or not in China.  

 

A third point of interest to Western analysts is that the book 

underscores what apparently is a rising theory in China, non-war military 

actions. Such actions are now discussed in detail in Chinese military journals. 

For example the authoritative Chinese journal China Military Science, in Issue 

3, 2008, dedicated its lead section on ñSubject Discussionò to non-war military 

operations theory and practice. Six articles discussed: the study of non-war 

military operations; non-military operations during the Sichuan earthquake; the 

terrorist threat and new armed forces missions; legal issues surrounding non-

war military operations; characteristics of naval non-war military operations; 

and the growth and termination of the US theory of non-war military 

operations.110 

 

Fourth, Western analysts should pay attention to Unrestricted Warfare 

for a better understanding of how the Chinese view our militaries. There is 

clearly frustration with the US and its coalition partners that are expressed in 

the book. These frustrations also illuminate Chinese prejudices in their 

consideration of Americaôs national security policies. One prejudice is that the 

authors only see negatives in US ventures abroad and rarely give the US credit 

for the humanitarian work it does all the time. This could involve things like 

Tsunami relief efforts or passing out food to those in need after earthquakes or 

other natural disasters. Another prejudice, perhaps more in line with reality, is 

the authorsô perception that a real shortcoming of the US military is its 

tendency to allow thought to lag behind reality. Perhaps this latter statement is 

truer now than it was fifteen years ago simply due to the crush of deployments 

that the US military has faced. There has been precious little time to think.  

 

According to several bloggers writing from a Western point of view, 

the PLA authors ignored US diplomatic efforts such as attempts to bring peace 

to the Middle East, US economic sanctions to force nations to abide by 

international and humanitarian law, US efforts to control the drug trade in 

Colombia and other countries, and other non-military US measures over the 
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years. It is as if the authors read no newspapers in the 1990s that offered any 

insight on US international efforts in any of these fields.  

 

Thus, while some of the negative points from a Chinese point of view 

should be taken into consideration by our military leaders, other points should 

just be ignored as they demonstrate a misunderstanding of Western military 

thought and actions. Qiao and Wang ignore much of the good that Western 

armies perform. The absence of this contextual aspect certainly leads the 

authors to the dire predictions and prejudices they expose on the pages of 

Unrestricted Warfare. A well-rounded critique of what America and other 

nations do in relief operations of all types worldwide would help alleviate some 

of their mistaken perspectives. 

  

So, is Unrestricted Warfare Chinaôs master plan to destroy America as 

the books English translation contends? Is it a wild concept by irresponsible 

writers that deserves strong condemnation world-wide? Or is it a book that 

offers insights into Chinese thinking and indicates where the Chinese military is 

heading? This author sides with the latter proposition. Unrestricted Warfare is 

an interesting thought piece not previously advanced by military theorists at 

home or abroad, especially by a uniformed member of another nation-state. For 

this reason alone, it is worth reading. The text offers many new ways to 

consider the operational environment and ways to control it. As Qiao and Wang 

write 

 

For a long time both military people and politicians have become 

accustomed to employing a certain mode of thinking, that is, the major 

factor posing a threat to national security is the military power of an 

enemy state or potential enemy state. However, the wars and major 

incidents which have occurred during the last ten years of the twentieth 

century have provided to us in a calm and composed fashion proof that 

the opposite is true: military threats are already often no longer the 

major factors affecting national security.111 

 

If Americaôs military desires to break free from the Chinese label of 

ñlacking lucid and incisive thinking,ò then theorists in the US should be 

considering NOW new combinations and cocktail mixtures since we are ten 

years removed from the publication of Unrestricted Warfare. Most assuredly 

the Chinese are doing so as this work goes to press. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE ñART OF WARò IN THE 21ST 

CENTURY 

 
This chapter highlights how ancient military thinking and information age 

concepts are being integrated to produce new modes of thought. 112 

 

The theoretical thinking of each era, including the theoretical thinking of our 

times, is a historical product. It has completely different forms in different 

times and has completely different content.113 Engels 

Introduction  

The history of warfare demonstrates that nations taking the lead in 

transforming their militaries during periods of revolutionary change have the 

best chance of seizing the initiative in future war. It is apparent that the book 

Unrestricted Warfare gives the PLA a new mode of thinking that encourages 

transformations of this type in the Chinese military. 

 

The Chinese concept of ñinformatized warfareò represents a focused 

transformation of the nationôs mode of thinking. Traditional and mechanized 

methods of thought work less well in an integrated and systems-oriented 

environment characterized by rapidly changing time-space relationships. The 

strategic focus of the transformation requires ñchanging the thinking style, 

introducing innovation in operational theoryò according to one source.114 

Engelôs prediction was correct. Modern times encourage change and the 

development of entirely different forms of military thought and content. 

 

This chapter examines the PLAôs new modes of thought. Included in 

the discussion are the integration of technology with ancient stratagems, the use 

of new concepts such as war engineering and system attack warfare, and the 

impact of culture on new modes of thought. 
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Chinaôs White Paper: Formalizi ng the Transformation Process 

Evidence of change in PLA thought is found in the Chinese White 

Paper on National Defense released in January 2009. Chinaôs military White 

Papers have traditionally explained the general azimuth of the PLAôs 

development. The terms ñmechanizedò and ñmechanizationò were used only 

seven times in the 2009 version while the terms ñinformatizedò and 

ñinformationizationò115 were used nearly fifty times, clearly showing where the 

emphasis is now placed. Only the terms ñnuclearò and ñdefenseò exceeded 

these information-oriented terms in word count.116  

 

The catalyst for a new thinking style emanates primarily from Chinese 

observations of and lessons learned from US and coalition actions in the Desert 

Storm and Kosovo operations, and then from US/coalition actions in 

Afghanistan and Iraq. These conflicts demonstrated the power and accuracy of 

a new type of thinking, one based on information age concepts.  

 

The informatization of the armed forces, the PLA realizes, demands 

new modes of thinking that ñpossess more pronounced comprehensive, 

dynamic, flexible, effective, creative, and forward-looking thought 

functionsò117 than conventional military thought. Such demands result in 

completely new warfare concepts118 that affect every branch of the military.  

In the PLAôs opinion, these changes are transforming the military from a closed 

force into a modern information age power focusing on new missions and roles 

to include peacekeeping, military diplomacy, and joint antiterrorism maneuvers 

with other nations. These are some of the nonwar military actions addressed in 

Unrestricted Warfare and elsewhere in PLA publications. Most recently, the 

PLAôs navy has accepted the mission of combating Somali pirates. Such 

changes not only indicate that Chinaôs military reform process is underway, but 

they also demonstrate that China is increasing its military potential and 

willingness to accept more missions. The end goal of change is to have the 

                                                 
115 ñInformationizationò is equivalent to the English term ñinformatization.ò 
116 ñFull Text: Chinaôs National Defense in 2008,ò Xinhua in English 0208 GMT 20 

January 2009, as downloaded from the OSC website, document number 

CPP20090120968111. 
117 Li Deyi, ñA Study of the Basic Characteristics of the Modes of Thinking in 

Informatized Warfare,ò Beijing Zhongguo Junshi Kexue (China Military Science), 20 

August 2007, pp. 101-105, as translated and downloaded from the OSC website, 

document number CPP20081028682007. 
118 Ibid. 



44 

 

capability ñto win local wars in the era of information,ò119 another focus of the 

2009 White Paper. 

 

The PLAôs ñinformatized thoughtò transformation is the outer formal 

reflection of a much deeper reform of the entire Chinese military establishment, 

a transformation that will affect both doctrine and equipment. At the same time 

the fundamentals upon which the PLAôs thought processes rest (use of the 

dialectic, comprehensive assessments, Sun Tzuôs principles, stratagems, etc.) 

remains as the thought platform to which integrated and system-oriented 

applications will be attached. Perhaps in this sense not as much has changed as 

Chinese theorists like to posit. Mixing the old and the new is akin to having 

ñSun Tzu at the computer.ò 

Informatized Thought: Can the Inferior Still Defeat the Superior? 

The work of PLA Major Peng Hongqi demonstrates the application of 

informatized warfare concepts to age-old Chinese military principles that result 

in a new mode of thinking. His article, ñA Brief Discussion of Using the Weak 

to Defeat the Strong under Informatized Conditions,ò was written for the 

authoritative journal China Military Science. The article offers nine ways that 

an information-based inferior force could attack an information-based superior 

force.120 Thus Peng still believes that the inferior can defeat the superior, 

especially after reading of some insurgent successes against coalition forces. 

 

Peng offers a number of methods to help an inferior informatized force 

(China) overcome a superior informatized force such as the US.  First, Peng 

states that it is imperative that the weaker side in an information confrontation 

find a way to limit a superior opponentôs control over information. The weaker 

side must adhere to the active offense, he notes, especially in peacetime. This 

latter assertion contradicts the active defense emphasis of Chinaôs White Paper. 

The offense in peacetime provides the inferior side with a moment of relative 

equality that changes the traditional law of the weak always being on the 

defensive. Active offense is an asymmetric operation that requires properly 

determining key targets such as those that control data and make decisions. An 

inferior force must strike first or lose its opportunity to subdue the enemy. 

Attacks must be continuous once initiated, Peng notes, and both the military 

and the people must be mobilized. Societyôs informatized elite must be 
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absorbed into the militaryôs plans since everyone with a notebook computer can 

become a combatant.121  

 

In a surprise interpretation of United Nations (UN) regulations, Peng 

states that, according to the self-defense charter of the UN,  

 

the inferior side carrying out a preemptive strike to subdue the enemy 

stems from the need to seize freedom of military actions, which is 

fundamentally different than a powerful enemy interfering in the 

internal affairs of another country and carrying out aggressive ñfirst 

strikeò actions.  

 

Thus Peng seems to imply that it is the RIGHT of an inferior force to attack a 

superior force first.122 

 

A second way for an inferior informatized force to defeat a superior 

informatized force is through the manipulation of the latterôs ñprice disparity,ò 

the point where psychological weakness occurs, and through the use of allies. 

Causing massive war losses and casualties may affect the will of the superior 

force to continue fighting before it affects the inferior force since the former 

fears paying the price for victory more than the inferior force. Winning the 

support of allies and destroying an opponentôs coalition through persuasion and 

the use of the ñrighteousness of a war effortò are other ways the inferior can 

defeat the superior.123 

 

Third, Peng states that one must grasp the laws and circumstances of 

informatized conditions that guide information-based societies and militaries. 

One such issue to exploit is that only 20 percent of systems actually play key 

roles in the sustenance of a society or military force. The other 80 percent are 

only of secondary importance. The most vulnerable and most important of the 

20 percent are space systems, networked systems, and logistic systems in that 

order. These are the systems that should be targeted. Another key measure, 

Peng notes, is developing countermeasures in conjunction with strategy.124  

 

Fourth, the enemy must not be allowed to control information 

superiority, especially ñthe control of perception.ò Control of perceptions 

allows an inferior force to induce information confusion in a superior force via 

information excess, information inflation, or information inundation. 
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ñTechnological blind spotsò (those areas not covered by satellites) can also aide 

an inferior forceôs plans. Studying the operating principles, systems, and 

conditions of an adversaryôs technical and theoretical conditioning allows 

Chinese forces to nullify some components of an adversaryôs overall perception 

system.125 

 

Fifth, Peng writes that an inferior force must conduct information 

reconnaissance and prepare confrontational responses as asymmetric checks 

and balances on an opponentôs strategy. An inferior force must control an 

adversaryôs combat preparations. Protracted control over an enemy is a means 

by which effective control is maintained over time and space. Protracted control 

also requires demonstrating countermeasure potential to a superior opponent. 

Without such a demonstration, the adversary would have no reason to go along 

with a protracted fight.126 

 

Sixth, much of an inferior forceôs reconnaissance can now be done 

surreptitiously on computers through the use of hackers or other civilian means. 

This enhances the PLAôs ability to claim plausible deniability when accused of 

being part of the attack. Forces begin engagements and reconnaissance well 

before a conflict emerges. Peacetime collection of key information on another 

forceôs data collection and processing systems is vital to success and offers an 

opportunity to act before a war breaks out.127 Peng states that one should 

 

étreat the peacetime struggle for information supremacy as a ógenuine, 

perpetual, and never-ending battleô in preparation and implementation. 

It must practice strict information secrecy. The essence of information 

confrontation is to gain as much enemy information as possible and 

keep the enemy from gaining information on oneôs own side.128  

 

China appears to have performed Pengôs vision well if the number of 

accusations leveled against the mainland is any indicator. India, South Korea, 

Germany, Australia, the US, and others have all accused China of penetrating 

their computer systems. The Chinese government has denied all of these 

accusations against them. Peng also notes that ñthe only way the inferior side 

can compete with a powerful enemy is by taking full advantage of peacetime to 

energetically elevate its material and technological foundation.ò129 Chapter 

Seven of this book focuses on just this issue. 

                                                 
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid. 
127 Ibid. 
128 Ibid. 
129 Ibid. 



47 

 

 

Seventh, Peng states that the process through which information is 

understood (and how it can be manipulated) is important for nations to 

understand. The struggles between reconnaissance and counter-reconnaissance 

and deception and counter-deception are indicative of why this requirement is 

so important. One side can collect huge amounts of information on the other 

side, but if 50 percent of that information is deceptive input, then the side 

collecting information can be placed at a significant disadvantage.130 Verifying 

data reliability is a requirement that cannot be delayed.  

  

Eighth, Peng writes that the initiative in battle can only be won when 

ñexternal potentialò is achieved. External potential means using clandestine 

special operations to disrupt enemy plans, using the media to advertise the 

crimes of an enemy force, and applying external pressure on the enemy from 

other countries. External operations are important because science and 

technology are shrinking the power of spirit, strategy, and other non-technical 

elements. Outside pressures must be increased on these elements as a result.131  

 

Finally, Peng contradicts many of his colleagues who search for so-

called ñtrumpò weapons. He believes there is too much emphasis on trump 

weapons since weapons alone cannot decide a conflict. They can be countered 

by other trump weapons that also contain asymmetric superiorities or by 

creative thought processes. Inferior forces are required to find technological 

niches and occupy a small space in that field if they are to maintain some type 

of counterforce (and thus balance) when dealing with a superior opponent. 

Optimizing the use of existing technologies, using strengths to make up for 

weaknesses, putting together things that are weak to make something strong, 

and using structural changes to enhance combat strength are other effective 

measures.132  

 

Pengôs article indicates that informatized war is a confrontation of not 

only technologies but also knowledge and the information age talents of people. 

The slant of Pengôs article is very important since it offers thoughts foreign to 

many US analysts who donôt (canôt) think as Peng does due to our own prisms 

and limitations (legal, ethical, cultural, etc.). Pengôs thinking approaches 

several of the thought processes in Unrestricted Warfare. 
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Pengôs use of a simple thought from the era of Sun Tzu, how ñthe 

inferior can defeat the superior,ò demonstrates that even in the information age 

the PLA can use ancient thought. Peng is not the only author who has written 

about integrating strategies into the informatized warfare paradigm. For 

example, a Jiefangjun Bao article in January 2008 examined warfare strategies 

for network attack and defense. These strategies included ñpreserving and 

breaking,ò ñattacking and defending,ò ñpeculiarity and straightness,ò ñshowing 

the shape,ò ñform and force,ò and ñusing spaceò to influence the struggle over 

network space.133 All of these are variations of ancient stratagems. 

Changing a ñMode of Thinkingò 

The information age offers Chinese leaders a unique chance to make a 

ñquantum leapò in military affairs and bypass many long years of research and 

production of mechanized equipment. However, the transformation from a 

mechanized to an informatized force requires changes to the militaryôs mode of 

thought. The PLA has to learn how to apply new technologies and to develop 

new thinking styles quickly or risk falling further behind. Military leaders are 

confronted with digital, high speed versions of command information, control 

information, early warning information, survey information, intelligence 

information, systems information, and evaluation information that change the 

way operations are conceived and executed, according to several prominent 

Chinese authors.  

 

Targets have also changed. The foci of Chinese information attacks are 

enemy command centers, information systems, and information capabilities 

rather than troop formations as in the past. Battles will be fought over 

information resources at both the tactical and strategic levels. New modes of 

thinking are required to protect operations, logistics, and other associated 

areas.134  

 

Li Deyi, Deputy Chair of the Department of Warfare Theory and 

Strategic Research at the PLAôs Military Academy of Science, highlights what 

must change (and why) in the PLAôs mode of thinking. He states:  

 

1. Changing the mode of thinking is a requirement for ensuring 

victory in future war. Conventional thinking needs to move 

                                                 
133 Liu Wanxin, Dang Wanlong, and Zhang Dan, ñNetwork Attack and Protection also 

Need Strategies,ò Beijing Jiefangjun Bao (Liberation Army Daily), 2 January 2008, p. 

6, as translated and downloaded from the OSC website, document number 

CPP20080102436002. 
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from individual system engagement toward systemized 

thought and system-to-system engagements. Group and 

organizational decision-making replace individual thought. 

2. Strategy and technology are unified for planning purposes. 

The information superhighway can produce information 

misdirection, spread the fog of war, and interfere with and 

disrupt the enemyôs strategic perceptions. Electronic 

deception, camouflage, and interference along with viral 

infiltration and interference with/deception of satellites can 

cause enemy errors in judgment.  

3. Systems methodology has broken armies away from singular 

cause and effect determinism that is characteristic of 

conventional warfare. Systems use information, information 

technology, and information system modes of thought to 

reduce an enemyôs combat effectiveness. 

4. Information and information technology determine combat 

effectiveness, victory, and defeat in war. They stand 

alongside materials and power as one of the three major 

strategic resources.  

5. Information deterrence (that is, information technology, 

weaponry, and resource deterrence as well as counter-

information deterrence) are new modes of strategic thought 

and are important new deterrent forces just behind nuclear 

deterrence in achieving national strategic objectives. 

6. New modes of thinking will enable breakthroughs in control 

theory. 

7. New modes of thinking integrate information reasoning, 

analysis, strategic capabilities, and the experiences of 

warfare with information collection and storage, information 

processing, information transmission, and the logical 

reasoning capabilities of computers and artificial 

intelligence. C4ISR system decision-making is scientific, 

collective, real-time, and precise.  

8. Systemized warfare is represented by activities that have 

organization, planning, objectives, measures, layers, and 

steps. It is networked thought built on a network foundation. 

Networks are systems so systemization thinking is also 

ñnetworkizationò thinking, another new mode of thought. 

9. The design of military system architectures, defensive 

alignments, and attack countermeasures must utilize 

qualitative and quantitative analysis. Precise analysis, 

planning, design, guidance, and management are the 
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requirements of the man/machine process for new 

thinking.135 

 

Li is not the only Chinese leader to emphasize the need for new 

thinking styles. Major General Zhan Yu, commandant of the Shijiazhunag 

Army Command Academy, believes new problems will emerge that transform 

solutions based on books toward solutions based on practical experience/facts. 

This transformation requires a change from conservative to creative thought. 

Personnel must discuss what has never been discussed and do what has never 

been done. This is not a transformation of thought that deals with emergencies 

but rather with long-term perspectives. Finally, Zhan agrees with Li on at least 

one point. He notes that new modes of thought can be viewed as a ñsystems 

engineeringò project. Modes of thought must change from singular or 

individual areas to systemic thought that is integrated.136 

 

Another leader emphasizing change was the Dean of the Department of 

Military Political Work of Shijiazhunag Army Command College, Senior 

Colonel Deng Yifei. He writes that change requires foresight, flexibility, 

effectiveness, and awareness of how information resources are expanding 

infinitely and being transmitted in an unobstructed way. Information technical 

tools enable more complex and precise planning, release the energy of thinking, 

and inspire creative thought. Information resources have turned into a 

multiplier of thinking effectiveness.137 In the information age, Deng believes 

that creative thinking is the pivot point for innovative thought and the ñgolden 

keyò to the door to success and victory in war.138  

War Engineering: An Example of a New Mode of Thought 

Major General Hu Xiaofeng, a professor in the Information Operations 

and Command Training-Teaching and Research Department at Chinaôs 

National Defense University, noted that the age of informatization requires new 

approaches to the study and management of information age wars. War 

engineering is one of these new approaches.139 It appears to be an updated 

version of the Chinese concept of war control. 

                                                 
135 Li. 
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(China Military Science), No. 3, 2007, as translated and downloaded from the OSC 

website, document number CPP20070927478001. 
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War engineering arose, Hu contends, from the requirement to find a 

method to study, manage, and control information age war systems. Chinese 

war engineering is ña method of systems engineering that studies, designs, tests, 

controls, and evaluates war systems and that is guided by systematic thinking, 

based on information technology.ò140 The most important element of war 

engineering is to maintain control of war systems. Through war systems, 

control of the course of operations is possible.141 The concept is centered on 

managing warfare and has total victory as its goal.  

 

 War engineering looks at combat as a nonlinear, complex adaptive 

system. War engineering studies, designs, and manages war requirements, 

theories, experiments, and processes.  It has five parts: requirements, planning, 

testing, control, and evaluation engineering. Control engineering, the most 

important element, consists of strategic, campaign, and tactical command 

information systems which monitor situations, control decision-making, handle 

anomalies, and evaluate results.142 

 

 Hu concludes his thoughts on war engineering by quoting Engels, who 

noted that ñit wasnôt the inventors of new material measures; it was the first 

person who, in the correct manner, used a new measure that had already been 

invented.ò Hu believes China is searching for a way to be the first to use US 

inventions to their benefit and prove Engels correct. China hopes to be able to 

manage and control war instead of reacting to it and to make wartime changes 

in advance (through simulations) instead of making changes as war requires or 

demands. War engineering, according to Hu, will be one of several catalysts 

that promote the further development of information war studies as China 

transforms its military from a mechanized to an informatized force.143 

System Attack Warfare: Another New Mode of Thought  

New modes of thinking require, above all else, creativity and 

innovation. Dai Qingmin, the Director of the All-PLA Informatization 

Consultation Committee (and former head of the Electronic Warfare 

Department of the Chinese General Staff), wrote an important article regarding 

innovation and informatized thought in 2007 in China Military Science. He 

discussed information attack theories, not active defense theories, and he 

stressed the importance of innovative developments.  
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Innovation, Dai writes, is the precursor to the further development of 

military technology, weapon modernization, organizational restructuring, and 

changes in military practice.144 The basic task of innovation in the information 

age is to ñreveal the law of informatized warfare, put forward a corresponding 

strategy for informatized warfare, and formulate the principles for informatized 

operations.ò145 Innovation creates new transformation theories, systems 

integration theories, and service and arms building theories.146 Technical 

informatized innovation must take into account issues not considered in the past 

in China, Dai notes, such as fair competition, a sound investment mechanism, a 

legal system for protecting intellectual property rights, and an effective human 

resources cultivation mechanism.147 

 

In another 2007 article, this time in the Liberation Army Daily, Dai 

wrote that one innovative change is to use ñsystem attack warfare as a guide.ò 

Coming from a person of such renown, this is a very important statement and 

one that should concern the West. There is no mention of active defense in 

Daiôs writing here, just attack options. He also stated that it is imperative to 

grasp the initiative in future war, take information dominance as a core 

principle, and develop informatization operations theories ahead of time.148 

According to Dai, these actions require an objective analysis of the 

contradictions that exist in the current stage of informatization,149 and the focus 

should be on those that can be exploited. These points and concerns differ 

markedly from mechanized thought, where China stressed active defense and 

an interest in attacking only after first being attacked. Now, Dai states that  

 

System attack warfare is the basic thought of our armed forces for 

fighting operations in the environment of informatization. System 

attack warfare stresses the use of asymmetric offensive actions to seize 

battlefield control in all battle domains, using elite forces and 
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composite operation means that mix hard and soft attacks to focus 

attacks on the core and weak links of the enemy operation systemé150 

 

Problems that the PLA will have to overcome, according to Dai, as a 

change is made from a traditional to an informatized mode of thought, include: 

structural problems such as breaking down section barriers and department 

interests; the current inability to independently innovate; and the clarification of 

unclear demands for the construction of an information network.151 Military 

innovations must solve these problems.   

 

Zhang Zhiping and Ye Haiyuan, in their work on the transformation of 

the military with Chinese characteristics, also discussed innovation. They state 

that innovation must include new viewpoints, concepts, and thoughts. 

Operations theory, for example, might include information warfare, spatial 

warfare, precision operations, and integrated joint operations. The development 

of strategies for operational issues will be particularly important for future 

informatized warfare concepts.152 Once again, the focus is on combining 

technology with strategies as other military authors have repeatedly stressed. 

 

 Major General Zhan Yu, cited previously in this chapter, offers other 

thoughts on innovation in operations theory. He states that systemic destructive 

attack must be emphasized; information must take a leading role; and firepower 

will control the process of operations, with precision operations the highest 

state to be pursued. The PLAôs operational style must change to be of the joint, 

non-linear, precision, and non-engagement (no direct contact) types. Finally, 

combat capability must undergo a transformation in command and control, 

information operations, precision-strike capability, strategic maneuver, fast 

assault, special operations capability, and comprehensive-defense capability for 

the conduct of informatized warfare. This will enable a qualitative leap in 

military organization and force structure.153 Where Zhan sees a qualitative leap, 

this author believes the PLAôs progress is more akin to a quantum leap. 

Culture Affects Innovation Trends  

 According to Chinese analysts, Chinaôs new mode of thinking will 

develop differently than would a corresponding transformation of thought in the 
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West. This is due to the impact of Chinese culture and history on innovation 

and due to the development of two types of thought processes, metaphysical 

and dialectical. No further explanation was offered. 

 

Innovation affects culture and vice versa. Authors Xiao Dongsong, a 

doctoral student in military studies at Chinaôs National Defense University, and 

Li Qing, an associate professor in the Teaching and Research Section for 

Political Theory at National Defense University, wrote about the effects of 

culture on innovation. The authors state that knowledge is gained from 

cognitive reflections on the essence, patterns, properties, and features of the 

external world. Values are reflected in the way things and processes are used, 

resulting in a series of ñvalue reflections, value assessments, value principles, 

and value concepts to form a value system for society.ò154 Informatized thought 

(such as that produced over the Internet) has greatly changed ñhow we knowò 

and has created new modes of thought. Wikipedia is perhaps the best example 

of putting a new spin on ñwhat we know.ò ñWhat we knowò is determined by 

the hundreds of individuals who contribute to Wikipedia, and their personal 

agendas are unknown. 

 

 Xiao and Li define culture as ñthe organic unity of knowledge systems, 

value systems, and methodological systems of thought.ò155 Knowledge system 

innovation includes new phenomena that must be recognized, analyzed, and 

summarized. This will require that existing knowledge categories for military 

actions, truth, philosophy, and information war be processed and refitted. 

Existing categories of knowledge (ethics, etiquette, benevolence, justice, gain 

and harm, material substances, actions, systems, control, information, etc.) must 

adopt new measures as well.156  

 

Value system innovation is the result of different assessments in 

attitudes, interests, enthusiasms, and mental dynamics. Value assessment 

systems of different societies are reflected in conditions such as geography, 

demography, customs, and means of production. It is also reflected in how 

religion and people, individuals and groups, mind and strength, and morality 

and gain are related (and which are the most important to a culture).157 A 
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methodological system of thought is then created out of ñhow we know and by 

what means we know the external world.ò158 

 

As a methodological system of thought, culture provides military 

theory with innovative tools for thought and with the logical means and patterns 

for processing information. As an example, Xiao and Li contrast Greek and 

Chinese thought: 

 

The early Greek method of thought was a simple and substantial way of 

thinking, in that the essence of things was within the things themselves. 

As such it held that one should understand the substance, that is, the 

thing in and of itself in order to grasp the essential nature and pattern of 

said thing. By contrast, the method of thought in Chinese antiquity was 

a simple and relational way of thinking, in that the essence of things 

was reflected in the relationship between a given thing and other things. 

As such, understanding a thing meant understanding various types of 

relationships. These two different methods of thinking provide two 

different anchor points for thinking; one is substantial, and the other 

relational.159 

 

Xiao and Li also contrast views in the West and in China on the concept of war. 

They noted: 

 

The West placed emphasis upon seeing war as an entity, in that new 

viewpoints, ideas, and theories were extracted during the process of 

bringing war in and of itself to light. China, however, placed war within 

a larger relational world, and extracted new viewpoints, ideas, and 

theories by means of revealing the relationships between war and 

politics, war and economics, war and the natural environment, and war 

and leadership.160  

 

In terms of logical thought patterns, the West uses metaphysics which 

is based on analysis and decomposition according to Xiao and Li. A subject is 

understood as a static and isolated presence that is broken down into a series of 

mutually independent elements and these elements are analyzed as a means of 

gaining a precise understanding of the subject. China uses dialectical thought. 

Here the logical patterns of thought are represented by a high degree of analysis 

with a high degree of integration. Understanding a subject is seen as a presence 
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with common links and actions. A comprehensive examination of the 

relationships between the possible and actual, history and the future, and the 

whole and the part is performed in order to gain an understanding of the 

essential nature and pattern of things.161   

 

New modes of thought are affected by this cultural thought process. A 

person brought up in the Chinese system will analyze information age 

developments and apply them differently than someone brought up in a 

Western society who performs the same analysis, according to this way of 

thinking. 

 

Oneôs level of expertise in military practice, according to Xiao and Li, 

also affects oneôs attempts at innovation. In the area of military practice the 

PLA is weak since it has not fought a high-tech war yet. But the PLAôs work on 

war theory appears strong and focused on inculcating information age 

technologies into the force.  The PLA is attaching particular significance to an 

examination of philosophical, historical, and scientific culture. Philosophy 

considers the connections and development of various aspects of nature and 

society; military history helps summarize the lessons of military culture; and 

science, in particular the impact of technology (with information technology at 

its core), has caused fundamental changes in both societal and military 

activities. Theories of information war and associated theories (Third Wave, 

etc.) have evolved from these developments.162  

 

Xiao and Li believe the use of technology (such as the development of 

simulations) has led to a closer understanding of military practice and a 

corresponding move away from Confucianist practice. Technology has 

encouraged China to move away from traditional military thought and toward 

an advanced culture, one that takes into consideration new developments and 

results in innovation in military theory.163  

 

The authors conclude that the development of an advanced military 

culture will increase the knowledge level of officers and troops, their scientific 

knowledge and culture levels, and Chinese combat power. At the same time, 

the Marxist value system must be updated and enriched in areas such as 

patriotic devotion. In a reversal of traditional values and modes of thought, now 

the qualitative must be emphasized over the quantitative and effectiveness 

emphasized over fairness.164 
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Final recommendations by Xiao and Li included the following: 

 

Continue to create, learn, and understand new methods of thinking. Pay 

attention to the latest changes and results of research and understand 

the content and essential characteristics of modern methodology. 

Strengthen the systematic buildup of methods of thinking to include 

philosophical, sociological, physiological, and psychological methods; 

and combine and integrate them. Study the structure, logic, and means 

by which this new organic system can be employed.165 

 

The next chapter will discuss in more detail the changes that have 

occurred in Chinese military culture as a result of information age 

developments. 

Conclusions 

Innovations and creative thinking, in the view of the PLA, are the keys 

to victory in future war. This requires escaping from the grasp of mechanized 

thought and finding new and innovative ways to implement informatized 

thinking. Innovations involve finding new ways to apply ancient stratagems to 

information age developments. In a certain sense, a new mode of thinking is an 

asymmetric answer to a competitor with technological prowess but who has 

failed to apply these advances to their fullest. Engels belief that ñit wasnôt the 

inventors of new material measures; it was the first person who, in the correct 

manner, used a new measure that had already been inventedò could find new 

applicability in the information age. Sun Tzuôs principles integrated with 

systems thinking may provide such a cognitive advantage.  

 

The PLA is moving from a mechanized to an informatized force as fast 

as possible. For example, the PLAôs University of Science and Technology 

(UST) reports it is cultivating junior commanders for joint operations under 

informatized conditions. Five training systems have been formed, to include a 

command information engineering system. Courses have increased their 

content on complex electromagnetic environments, information security, and 

psychological operations.166  
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Pengôs analysis and recommendations on how the inferior could defeat 

the superior were the closest examples of an actual way to apply Sun Tzu-type 

methods to the information age. Li  Deyi listed twelve changes in the PLAôs 

mode of thinking that must be integrated into informatized thought. Systems 

methodology, information deterrence, control theory, and other factors were 

highlighted. Some of his recommendations share a common reference point 

with Western information age theory while others do not. Those in the latter 

category should be closely examined by Western analysts for their potential 

implications or use. 

 

General Daiôs new mode of thinking focused more on systems and 

innovation than on applying old principles of war. He stated that to grasp the 

initiative in future war China must take system attack warfare as its guide and 

develop informatization operations theories ahead of time.167 The Chinese, like 

other nations, believe it is better to worry about things before they happen 

instead of after the fact when it is too late. War engineering, innovation, and 

creativity are required ahead of time in order to affect efficiency, management, 

strategy, organization, and theory with information means.168  

 

Cultural proclivities provide military theory with some of the tools for 

innovative thought. Xiao and Liôs contrast of Greek and Chinese thought was 

noteworthy. While Greek thought emphasizes understanding the substance of 

something, Chinese thought stresses thinking of things in relation to one 

another. As the authors noted, these two different methods of thinking provide 

two different anchor points for thought: one is substantial and the other 

relational.169 It is thus to be expected that Chinese theoreticians will be looking 

for all types of relational aspects associated with informatized thought. 

 

While the West uses metaphysics China uses dialectical thought. The 

dialectic enhances the development of countermeasures merely by its thought 

process of thesis, anti-thesis, synthesis. This requires that Western analysts 

conduct a close analysis of the links, actions, and counteractions that the PLA 

stresses and how they are being integrated into the force. A comprehensive 

examination of the relationships between the possible and actual, history and 

the future, and the whole and the part is performed in the PLA in order to gain 

an understanding of the essential nature and pattern of things.170   
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In summary, it is quite apparent that the PLAôs approach to 

informatized war will vary from Western modes of information age thought. 

This is not unexpected. Perhaps, however, too few Westerners appreciate the 

specific aspects of these differences and ignore such developments at their risk. 

To better understand the Chinese and find ways to work together with them or 

to develop counters to their creative thinking (as they develop counters to our 

way of thinking) it is strongly recommended that Western analysts study the 

Chinese as they study usðin detail. We must learn from them as they have 

learned from us. We can start by better understanding their new modes of 

thoughtðand warning them of some of the perils they are contemplating and 

introducing.  
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CHAPTER THREE: CHINESE INFORMATION AGE  MILITARY  

CULTURE  
 

This chapter examines the development of military culture in China as 

presented in China Military Science over the past several years. 

 

In confrontations on the future battlefield, what is scarier than inferior 

technology is inferior thinking.171 

Introduction  

With over 5000 years of history, officers and academicians of the 

Peopleôs Liberation Army (PLA) have much information on which to base their 

books and articles about Chinaôs rich tradition of military culture. For a 

Western audience, there is much to learn about (and from) the Chinese. For 

example, while most Western audiences like to think of Sun Tzuôs maxim of 

ñwinning without fightingò as representative of Chinese military culture, 

Chinese Colonel Jin Lixin disagrees. He wrote that being able to break the 

enemyôs resistance without fighting ñis the rarest of rarities.ò What Chinese 

history demonstrates, according to Jin, is an offensive philosophy of ñattacking 

the enemyôs army in the field.ò172  

 

A few test questions on Chinese military thinking further demonstrate 

the Westôs unfamiliarity with PLA culture. To answer the following four 

questions, select from Karl Marx, Sun Tzu, Mao Zedong, or Deng Xiaoping: 

Whose philosophy and military thought serves as the advanced culture of 

military thought in China?173 Whose philosophy serves as the PLAs guiding 

principle?174 Who developed Peopleôs War?175 Who said that the biggest 

mistake is to miss an opportunity to send superior military forces against the 
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enemy?176 The answers to these questions can be found in the footnote to this 

sentence.177  

 

The Chinese believe that the cyber/information age has helped them 

transform their rich traditional military culture into what they term as an 

ñadvanced military culture.ò The primary factors behind this change are the 

PLAôs recognition of the influence of technology on strategy, the penetration of 

Chinaôs traditional culture by modern media, and the creation of high-

technology strategic psychological warfare concepts. In the words of one 

author, China must construct socialist culture with Chinese characteristics; must 

create cultural diffusion hardware and software over which China has 

autonomous intellectual property rights; and, most important for Western 

audiences, China must take action to ñpropel Chinaôs culture industry and 

media industry beyond Chinaôs borders in an effort to take over the 

international culture market.ò178 Western media outlets and militaries should be 

made aware of this Chinese effort. 

 

This chapter will focus on Chinese military culture based on selected 

articles that express the thoughts of PLA officers and academicians over the 

past eight years. The discussion does not include a typical PLA soldierôs 

military cultural focus (the oath, flag, colors, and other military representations) 

but rather military thought and philosophy. The lessons learned from this 

examination are extensive and at times surprising in both context and 

substance. The examination exposes potential Chinese predispositions and thus 

intentions for further scrutiny and interpretation, and exposes Chinese thinking 

and prejudices about US military culture. The examination begins, however, 

with a short overview of the manner in which this analysis was conducted.  

The Journal China Military Science 

China Military Science is a core PLA military periodical. It serves as 

the sole source of information for this chapter. The journal is published 

bimonthly and is sponsored by the PLAôs Academy of Military Science and by 

the Chinese Military Science Association. Therefore the chapter reflects the 

thoughts of the Academyôs officers and academicians and its content is 

controlled by the editors. China Military Science addresses issues of strategy, 
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history, defense, troop building, combat theory, and international military 

studies in addition to culture. The journal has won numerous awards in China.  

 

The material examined covered the eight years (1999-2007) of the 

journal, where no less than 66 articles had the word ñcultureò in an articleôs 

title. Of the 66 articles179 examined, fourteen were history related, twelve were 

foreign military related, three were Communist Party related, seven were 

strategy related, six were society related, and twenty-four were purely military 

related. The latter category included law, camp culture, spiritual construction, 

combat power, military theories, advanced and future culture, systems, science 

and technology, modernization, worship, the environment, frontier defense, 

duty, national defense, and harmony and balance. Twenty-eight articles on 

culture were published in 2002 alone, the apparent height of interest and 

discussion on the subject. From 2000 to the last issue of 2002, the journal 

published six ñgroupsò devoted to military culture under the title ñTheoretical 

Study of Chinese Military Culture.ò In each set there were approximately five 

or six culture-related articles.180 

Definitions 

To understand Chinese military culture a few important terms must be 

defined upfront. These terms are important for the remainder of the discussion 

that follows. The terms that are defined are culture, military culture, traditional 

military culture, Marxist culture, and advanced military culture, the latter being 

the focus of this chapter. 

 

Culture 
Fang Yonggang, a doctoral student at the Dalian Naval Academy, notes 

that culture is the object of the strength of people. It is the sum of the material 

and mental results created during a historical process that transforms nature, 

society, and people. It is a conceptual system of social ideology (philosophy, 

politics, law, ethics, and art). Fang states that culture is described in three ways. 

First, he uses scholar Liang Shubinsôs definition of culture, which states that 

ñculture is everything that our life depends uponéthe meaning of culture is 

surely in economics and politics, but it encompasses everything.ò Second, Fang 

states that culture refers to mental culture, to include philosophy, art, religion, 

language, logic, natural science, and other forms of knowledge such as the 
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humanities and social sciences, human thought and consciousness, ways of 

thinking and acting, customs and habits, education, cultural institutions, and 

social organizational forms. Third, Fang notes that culture refers to the mental 

activities and products established upon a definite economic foundation and 

adapted to definite political institutions. 181  

 

Zhang Xiaojun and Xu Jia define culture differently. They cited 

Chinaôs 1982 Concise Social Sciences Dictionary to define culture as ñthe sum 

of the material wealth and the spiritual wealth created by mankind in the course 

of social development.ò Zhang and Xu add that culture is ñthe social messages 

carried by the system of consensual symbols and its products and 

developments.ò 182 

 
Military Culture 

Wu Mengchao, a Major General in 2002 and Vice President of the 

Nanjing Political Academy, defines military culture as a pattern of ideas 

attached to the potential military strength of an armed force (equipment, 

personnel, institutions, and training), to warfare (combat strength and its 

application), and to society (transformation from national strength to military 

strength). Military culture occurs when societal culture is shifted to military 

activities. Historical observations and logic (based on the past, present, and 

future of an object) determine military culture as well. The more developed a 

society is, the stronger is its cultural accumulation and the stronger the mental 

power of its people. Military cultural content is a qualitative indicator of 

military building. 183   

 

Fang Yonggang discusses Chinese military culture in a 2005 article. He 

states that military culture is a conceptual, complex entity formed from military 

knowledge systems, military value systems, and systems of military cognitive 

methods. It is the cultural basis formed from the combat strength of the armed 

forces. 184 

 

Wang Zhaohai, in 2007, defines military culture as ñthe sum and 

substance of the ideology gradually formed among members of the military 

through military practice, consisting of the knowledge system, concepts of 

values, and methods of thought and conduct. It is the historical precipitate of 
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the spiritual production and spiritual life of members of the military. It is the 

carrier of symbols of values for the military and members of the military.ò185 

 

Traditional Military Culture 
Jin Lixinôs 2002 work on Marshall Ye Jianyingôs view of military 

culture listed key points for understanding traditional Chinese military culture. 

They are:  

 

¶ Clarity of Goal. Yeôs goal was to emphasize the past to benefit 
the present. He advocated using Chinaôs precious historical 

inheritance to apply success and avoid defeats in these 

changing times. 

¶ Take a Firm Stand. China must use Marxist and Mao Zedong 

thoughts as weapons to dissect, sort out, and critique ancient 

military heritage using a scientific and dialectic attitude. 

¶ Deal Strictly with Concrete Matters. Open up research into 

military science, and seek truth from facts. Remain down to 

earth and donôt make something out of nothing. General rules 

are more universal.  

¶ Weed through the Old to Bring Forth the New. One must 

ñassume an impressive postureò by bringing the bow back but 

not shooting, demonstrating that one is ready to do battle. This 

is active defense.186   

 

This latter point is much like present day deterrence thought and the Chinese 

concept of shi (see Appendix Two for a detailed description of shi). 

 

Marxist Military Culture 
Liu Dingchang and Wang Yi, in 2002, write that Marxist military 

culture includes both software (thought, scholarship, science, etc.) and 

hardware (infrastructure, equipment, and training) and has five levels. They are: 

 

¶ The culture of military thought which includes military 

dialectics and basic theory about war and strategy 

¶ The culture of military scholarship which includes the sciences 

of strategy, campaigns, tactics, and war mobilization, among 

others 
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¶ The culture of military technology which includes military 

science and technology and military training 

¶ The culture of military systems which includes the systems of 

leadership and political work 

¶ The culture of military infrastructure which includes military 

organization and equipment.187  

 

Advanced Military Culture 

Fang Yonggang defined advanced military culture as merely an 

extension of advanced culture but with specific differences between soldiers 

and civilians in ideas, aesthetic values, and means of continuity. Drawing upon 

its superior military cultural heritage and forward orientation, advanced military 

culture must change in accordance with temporal and spatial conditions (such 

as cultural qualities, psychological features, and individual characteristics of 

officers and troops). Change includes examining the rational components of 

foreign military cultures.188  

 

Wang Zhen, a professor in the Political Department of the Chinese 

Navyôs Dalian Ship Academy and the chief editor of the work Theory for 

Building the Communist Party of China, noted in 2005 that while Chinaôs 

modern military culture is guided by Marxism, Mao Zedong military thought is 

an important component of Chinaôs modern advanced military culture. Wang 

states that modern advanced military culture is differentiated from Chinaôs 

ancient and modern military culture by profound changes in military concepts. 

In particular, the emergence of Mao Zedong military thought shattered 

traditional thought and reformed important traditional concepts. This 

revolutionary change was manifested in the following ways: 

 

¶ It used the purpose of the new Peopleôs Army to explain the 

instrumental value of the army. No longer were armies tools of the 

ruling class to make war but now the PLA works for the people to 

spread propaganda, organize the masses, arm the masses, help the 

masses establish a revolutionary political power, organize the 

establishment of the Communist Party, and make war if necessary.  

¶ It used a cultural perspective of the party commanding the guns to 

thoroughly transform the cultural perspective of the gun alone being 

supreme. That is, the gun was not the only element of respect. Rather, 

the Party commands the guns and not vice versa.  
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¶ It used materialist dialectics to make innovations and develop theories 

and strategies in Chinese and foreign military cultures. Mao, being 

knowledgeable in ancient, foreign, and Marxist writings, attached 

importance to deriving the best from both local and foreign military 

thought, especially theory and strategy. Revolutionary wars are just, 

and counterrevolutionary wars unjust. 189  

 

Wang defined advanced military culture as ñthe military culture 

concepts and military culture system that are established under the guidance of 

correct military values.ò Maoôs military thought clarified scientific military 

values and allowed military concept culture, military system culture, and 

military action culture to take shape as a scientific system.190  

The Move from Traditional to Advanced Culture 

 Military culture is transitioning in accordance with the Chinese 

militaryôs move from a mechanized to an informatized force and with the 

worldôs transition from a Cold War environment to a digital age marked by 

global economic and social integration. The move to advanced military culture 

does not mean, of course, that traditional cultural thought is being tossed out. 

Rather, it is being updated in correspondence with todayôs digital context. For 

example, traditional concepts such as the preservation of unity, the pursuit of 

peace, and emphasis on rational thought all remain part of advanced military 

culture.191 Updating military culture simply ensures that the culture of military 

thought does not suffer from inferior thinking but keeps up with the times. 

 

One main concern serves as a motivating factor for the PLA to 

transform from traditional military culture to advanced military culture. This 

concern is that some PLA members believe Western culture is penetrating 

China via digitized public opinion means. Wang Shudao, an Assistant Professor 

in the Military Personnel Management Department of the Xian Political 

Institute, is one who believes that Western penetration of the media has forced a 

cultural transformation.192 The digital age has introduced more cultural 

diffusion in China due to access to other cultures ideologies and philosophies.  

 

Cultural diffusion, according to Wang, is a means to pass on, promote, 

and develop cultural content. It can act positively (supporting the PLA) or 
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negatively (enabling the disintegration of the PLA) and has two layers of 

meaning. The first is the diffusion of culture itself, its semiotic characteristics 

and system of meaning. The second is diffusion activities through definitive 

media both internal (within a community) and external (among different 

communities, known as intercultural diffusion or cross-cultural diffusion).193 

These activities use modern information technology and specialized media. 

There are five elements: the diffuser of culture; a specific system of meanings; 

a definitive semiotic system; specialized media; and the target of cultural 

diffusion. Modern cultural diffusion is based on high-technology, is global in 

scope, and can be used as a combat power additive.194 

 

Cultural diffusion in the information age has new forms. These are: 

 

¶ With respect to cultural symbolsðartificial language and logic 

symbols are in the process of replacing traditional material and 

written symbols as the carriers of cultural information and the 

transmission of systems of meanings 

¶ With respect to communication technologyðdigital information 

technology and virtual reality technology are replacing traditional 

printing and electronic technologies  

¶ With respect to diffuse mediaðsatellite radio, television media, 

and computer network media are increasingly replacing traditional 

paper publication media.195  

 

Wang sees three challenges to China. First is the challenge to Chinaôs 

national spirit, the latter touted as the essence of Chinaôs military culture. This 

challenge is caused by exposure to other lifestyles and to Western 

ñlibertarianism.ò This has introduced feelings of cultural inferiority among 

some Chinese. A second challenge is that presented to socialist ideals. The 

penetration of China by digitized systems has offered the West a chance to 

highlight their capitalist system and values. A third challenge is that presented 

to socialist information and the public opinion environment in general in China. 

Wang believes there is an ñinformation supermarketò that has resulted in a loss 

of control and management over information in China.  Citizens are not able to 

distinguish between good information and ñinformation detrimental to the 

stability of Chinese society, interfering with the direction of public opinion and 

social psychology.ò196 The diffusion of Western values has caused, according to 
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Wang, a crisis in beliefs and an upheaval in convictions, hedonism, and 

extreme egoism.197 

 

Wang believes that cultural diffusion is a new form of soft power that 

can affect national security. In response, China must adapt a preventative 

cultural diffusion strategy in order to regain the strategic initiative in what 

Wang describes as the ñcultural psychological warfare of the new period.ò198 

The Westôs cultural diffusion has not only intervened into China, it has 

established a ñstrategic containment of the cultural layerò that has allowed the 

West to gain the initiative in cultural psychological warfare. Three 

recommendations were made by Wang: 

 

¶ Proactive defense must be Chinaôs strategy to control the diffusion 

of Chinese culture since the West is in a position of relative 

strength. The hypocrisy of the Westôs anti-Chinese forces must be 

exposed. 

¶ The Party must exert control over cultural diffusion. It must 

vigorously develop advanced culture, integrating traditional and 

modern diffusion media and national and private sector media to 

propagate national spirit and basic national values. 

¶ Socialist culture with Chinese characteristics must serve as an 

essential condition for the implementation of cultural 

counterattacks and what Wang describes as ñcultural attack 

psychological warfare.ò199  

 

Advanced military cultural thought should continue to innovate and 

change, to take the best from the West, and to elevate quality on a level above 

quantity in terms of importance. These requirements are mandated by the 

changes accompanying the digital age. For example, with regard to the quality 

over quantity concept, Liu Dingchang, then a Senior Colonel and President of 

the Nanjing Institute of Politics at Shanghai, and Wang Yi, a Senior Colonel 

and the Political Commissar of the same institute, noted in 2002 that  

 

Chinaôs quantitative fighting strength is determined by the socialist 

political system, the population, economic factors, and natural 

geography. These factors are in constant flux based on modifications to 

military strategy. Qualitative aspects of fighting strength refer to the 

quality of military affairs, politics, technology, culture, health, and the 
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psychological caliber and disciplinary style of the officers and troops as 

well as the caliber of military thought, strategy, and tactics. Marxist 

military culture has always placed great emphasis on the quality of the 

army.200 

 

Wu Mengchao states that strong values and knowledge are two areas of 

measurement to help determine the development of an advanced military 

culture. Values emphasize the character of people. Chinese internal values 

include a peaceful disposition based on an active defense concept, an emphasis 

on strategic thinking, the use of deterrence whenever possible, and a benevolent 

approach. Chinaôs military values are handed down from a historical study of 

Confucianism and Mohist, Daoist, and Legalist thought. Knowledge, the other 

area of measurement, emphasizes the scientific nature of culture. It includes 

learning from Marxist ideology, focusing on science and technology, and 

studying lessons learned from actual practice. 201  

Revelations for a Non-Chinese Expert 

For the average Western analyst who is not a Chinese expert, there are 

several points of interest embedded in Chinese discussions of culture. Among 

the most important issues are: 

 

¶ How technology must be embedded into strategy, the latter serving as 

the strongest military cultural element of China  

¶ The importance of Marxism to contemporary Chinese military culture 

and philosophy  

¶ Contradictions to some commonly accepted Sun Tzu and Mao Zedong 

phraseology  

¶ The role of intellectuals in the development of Chinese military culture 

and thought  

¶ The importance of strategic psychological warfare and persuasive 

media to the enhancement or degradation of military culture, to include 

persuasive simulations  

¶ The impact of informatization on military culture. 

 

Strategy and Information Technology   
It should come as no surprise that the focus of many Chinese cultural 

writings is the issue of strategy. The Chinese have studied strategy closely for 

thousands of years. The revelation for a Western reader is not the PLAôs 

continued study of strategy but the manner in which they intend to improve it. 

                                                 
200 Liu Dingchang and Wang Yi. 
201 Wu Mengchao. 



70 

 

Major General (retired) Li Bingyan, a Senior Editor of the Liberation Army 

Daily, the PLAôs major newspaper, offered some of the best suggestions in this 

regard. He is well-known in China and abroad for his writings on military 

strategy. He has authored, among many works, a new edition of The Thirty-Six 

Stratagems and Strategies of the Ancients.  

 

 Li points out three differences in Western and Eastern thought. First, 

Westerners focus on technology while Easterners focus on strategy. Li believes 

this is because Westerners created a socio-cultural environment where science 

and technology were esteemed while Easterners incorporated nature into human 

affairs and believed that changes in society were linked to changes in nature.202 

This is an important point for western analysts to consider. 

 

Second, when Westerners look at a problem, Li thinks they focus on a 

single point. Easterners, on the other hand, develop a comprehensive way of 

looking at a problem, what Li terms a ñtwin-lensò approach (or a 

comprehensive approach). Third, when examining relationships, Li believes 

that Westerners view coordination and struggle as incompatible. Easterners, on 

the other hand, seek a point of equilibrium between coordination and struggle 

advocating a battle of wits and eventual harmony and not a reliance on force.  

 

Li states that China must not rely on strategy alone in its battle of wits 

any longer. Rather, China should learn from the West and integrate strategy 

with technology.203 In this sense he aims to improve the quality of strategy in 

China.  

 

Li notes that there is a reason beside ñincorporating nature into human 

affairsò for Chinaôs slow acceptance of technology. During the Western Han 

era (206 BCð25 AD), China was governed by the concepts of ñreject a 

hundred schools of thought, esteem only Confucianismò and ñemphasize 

officials, not technology.ò Officials, viewed as saviors of the people, blocked 

anyone venturing toward science, as the latter was deemed work for men who 

were clever with their hands. Li terms this a negative element of Chinese 

culture. As a result, Chinese strategy was forced down the narrow road of deceit 

and trickery, where stratagems play a major role.204 In Liôs opinion, China 

studies the use of strategy to win victory while the West studies the use of force 

to achieve victory. Since the Chinese believe that war is not only a contest of 
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material forces but also a battle of wits, they stress subjective (flexible, creative 

thinking) factors in war. 

  

Lin Ronglin, a Colonel and professor at the Naval Command Institute, 

and Cui Tao, an MA candidate at the same institute, agree with Li. They write 

that the integration of stratagems and technology is important.205 The authors 

conclude that ñnot only must we continue traditional Chinese military thought 

on strategy, we must also emphasize the borrowing of Western information 

technology advantages in order to adapt to information wars of the future.ò206 

 

Lin and Cui list four reasons for Chinaôs emphasis on strategy: 

 

¶ War has rules and by recognizing the rules, one could use other 

strategies to trounce the enemy. 

¶ The full utilization of the subjective mobility of those involved 

in a conflict is required. Based on objective factors, subjective 

efforts are used to obtain victory. 

¶ Both sides in a war are flexible. Both hide the truth and show 

falsehoods, and both compete in intelligence and bravery. The 

use of deception is necessary.  

¶ War must be in the service of a particular political end and 

serve as a means to that end.207 

 

Marxism 
Fang Yonggang wrote in 2005 that it was Mao who began the 

integration of Marxist thought into the Chinese revolution. This began an 

innovation in military culture that allowed China to show that it is adaptive and 

able to integrate traditional military strategy and philosophy with science and 

technology from the West.208   

 

Marxist writings have had a much greater impact on Chinese military 

philosophy than many non-Chinese experts (such as this author) could ever 

expect. The Chinese give Marx and Engels credit for strongly influencing many 

of the key aspects of their military thought. This influence should never be 

underestimated. Wang Zhaohai notes as late as 2007 that Marxism is the 
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guiding ideology and correct direction of development for Chinese thought. He 

adds that the core element of military culture is the socialist value system.209  

 

Marxism is considered an essential aspect of traditional Chinese 

military culture, even though it is a nineteenth century concept. Jin Lixin, a 

Colonel and assistant researcher at the Academy of Military Scienceôs 

Encyclopedic Research Department, wrote in 2002 about Marshall Ye 

Jianyingôs view of traditional Chinese military cultureôs Marxist and dialectical 

connections.210 He notes that Ye read the Marxist/Leninist classics and Chinese 

and foreign history of all kinds. Further, Jin notes with regard to Marxism and 

the dialectic, ñstudy and draw on dialectical thinking in ancient military 

strategies and tactics, especially Sun Tzuôs Art of War. Solving the 

contradiction of the unity of oppositesðthe enemy and oneselfðwas the 

premise for conducting all military activities.ò The one ñwithout or hollowò is 

vacuous and the one ñwith or solidò is substantial (attack what is weak, avoid 

what is strong).211 

 

Liu and Wang write that this ideological aspect of military culture is 

supported by Marxismôs cornerstones, dialectical materialism and historical 

materialism.212 Marxist dialectical materialism, they write, reveals objective 

facts and inherent relationships that outmoded metaphysical precepts cannot.  

Relationships include, for example, those between war and culture, the buildup 

of the national economy and the armed forces, the people and weapons and 

equipment, and a series of dialectical relationships within the military 

(attacking and defending, weakness and strength, superiority and inferiority, 

and so on).213  

 

Historical materialism provides a theoretical basis for patterns of social 

development, for the form of a socialist economy, and for methods of 

production. Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, and Jiang Zemin, the authors note, 

have developed Marxist military culture with Chinese characteristics although 

they didnôt specify just what these characteristics were.214  

 

Authors Liu and Wang discount the contributions of Clausewitz and 

Jomini to military culture by stating that ñmilitary cultures prior to the advent 

of Marxism are limited by historical conditions, in particular because they are 
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not guided by scientific concepts of the world or methodologies. As such, they 

have many drawbacks in terms of their content and function which 

fundamentally hold back any further progress for them.ò215 

 

Jin offers some historical offensive-oriented Chinese military doctrine 

for Western readers to ponder.216 On the one hand, Confucian, Daoist, and other 

Chinese doctrines have repudiated war for thousands of years in books. On the 

other hand, Marshall Ye Jianyingôs military theories, according to Jin, include 

seeing value in war and value in fighting (instead of ñwinning without 

fightingò). Ye saw progress for China in the conduct of war and used the War 

of Resistance against Japan as an example. This war formed a unified peopleôs 

war front, unified the government, unified the military, formed resistance 

leaders, and founded the Political Department. ñThis overall view of Ye 

Jianyingôs concerning the value of war is clearly of an epochal and scientific 

nature.ò217 Jin added that ñLooking back through the volumes of Chinaôs 5,000 

year history, what we see more of is óattacking the enemyôs army in the fieldô 

with shining spears, armored horses, and fierce combat, and óbesieging walled 

citiesô by beheading generals, capturing banners, and blood baths; truly being 

able to óbreak the enemyôs resistance without fightingô is the rarest of 

rarities.ò218 Thus Westerners should keep a wary eye on Chinaôs military 

buildup for good reason. 

 

These two thoughts, war helps China progress and ñthe rarest of 

raritiesò is breaking the enemyôs resistance without fighting, are truly different 

thoughts than Westerners are accustomed to hearing. Finally, Jin stresses time 

and again that Yeôs focus is on applying lessons learned from the past to 

present day situations. One must learn and adapt. 

 

The Role of Intellectuals 
Wang Xingsheng was a senior Colonel in 2002. He was the Director of 

the Fifth Research Office of the Chinese Academy of Military Scienceôs 

Military Systems Research Department. Wang wrote that ancient Chinese 

intellectuals paid attention to military matters and that they greatly enriched the 

story and tradition behind Chinaôs military culture. Scholars focused on war 

prevention, opposed wars of annexation, but advocated war for moral 

principles. What arose was a scholarly group of military strategists that 

                                                 
215 Ibid.  
216 Jin.  
217 Ibid. 
218 Ibid. 



74 

 

remained active even during the period of Confucianism. Several were later 

designated as officers due to their extensive knowledge of strategic affairs.219 

 

Ancient Chinese intellectuals focused on military matters in the 

following ways:  

 

¶ They directly threw themselves into military struggles of the times. 

There were two groupsðintellectuals that the emperor appointed as 

generals (some like Sun Tzu and Sun Bin became outstanding 

commanders and strategists) and intellectuals who served as 

officials or military aids and took part in the planning and decision-

making in army tents (such as Zhang Liang and Xiao He). 

¶ They wrote books on the art of war and war policy complete with 

notes and commentaries on them. They described how to enhance 

war preparations, inspire morale, study strategy, amass forces, and 

restore the country.  

¶ They summarized military successes, failures, gains, and losses 

while researching and constructing history.  

¶ They wrote prose that reflected war and military life. A 

considerable portion of Chinese poems are about military matters. 

¶ They created novels with war as the main object of discussion 

which spread military culture and helped in the accumulation of the 

military cultural psychology of the nation.220 

 

Ancient intellectual writings thus have significantly shaped the style of 

Chinese military culture. Wang believes both ancient and modern intellectuals 

have enhanced the concept of national unity, imbued Chinese military culture 

with a distinctively patriotic and heroic hue, and caused Chinese military 

culture to assume an even more pacifistic and compassionate spirit for the state 

of the world and its people.221 Further, intellectuals provide Chinese military 

culture with incisive language and an aesthetic characteristic that blend 

philosophy and poetic appeal in a concise, comprehensive, innovative, and 

universal manner. Perhaps most important, intellectuals promote a military 

style of thinking that is good at strategy and adept at the use of indirect 

methods.222 Why did strategy develop earlier in China than in other 
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nationalities? Wang believes that the answer may be grounded in the fact that 

intellectuals did not come from families with military backgrounds in most 

cases. They were thus unfamiliar with issues on an operational level and only 

dealt with strategic issues. Further, the battle of wits between two sides 

interested and excited Chinese scholars. The novels and plays they wrote 

further popularized strategy.223 

 

Psychological and Cognitive Issues, Persuasion, and National Character 
Yan Xiaofeng, Deputy Director of the Philosophy Teaching and 

Research Office of the Marxism Teaching and Research Department at 

National Defense University, writes that the strength of strategic psychological 

warfare (SPW) comes from national culture.   

 

Yan states that national culture is defined from a series of issues. They 

are: 

 

¶ National culture is the combination of factors, including a 

countryôs national spirit, ideologies, traditions, customs, ways 

of thinking, and the quality of sciences.  

¶ National culture is the development of a nationôs economy and 
politics. They are interdependent. 

¶ National culture is a combination of a nationôs various concrete 
cultures such as various forms of social ideology and social 

psychology. The former includes political and legal thinking, 

morals, art, religions, sciences, philosophy, and so on. The 

latter includes feelings, will, habits, and interests. 

¶ In the national culture system, national spirit is the essence and 

ideology is the symbol. National spirit is the national faith, 

belief, character, and quality that a nation develops under 

certain national, historic, and production conditions.  

¶ National culture is a system that has complex structure and 

abundant content.  

¶ Finally, national culture is a countryôs image. Advanced 
national culture is a powerful strategic weapon in strategic 

psychological warfare. It shows to the world a civilized image 

that ñour country loves peace, insists on justice, and pursues 

advancement.ò224  

 

                                                 
223 Ibid. 
224 Yan Xiaofeng, ñCompetition and the Contest of National Culture,ò China Military 

Science, 2004, No. 4, pp. 57-63. 



76 

 

In the case of China, Yan believes that there are two reasons why 

Chinaôs national culture is so strong: a sense of national dignity developed over 

thousands of years which enable a sense of identification and belonging; and 

the influence of the Chinese Communist Party. The latter has created a culture 

of democracy that enables justice, advancement, and enlightenment according 

to Yan.225  

 

 Another countryôs culture often becomes the target of SPW. The party 

that launches SPW is trying to make another countryôs people, especially the 

elites, accept, become interested in, or long for the values, thoughts, ideas, life 

styles, and even social systems of another country. With this understanding, and 

the Chinese focus on preventing the spread of foreign information within its 

culture, China probably considers US policy makers as experts in creating 

SPW.  

 

Yan continues that it is also important to eliminate hostility in the target 

country and to create favorable opinions of the party launching SPW. If war 

does erupt, opposing counties will then have more difficulty developing hatred 

and a fight-to-the-death mentality if a favorable opinion of the country has 

preceded warôs outbreak. The measure of effectiveness for SPWôs success is 

whether China is able to conquer and replace another countryôs culture226 and to 

resist SPW efforts of other countries. 

 

 In the information age, boundaries are more porous which allows for 

the dissemination of national culture with fewer logistical and technical 

restrictions. SPW can be conducted at a level of competition and contest over 

national culture where one really can win without fighting. The information era 

has created new ways to consider time, space, progress, and the tools of war. 

Entire war strategies can now be based strictly on the competition between the 

national cultures of two countries. Information is used to destroy an opposing 

forces identification with and dependence on its national culture. Such abstract 

war can work as well as actual war in Yanôs opinion. The changing nature of 

access and influence in the information age has made China more protective of 

its culture which is an important element of Chinaôs comprehensive national 

power.227 

 

Chen Bingyan and Wang Yanzheng, graduate students at Shijiazhuang 

Army Command College; and Wang Zhenxing, a professor and masterôs 
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candidate advisor at the College, wrote a very good article on psychological 

warfare. Titled ñEnhancing Chinaôs Excellent Culture and Erecting a National 

Psychological Great Wall,ò the article underscored the importance of ñwarding 

off the cultural expansion and psychological attacks of the Westò and 

ñpromoting the transformation of advanced culture into an excellent national 

psychology.ò228 The authors define national culture as the product of spiritual 

and material civilization created by a nation in the historical course of its 

existence and development.229  

 

The authors note how information technology is influencing Chinaôs 

advanced military culture. In the authorsô opinion  

 

Life in society has entered an unprecedented information environment. 

The explosive development in high technology centered around 

information technology has been accompanied by the increased 

informatization of society. This type of information environment is the 

result of advances in society, and is an objective fact from which there 

is no turning back for any country or nation. However, the information 

environment is an artificial environment, and the content it transmits 

reflects the social cognitive values of different countries and interest 

groups.230 

 

Building and promoting Chinaôs national culture requires that China erect a 

national psychological Great Wall between itself and the West. China must 

ñoppose those who separate the culture of Marxist thought from traditional 

Chinese culture and the worldôs national cultures, or put them in opposition to 

each other, which risks restricting the methods of the culture of Marxist 

thought.ò231 To that end, a correct orientation toward public opinion must be 

secured.  

 

China must do four things to maintain its culture according to Chen, 

Wang, and Wang. First it must establish dedicated institutions responsible for 

planning, modifying, and managing the work of SPW; second, research into 

issues of national psychology must be increased; third, specific cultural 
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education and propaganda work must be carried out; and finally, a professional 

information and guidance team (s) must be established.232 

 

Other authors focused on the development of cultural awareness and 

techniques to persuade the media. Wang Lin, a Senior Colonel and Professor of 

Military Journalism and Communication at the PLAôs Nanjing Institute of 

Politics; Wang Yitao, a Captain and Xinhua PLA Branch Journalist; and Wang 

Guibin (no title provided) wrote a 2005 article that discusses media strategies to 

use in cultural wars with the West and other nations.233 Media warfare is 

defined as an information battle where adversaries fight for dominance of 

message output and maximum effect on communication. These messages can 

disguise hostility and aggressiveness and increase public opinion and support. 

Cultural characteristics to be studied include customs, religion, moral values, 

behaviors, literature, the arts, and so on that can achieve a desired cultural 

effect. Information selection criteria include cultural flaws of other nations.234 

 

The authors write that China needs to create professional institutes that 

conduct cultural effects research and in-depth preparatory work to keep 

research up-to-date and ensure speedy propaganda responses if needed. 

Spiritual and material cultural effects should be studied. In particular, there is a 

need to understand and use information platforms such as the Internet. Finally, 

appropriate cultural battle simulations must be developed to accumulate the 

necessary information and experience to improve oneôs own defensive abilities 

in media warfare.235 

 

Media strategies include directing the publicôs attention to a focal point 

of common interest; using contrast, such as revealing and disclosing the 

illegitimacy of an adversary action and then explaining why friendly actions are 

both legitimate and inevitable; using the persuasive effect of strong cultural 

leaders, those active and influential in dispersing  objective facts and subjective 

judgments (artists, scientists, teachers, and athletes, among others); and using 

the strategy of repetition of cultural effects specific to the given culture and its 

background.236  

 

The Impact of Informatization on Military Culture 
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The digital age has squarely impacted military culture in China as the 

preceding paragraphs indicate. Yao Gaohong, a professor and doctoral 

candidate advisor (and editor of the Journal of Nanjingôs Institute of Politics) 

and Du Yongji, a doctoral candidate at the Nanjing Institute of Politics, write 

that ñfor the construction of conditions for military culture which are adapted to 

the conditions of the informatized military, it is necessary that the conditions of 

traditional military culture are systematically reformed involving every aspect 

of the conditions of military culture.ò237 

 

If reform is to involve every aspect of military culture, then weaponry 

and equipment, military organizations, military thought, and other aspects will 

be affected by the digital age. The PLA must ñestablish military values, modes 

of thinking, and a cultural psychology which are adapted to the conditions of 

informatized war so that the transformation in cultural concepts is the premise 

upon which the new conditions of military culture are constructed.ò238 This 

includes the ethics of informatized war, the rules of war, and the ways of using 

armed force. Yao and Du list the six elements of military culture as  

 

¶ Military theory 

¶ Military systems 

¶ Military values 

¶ Military ethics 

¶ Military psychology 

¶ Military thinking.239  

 

Yao and Du focus the conclusion of their article on the development of 

several issues. First is the obvious need to integrate military and social cultures 

(since informatization has blurred the boundaries between what is and is not 

military). Second is the development and understanding of twenty-first century 

trends caused by information technology (knowledge-based forces, intelligent 

weapons, the digital battlefield, and informatized war and deterrence 

strategies). Third is the requirement to understand an opponentôs military 

culture, particularly his military value pursuits and the direction of his strategic 

thinking. Finally, there is the need to develop new innovations in military 

theory since the first to do so will have the advantage in future military battles. 

This requires not only carrying on oneôs own military cultural traditions but 

also learning from other military cultures. Yao and Du note that ñgaining an 
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understanding of another countryôs strategic culture and thinking is helpful for 

eliminating strategic misunderstandings and avoiding mistakes in strategic 

judgment.ò240  

Some PLA Views of US Culture 

Zhang Xiaojun, senior colonel and professor at the Peopleôs Liberation 

Army Foreign Languages Academy, and Xu Jia, a professor at the same 

academy, write often on military topics and strategic thinking. Their article 

under consideration here is on the topic of strategic culture. They define 

strategic culture as  

 

éthe social messages carried by the system of strategic symbols. 

Strategic culture is made up of two parts. One part is the continually 

produced social messages carried by the system of antagonistic 

symbols related to a conflictive nature, a violent usage, a connotation of 

security, and the qualities of an enemy and of threat. The other part is 

the continually produced social messages carried by the system of 

antagonistic symbols related to priorities, reasonable choice, and the 

evaluation of results.241 

 

The authors believe strategic culture falls under the topic of ñgrand 

culture.ò It is subject to influence by spiritual culture, scientific and 

technological culture, institutional culture, and the material culture of a country. 

Its main categories include warfare concepts, national defense and security 

concepts, theories for gaining the upper hand, and so on. Zhang and Xu further 

go on to compare US and Chinese strategic culture in their article.  They 

interpret Chinese strategic culture as dominated by pacifism and moral 

principles. They view US strategic culture as driven by profit and national 

interests.242 

 

First, they write that Chinese traditional strategic culture emphasizes 

morality in warfare and values peace. This tradition respects inaction. 

Confucianist thinking was manifested in ancient military affairs and advocated 

benevolence and righteousness. Mohists were pacifists who advocated caution 

and fighting only for moral principles. These philosophies valued what was 

righteous and unrighteous. Sun Tzuôs words reflect this philosophy.243 
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Apparently they discard the views of Chinese authors noted above (especially 

Jin) who have a different view of Chinese military culture. 

 

 In contrast, Zhang and Xu believe that Western culture is driven by 

profit and not morality. National interests are the center piece of US 

government affairs and the standard pursued by strategic decision-makers. The 

authors believe economic interests are the starting point for US strategic culture 

since the US is a capitalist country ruled by pragmatists. This enhances an 

orientation toward material gain.244  

 

 Second, Zhang and Xu compare defensive and offensive thinking in 

China and the US. They believe that Chinaôs strategic culture is more defensive 

and that even offensive actions are for defense. The US is offensively motivated 

and expansionist oriented, the authors write, and ñexpansion could ensure the 

growth of US capitalism, resolve contradictions in domestic economic 

contradictions, avoid divisions, and bring about national security.ò245 

 

 Third, the authors discuss the topic of strong and weak forces, which 

they describe as an important category in Chinese culture. Strong forces stand 

for attack and masculinity, and weak forces refer to defense and femininity. 

Chinese strategic culture is ideologically weak and uses weakness to gain 

victory according to Zhang and Xu. China believes that victory is gained from 

knowledge and not strength. Thus a weak defense can both hide oneôs 

capacities and allow one to bide oneôs time yet still allow for gaining mastery 

after an enemy has struck first. It represents the crystallization of the fusion of 

pacifist thought and dialectical thinking in strategic culture since it ñfocuses on 

the wisdom of seeking the complimentary in the contradictory.ò246 US strategic 

culture, the authors note, stresses the opposite. It is focused on the worship of 

strength, the praise of attacks, and emphasis on competition and subjugation. 

There is a self-veneration of ideology and value concepts backed up by strong 

material forces.247   

 

 Finally, the authors state that there is a difference in economic 

backgrounds and thus approaches in China and the US. China is more of an 

agricultural force and the US is a commercial force. The Chinese people are 

attached to their native land and are unwilling to leave it. Thus they do not 

engage in expansionism. They place emphasis on ground defense and have light 

regard for maritime defense. Agriculture is the reason the country became rich 
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and made the military strong. Authors Zhang and Xu look at the US as a 

capitalist country rich in mercantilism, a country of immigrants, and for this 

reason US territory is always expanding. Expansion has been greatly assisted 

by an offensive naval force. Finally the authors write that the US uses the 

mili tary to keep the country strong while China uses the prosperity of the 

country to make the military strong.248 

 

 In summation, Zhang and Xu note that China has a well established 

history of strategic culture. They write that Confucianist doctrine has held a 

dominant position since the Han Dynasty (which directly contradicts Chinese 

writersô focus on the influence of Marxism) and that caution has ruled when 

force has been used. With regard to the US, the authors write that Americans 

think of themselves as pacifist but the figures show otherwise.249 

 

Ren Xiangqun offered another view of strategic culture. He is an 

assistant researcher at the Department of War Theory and Strategic Studies at 

the Military Science College and is a Colonel with a PhD in Military Science. 

Ren quotes Li Jijun, a retired general and well-known Chinese strategist, to 

start his analysis. Li wrote that ñstrategic culture is strategic thinking and 

strategic theory formed on the foundation of a certain history and cultural 

tradition of a people. This kind of thought and theory, according to Ren, is what 

guides strategic actions and impacts social culture and trends.ò250 US 

mainstream cultural tradition is based on the thought, values, and behaviors of 

white, middle-class people. These are the political leaders, CEOs, university 

presidents, scientists, reporters, and novelists that have successfully influenced 

society. This tradition, according to Ren, focuses on manifest destiny in foreign 

affairs, individualism, commercialism, pragmatic philosophy, and social 

Darwinism.251  

 

Chen, Wang, and Wang apparently agree with this assessment. They 

wrote in 2002 that  

 

The Catholic Puritans among the early European immigrants felt 

superior in that they felt they were óchosen by Godô and had a ómanifest 

destiny to save the worldô all of which mixed in with their 

mercantilism, expansionism, practicality, and social Darwinism to 
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become the basis of the ideological culture of the United States and 

cognitive roots of the countryôs hegemonic mindset.252  

 

Ren and the Chen, Wang, and Wang collective mention social 

Darwinism. This is an adjunct to Darwinôs theory of ñsurvival of the fittestò and 

refers to the US predilection that their social system will enable the ñsurvival of 

the fittestò among the human species. They appear to use this concept 

interchangeably with the concept of manifest destiny, in both cases implying 

that the US sees a ñrightò (whether from God or nature) for imposing their 

system on others. At a Sun Tzu Art of War symposium, a Chinese moderator 

even went so far as to state that ñif we canôt clear up social Darwinism, we 

canôt get rid of war. China must use Sun Tzu theory to solve the social 

Darwinism problem.ò  

 

These articles and others from China Military Science are revealing for 

their prejudicial/one-sided treatment and judgment of US actions and 

corresponding aggrandizement of Chinese generosity and benevolence. Chinese 

analysts ignore US acts of benevolence, such as US attempts to bring peace to 

Bosnia or stop genocide in other areas of the world. The Chinese authors ignore 

these actions and focus only on what they term as expansionist and material 

motives. Meanwhile Chinaôs quiet moves into Africa and Central Asia are 

ignored.  

 

In similar fashion, China accuses the US of self-veneration. Clearly a 

country basing its ideology around the communist cult of personality (Mao, 

Deng, Jiang, etc.) is conducting self-veneration albeit of a different type. For a 

nation supposedly focused on the people, this is difficult to understand. US 

ideology venerates the achievements of the common man in science and other 

areas as well as presidents and statesmen. In fact, political leaders are often the 

focus of scorn in the US media. Thus the strategic culture of both nations leads 

to different debates and interpretations. This is hard to deny. 

 

Another example of a prejudicial assessment comes from the work of 

Fang Yonggang. He notes that internally, officers and troops in the PLA are 

united and ñdemocracy within the Party, peopleôs democracy, and inter-party 

democracyò are being promoted. Externally, the positive, proactive, and 

innovative reverence for the masses drives the PLA forward so that the 

prominent goal of ñbeing of the peopleò is attained. This is inherently different 

from foreign military culture, Fang writes, particularly that of the West, whose 
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values are oriented toward ñserving a minority of the peopleò and ñserving the 

capitalist class.ò253  

 

China and the US may not correctly assess each other perhaps out of 

ignorance, oversights, or the overriding influence of their national strategic 

culture on their perceptions. Yao and Du note that the different approaches that 

countries have to their security interests influence the formation of their 

military values and the selection of their ways of military thinking.254 The 

implication is that the more we understand strategic culture and the selection of 

security interests, the better we will be able to understand one another.  

 

Wang Lin, Wang Yitao, and Wang Guibin, mentioned earlier, write in 

2005 about a method by which to better understand one another (even though 

they were discussing the conduct of cultural wars at the time!). They write that 

when examining the cultural roots and characteristics of the core spirit of an 

enemy, subjects must avoid cultural prejudice when dealing with targets. One 

must actively utilize empathy toward the cultural proclivities of the target. To 

be truly empathetic, seven steps must be followed. It is these same steps, 

however, that could be applied to understand one another better in peacetime. 

That is, the seven step recommendation would work in times of war to get at 

enemy mind sets; or in peacetime to better work with one another and eliminate 

potential points of misunderstanding (especially in times of crises!). These 

steps are:  

 

¶ One must share the inner state of someone and recreate that 

personôs inner image. 

¶ One must recognize the types of cultural diversity in society. 

¶ One must know oneself and individuals in a given culture. 

¶ One must eliminate oneôs own isolation from the environment. 

¶ One must take on the other personôs perspective and thinking. 

¶ One must acquire experience through empathy obtained from 

the five steps above. 

¶ One must restore his or her inner state, and re-experience oneôs 

own cultural state again. 255 

 

These same steps are used to conduct media warfare, according to the authors.  
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Other Important Aspects of Advanced Military Culture  

 The articles of Liu Tinghua, Yang Yuling, Fang Yonggang, and Wang 

Zhaohai in China Military Science also included several other issues worthy of 

consideration regarding advanced military culture. Liu Tinghua, a Director of 

the Research Office of the Historical Research Department of the Academy of 

Military Sciences, emphasizes the connection between strategy and history. In 

2002, he wrote on military ideological and cultural lessons learned from the 

Chinese classic work I Ching since many of the I Ching lessons (combat 

preparedness, unity of the people and army, and the ñjustò use of force) have 

become Chinese cultural traditions. 

 

Liu writes about the I Ching concept that the ñsuperior man, when 

resting in safety, does not forget that danger may come; when in a state of 

security, he does not forget the possibility of ruin; and when all is in a state of 

order, he does not forget that disorder may come.ò256 To strengthen national 

defense, the superior man must educate the people and nourish them; think of 

what might come and prepare for it; and keep weapons in good repair in case of 

unforeseen contingencies. The goal is to be ever vigilant and mindful of 

adversities and prepare for the worst. Further, the army must insist upon 

participating only in just wars (i.e., the liberation of people) and using only 

competent generals who possess integrity; fostering harmonious relations with 

people to create a unified military front; instituting rigorous discipline; utilizing 

flexibility (subjective initiative) in commands; luring the enemy into terrain; 

staying positive in the face of momentary setbacks; gaining a firm 

understanding of the nature of war; and treating prisoners of war with 

respect.257 Chinese culture eventually absorbed most of these issues that were 

written about long ago. 

 

However, Liu warns that the I Ching contains mysticism and irrational 

thought as well that must be countered by taking a scientific view. For example, 

there is the belief that a dangerous campaign will result if someone witnesses 

the immersion of a young foxôs tail in water as it crosses a stream. This type of 

thinking must be countered.258 In fact 

 

Winning or losing a war is the result of a contest between soldiers and 

weapons and is influenced by terrain and weather conditions, along 

with how well commanders exercise their subjective initiative. It has 
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nothing to do with divination, which was the result of the low level of 

scientific advancement at the time which led to the search for 

psychological comfort by means of praying to gods for protection.259 

 

The preservation of unity is a major traditional theme that the Chinese 

carried over into advanced military culture. It is a national cultural tradition of 

some importance that is most often reflected in Chinese discussions about 

Taiwan. Yang Yuling, a PhD and the Director of the Military History and 

Culture Teaching and Research Section of the Xiôan Political Institute, wrote 

that ñCulture plays a role that cannot be replaced by other social elements, 

namely the functions of coalescence, integration, assimilation, and 

standardization of the conduct and psychology of the social groups within a 

nation.ò260 Culture, Yang believes, molds an identification psychology in 

people or a country through assimilation and acclimation, a ñcognitive 

schematicò often referred to as nationality.261 Yang adds that ñfor thousands of 

years, national unity has always been viewed as the highest political objective 

and as being in the highest interests of the nationò and for this reason national 

reunification with Taiwan remains a priority.262  

 

Yang adds that values represent the scale from which standards of 

social conduct are measured and tested. Upholding unity is one of these values. 

National spirit or unity is a key element of identification psychology, reflected 

as patriotism. National unity provides will and vitality for the nation, is 

embedded in Chinaôs national spirit, and is ñChinese cultureôs rational and 

systematic recognition of the stateôs political objectives.ò263  The cultivation of 

a cognitive psychology of shared culture should serve as ña strategic duty and 

basic stratagem for national reunification.ò264  

 

Finally, Yang writes that national identity involves political, economic, 

cultural, and military factors, which he terms a systematic construct. It is also a 

construct that must change with the times. While China must maintain and 

manage an enduring memory of its traditions, it must also respond to cultural 

challenges brought on by changing times.265  
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Fang Yonggang wrote a comprehensive paper on advanced military 

culture and its aspects. He states that advanced military culture in the PLA has 

six subsystems: military thought, military ethics, military institutions, military 

science and technology, military strategy, and military mental life.266 His list is 

somewhat similar to that of Yao and Du mentioned earlier. 

 

The first subsystem, military thought, refers to military culture at the 

level of reason and is expressed in philosophical and theoretical form. It reveals 

the innate connection between issues of war and economics, war and politics, 

war and culture, humans and weapons, and the laws of war.267  

 

The second subsystem is military ethics. This subsystem is an internal 

system of standards of conduct for the armed forces internally. Marxist military 

ethics guide the Chinese military while carrying forward Chinaôs cultural 

traditions. Advanced military ethics obey the command of the Party, love of the 

military, respect for cadres, strict adherence to discipline, patriotic devotion, 

perseverance, integrity, hard work, and enlightened etiquette, providing a 

strong structural pillar for the fighting spirit of a PLA soldier.268 

 

The third subsystem is the creation and development of military 

institutionsðtheir form, nature, function, and implementation. These institutes 

integrate and standardize military activities and never cease to innovate and 

adapt to new technology and equipment or theories of fighting.269 

 

The fourth subsystem is military science and technology. It consists of 

theory, ideology, consciousness, knowledge, quality, the capacity for 

innovation, systems of cognition, and a scientific attitude. It is in this subsystem 

that the factor of quality plays its major role (due to the cyber age) and edges 

out quantity in importance. Science and technology will have a major impact on 

increasing combat power and will require new types of thinking, ideological 

concepts, ideas about work, and methods of leadership suited to the demands of 

informatized war.270 

 

The fifth subsystem is military strategy which reveals the quality, 

traditions, and reality beneath military culture. The roots of strategy began long 

ago and form a unique cultural tradition in Chinese history. Mao first integrated 

Marxist strategy into the Chinese revolution and this began an innovation in 

                                                 
266 Fang Yonggang. 
267 Ibid.  
268 Ibid. 
269 Ibid. 
270 Ibid. 



88 

 

culture that allowed China to absorb lessons from the West. Chinese culture is 

thus adaptive and able to integrate traditional strategic culture with modern 

science and technology championed in the West.271 

 

Finally, there is the subsystem of mental life manifested mainly in 

military literature and art. This subsystem allows for the creation of personal 

qualities consisting of idealistic beliefs that motivate soldiers to make 

contributions. It elicits a consciousness of national defense in people and 

improves combat power.272  

 

In addition to the six subsystems mentioned by Fang, he also listed five 

functions of advanced Chinese military culture. They are guiding ideology, 

uniting military morale, creating mental incentives, providing intellectual 

support, and guiding scientific methods.273 

 

Major General Wang Zhaohai, Chairman of the Political Department at 

the Academy of Military Sciences, writes that military culture can be dissected 

into form, era, region, and class. Military culture can be divided by form into 

military spiritual culture, the culture of military systems, the culture of military 

conduct, and the culture of military equipment. By era it can be divided into 

traditional military culture and modern military culture. By region, it can be 

divided into Chinese military culture and Western military culture. By class 

attributes, it can be divided into landlord military culture, capitalist culture, and 

proletariat military culture.274 Military culture thus is an important concept that 

includes different aspects of military activity. 

Conclusions 

 This discussion of Chinese military culture is, admittedly, limited to 

one journal. It has used only a few articles from a vast treasure trove of works 

on the issue. However, it serves as an introductory viewpoint on the topic and a 

contemporary one at that, fostered by the official journal of the Chinese 

Academy of Military Science.  

 

The discussion initially highlighted six so-called ñpoints of interestò 

that focused on some specific items of Chinese military culture. These points of 

interest were (1.) a Chinese analystôs opinion that ñwinning without fightingò is 

the ñrarest of raritiesò for Chinese history, where the sword has ruled. This 
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point of view is at odds with the most popular assessment of Chinese military 

cultural history, a history based on humanity and benevolence (2.) the 

important role that Marxism plays for both its impact on culture and on military 

thought processes. The latter point includes the concept of the dialectical 

thought process among other Marxist ideas (3.) the focus some Chinese 

analysts placed on combining technology with strategy. There is a realization 

that pure strategic thoughts are not enough in a world where technology is 

driving equipment and concepts (4.) the more traditional focus on the role that 

intellectuals played (Sun Tzu was an intellectual who became a strategist). The 

focus on thought may be the reason that strategy surfaced as the main element 

in Chinese traditional thinking. The study of ancient Chinese history also 

demonstrates the importance of innovation and creativity in Chinese thinking, 

to include borrowing the best elements from Western military culture. 

Hopefully, US theorists are learning from Chinese history as well. (5.) a focus 

on strategic psychological warfare and the use of persuasive techniques via the 

media to influence situations. This includes the use of persuasive technique 

simulations and (6.) the digital ageôs impact on Chinese military culture in all 

its aspects (theory, ethics, science and technology, strategy, etc.), causing 

several significant shifts. 

 

One conclusion that becomes evident upon reading Chinese military 

cultural material is that, for China, ñmilitary theory with the characteristics of 

our armed forces is the outcome of the combination of Marxist military theory 

with the concrete practice of Chinaôs revolutionary war.ò275  That is, not only 

ancient military theory but Western and some contemporary Chinese history 

have strongly influenced military tradition in China. Another conclusion is that 

the digital age has genuinely threatened traditional military culture in China 

forcing the PLA to develop what it terms as advanced military culture.  

 

The general discussion also includes definitions of several terms 

focused on culture: military culture, strategic culture, traditional and advanced 

military culture, and cultural wars. These definitions offer a general 

understanding of the importance of knowledge and values to the Chinese 

military as well as the important role that society at large plays in the formation 

of military culture. In addition the components of advanced military culture 

were described. Cultural warfare, for example, emphasized how to demonstrate 

empathy and truly get ñintoò a culture, requiring that the last step of the process 

was to ñre-experience oneôs own cultural state again.ò 
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The discussion makes it clear that Chinaôs analysts are attempting to 

distill years of military culture as they decide on the direction in which the 

PLAôs military culture should head as it transitions from traditional to advanced 

military cultural thinking. This fact alone should be of great interest to other 

nations. Chinaôs focus on military culture comes at a time when the PLA is 

becoming an increasingly important player on the world stage.  

 

It is important for the US to study Chinese military culture not only to 

learn where it is headed but to understand what is of value from their ancient 

history. There are many aspects of Chinese military culture and theory that 

offer the Western analyst another way of viewing or solving a problem. The 

US, of course, should be as selective in choosing items from Chinese thought 

for its use as the Chinese are when choosing military concepts from a Western 

system. Wang Zhaohai noted that China ñmust not blindly accept foreign 

military culture when we seek to draw lessons from it, nor must we simply 

exclude foreign military culture because it conflicts with our own, and thereby 

overlook the positive and beneficial aspects.ò276 We must do the same. 

 

Chinaôs military cultural transition is occurring while its armed forces 

are transitioning from a mechanized to an informationized force. The PLA is 

learning how to operate in complex electromagnetic environments and how to 

conduct information warfare tactics. This revolutionary change in the conduct 

of warfare has left its mark on military culture and the evolution of advanced 

military culture is proof positive. China is very concerned over the penetration 

of its military culture by Western media and hopes to do better at constructing 

socialist culture with Chinese characteristics, creating cultural diffusion 

hardware and software over which China has autonomous intellectual property 

rights, and, as author Wang Shudao noted, taking action to expose the 

hypocrisy of Western anti-Chinese forces. Chinaôs approach must be proactive 

if it is to ñpropel Chinaôs culture industry and media industry beyond Chinaôs 

borders in an effort to take over the international culture market.ò277 

 

Finally, a look at Chinaôs military culture, if properly analyzed, can 

expose predispositions and intentions that the US can utilize to better 

understand Chinaôs military leaders and thus potentially avert conflict. The 

increasingly aggressive Chinese behavior and growing defense budget, and the 

reconnaissance activities by units such as PLA hackers, indicate that the 

                                                 
276 Wang Zhaohai. 
277 Wang Shudao, ñModern Cultural Diffusion and National Security,ò China Military 
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Chinese will be well-prepared to fight a future war in a strategic manner, one 

that other nations may not consider. As was noted earlier, what is scarier than 

inferior technology to some Chinese theorists is inferior thinking. It appears 

that in the case of the PLA, they are working hard to ensure that their thinking 

is not inferior but takes the best from East and West. 

 

It is evident, based on the occasional conflicts that arise between China 

and the West, that both sides need to learn how to understand one anotherôs 

intentions better. A closer study of military culture and an open debate among 

the two sides on the topic may provide one avenue (among many) to do so. 

Hopefully this analysis has opened a few doors to understanding the current 

concerns and reactions of the PLA to the threats it perceives to its military 

culture as well as offering a reverse look at Wang Shudaoôs position. That is, it 

is possible to expose the hypocrisy of Chinaôs anti-Western forces just as he 

hoped to expose the hypocrisy of the USôs anti-Chinese forces. The dialectic 

works for either Chinese or Western thought. 
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