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On Chinese deterrence 
thought and practice 
circa 2022

Michael Clarke

Introduction
After US Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan on 3 August the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Eastern Theater Command announced that it 
would be undertaking joint combat training exercises in the northern, south-
western and south-eastern waters and airspace off Taiwan Island. PLA Navy 
(PLAN), PLA Rocket Force (PLARF) and PLA Strategic Support Force (PLASSF) 
elements were focused on ‘joint blockade, sea target assault, strike[s] on ground 
targets, and airspace control operation’.1 These exercises took place across 
the ‘median line’ of the Taiwan Strait. They violated Taiwan’s territorial waters 
in the northern and southern zones and included rolling violations of Taiwan’s 
air defence identification zone by Chinese military aircraft. Long-range rockets 
and conventional ballistic missiles were launched from ‘four main regions within 
China into multiple exercise zones to the north, east, and south of Taiwan’.2 The 
announcement came after Beijing had imposed a range of economic measures, 
including the suspension of imports of Taiwanese fruit and seafood earlier the 
same day.3

1 Huaxia (ed),‘PLA Eastern Theater Command conducts joint exercises around Taiwan Island’, Xinhua, 
4 August 2022 9.04 am, https://english.news.cn/20220804/9a035081c17a4bcc99e62ae341db4fb6/c.html 

2 Bonny Lin, Brian Hart, Matthew P Funaiole, Samantha Lu, Hannah Price, Nicholas Kaufman, ‘Tracking the 
fourth Taiwan Strait crisis’, CSIS ChinaPower Project, 23 August 2022, https://chinapower.csis.org/tracking-
the-fourth-taiwan-strait-crisis/. Approximately five missiles also landed in Japan’s exclusive economic zone 
(EEZ) to the south-east of Yonaguni Island.

3 Reuters, ‘Sanctions China has imposed on Taiwan over Pelosi visit’, Reuters, 3 August 2022 3.28 pm 
GMT+10, https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/economic-sanctions-china-has-imposed-taiwan-over-
pelosi-visit-2022-08-03/ 

https://english.news.cn/20220804/9a035081c17a4bcc99e62ae341db4fb6/c.html
https://chinapower.csis.org/tracking-the-fourth-taiwan-strait-crisis/
https://chinapower.csis.org/tracking-the-fourth-taiwan-strait-crisis/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/economic-sanctions-china-has-imposed-taiwan-over-pelosi-visit-2022-08-03/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/economic-sanctions-china-has-imposed-taiwan-over-pelosi-visit-2022-08-03/


Michael Clarke

Australian Journal of Defence and Strategic Studies  |  Vol. 4 No. 2288

This makes it crucial to examine and understand how China conceives of and 
practices forms of coercion like deterrence. Based on a discussion of authoritative 
and semi-authoritative Chinese sources on PLA strategy and doctrine, this paper 
makes three arguments:

China conceives of and practices deterrence in a distinct manner 
that combines dissuasive and compellent forms of coercion

deterrence, as conceived by China, is not an end point or goal, as 
it is sometimes framed in the West, but is an explicit instrument for 
the achievement of politico-military objectives

PLA doctrine may envisage a sequential application of deterrent 
and compellent postures across a peacetime–crisis–war spectrum. 

The paper then concludes with a discussion of the potential implications of these 
arguments for Chinese behaviour in a Taiwan crisis scenario.

The ‘power to hurt’: deterrence and compellence in 
international politics
China’s response to Pelosi’s visit provides a pointed reminder that international 
politics

often takes place in a grey region involving no-peace and no-war 
wherein the threat of violence – more than its mere application –  
is the critical variable for an understanding of interstate relations 
and crises.4

Such latent violence (the ‘power to hurt’, as Thomas Schelling argued) constitutes 
‘bargaining power’. The exploitation of that power is in turn ‘diplomacy, vicious 
diplomacy, but diplomacy’.5 Such ‘vicious diplomacy’ is concerned with strategies 
of coercion, or ‘forceful persuasion’ that erode ‘an opponent’s motivation by 
exploiting the capacity to inflict damage, and thus creating the expectation of 
unacceptable costs in the event of noncompliance with demands’.6 Schelling 
focused primarily on the distinctions between two types of ‘vicious diplomacy’, 
deterrence and compellence; while Alexander George’s broader conception of 
coercive diplomacy encompassed not only such threats of the use of force but 

4 Maria Sperandei, ‘Bridging deterrence and compellence: an alternative approach to the study of coercive 
diplomacy’, International Studies Review 2006, 8(2):253.

5 Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influence, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1966, p 1.

6 See Alexander George, Forceful Persuasion: Coercive Diplomacy as an Alternative to War, United States 
Institute of Peace Press, Washington DC, 1992; and Paul G Lauren, ‘Ultimata and coercive diplomacy’, 
International Studies Quarterly, 1972, 16(2):135.
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also employment of persuasion, positive inducements and accommodation to 
affect an opponent’s will.7

For most of the period since 1945, analysis of the practices and theories of 
deterrence have considerably outweighed those focused on compellence. Given 
the realities of the Cold War and the exigencies of mutually assured destruction 
(MAD), it is understandable that scholars have predominantly focused on the 
logics and practices of threats intended to dissuade an adversary from doing 
something. However, one outgrowth of this has been to view deterrence and 
compellence as related but distinct aspects of coercive diplomacy.8

The predominant Western understanding of deterrence is straightforward: ‘the 
persuasion of one’s opponent that the costs and/or risks of a given course 
of action he might take outweigh its benefits’.9 The object of deterrence is 
thus dissuasion – that is a threat ‘intended to keep an adversary from doing 
something’. Compellence, in contrast, concerns the use of threats ‘to make an 
adversary do something’.10

For most Western theorists, the first distinction between compellence and 
deterrence is in the specific relationship between threat and the use of force. 
The issuing of threats is considered sufficient for dissuasion but insufficient  
for compellence, which requires both the threat and the exemplary use of  
force to succeed. Deterrence, in this understanding, ‘employs threats to  
preserve the status quo’ while compellence uses threats to induce ‘a revision  
to the status quo’.11

The other fundamental distinction between the concepts concerns the issues of 
timing and initiative, that is who has the initiative in the practice of each concept. 
‘Deterrence’, as Schelling put it, ‘involves setting the stage – by announcement, 
by rigging the trip-wire, by incurring the obligation – and waiting’.12 Compellence, 
in contrast, ‘involves initiating an action that can cease, or become harmless, only 
if the opponent responds…To compel one gets up enough momentum to make 
the other act to avoid collision’.13 Deterrence in this understanding is therefore 

7 See Schelling, Arms and Influence, pp 2–4; and George, Forceful Persuasion, pp 4–7.

8 Sperandei, ‘Bridging deterrence and compellence’, pp 256–258.

9 Alexander George and Richard Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy: Theory and Practice, 
Columbia University Press, NY, 1974, p 11. See also John Mearsheimer, Conventional Deterrence, Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca NY, 1983, p 14.

10 Dan Altman, ‘By fait accompli, not coercion: how states wrest territory from their adversaries’, International 
Studies Quarterly, 2017, 61(4):882.

11 Dan Altman, ‘By fait accompli, not coercion’, p 882.

12 Schelling, Arms and Influence, p 71.

13 Schelling, Arms and Influence, p 71.
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both a more passive and status quo–oriented form of coercive diplomacy than 
compellence.14 Compellence is generally conceived of as a much more difficult 
form of coercion to successfully implement ‘because in contrast to deterrence, 
which requires an invisible concession, it requires target actors to behave in ways 
that are highly visible and more likely to involve major costs at home and abroad’.15

In summary, deterrence ‘is a coercive strategy designed to prevent a target from 
changing its behavior’, where a deterrer issues deterrent threats ‘because it 
believes a target is about to, or will eventually, change its behaviour in ways that 
hurt the coercer’s interests’.16 Compellence, conversely, is a coercive strategy 
based on the imposition of costs through ‘either threat or action’ until the target 
changes its behaviour in ways specified by the coercer.17 Nonetheless, there is a 
consensus that ‘the coercive policies of deterrence as well as of compellence rely 
on the threat of future military force to influence adversarial decision-makers’ but 
that the ‘limited use of actual force may be required for compellence to work’.18

Deterrence with ‘Chinese characteristics’
How, then, do these predominant understandings of deterrence and compellence 
relate to the Chinese case? Most immediately, as Dean Cheng argues, the Chinese 
term most often translated into English as deterrence, 威慑 (wēi shè), ‘embodies 
both dissuasion and coercion’.19 A review of authoritative documents (for 
example Chinese defence white papers and declaratory documents,) and semi-
authoritative compendiums (such as Science of Military Strategy (SMS), published 
biennially by the Chinese Academy of Military Sciences) illustrate this link.20 The 

14 Jack Levy, ‘Deterrence and coercive diplomacy: the contributions of Alexander George’, Political 
Psychology, 2008, 29(4):544–547.

15 Richard Ned Lebow, ‘Deterrence and reassurance: lessons from the Cold War’, Global Dialogue, 1992, 
3(4): 120. See also Daniel Byman and Matthew Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion: American Foreign 
Policy and the Limits of Military Might, Cambridge University Press, New York, 2002.

16 Robert J Art and Kelly Greenhill, ‘Coercion: an analytical overview’, in Kelly Greenhill and Peter Krause (eds), 
Coercion: The Power to Hurt in International Politics, Oxford University Press, New York, 2018, p 5.

17 Art and Greenhill, ‘Coercion: an analytical overview’.

18 Sperandei, ‘Bridging deterrence and compellence’, p 258.

19 Dean Cheng, Evolving Chinese thinking about deterrence: the nuclear dimension, Heritage Backgrounder, 
No. 3240, Heritage Foundation, Washington DC, 16 August 2017, https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/
evolving-chinese-thinking-about-deterrence-the-nuclear-dimension 

20 Joel Wuthnow and M Taylor Fravel, ‘China’s military strategy for a “new era”: some change, more continuity, 
and tantalizing hints’, Journal of Strategic Studies, March 2022. https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.202
2.2043850. Joel Wuthnow and M Taylor Fravel suggest that this method constitutes the ‘best practice’ 
for research on the PLA: ‘Authoritative sources would include those that speak for the PLA or the CCP 
on military affairs, such as white papers, public statements by defense spokespersons or other party 
documents. Authoritative but not definitive sources (or ‘semi-authoritative’) would include those publications 
by PLA organizations or individuals from within the PLA likely to have knowledge of topics such as the PLA’s 
military strategic guidelines, including leading research institutes such as the Academy of Military Science 
and its experts on strategy, tactics, and doctrine’. 

https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/evolving-chinese-thinking-about-deterrence-the-nuclear-dimension
https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/evolving-chinese-thinking-about-deterrence-the-nuclear-dimension
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2022.2043850
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2022.2043850
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most recent 2020 SMS, for example, asserts clearly that deterrence (wēi shè) 
has two functions: ‘One is to stop the other party from doing what they want to 
do through deterrence’ (i.e. dissuasion) and ‘the other is to use deterrence to 
coerce the other party to do what they must do’ (i.e. compellence).21 Chinese 
understandings of the concept also frame it explicitly as an instrument rather than 
as a goal of policy. The focus is not ‘deterring action in one or another domain’ 
or establishing deterrence as an underlying condition but in ‘securing the larger 
Chinese strategic objective’.22 The 2020 SMS underlines this by noting that

Strategic deterrence [wēi shè] is a method of military conflict to 
achieve a political goal based on military strength, a comprehensive 
use of various means, through clever display of strength and 
determination to use strength, makes the other party face 
unworthy or even unbearable consequences, and is forced to give 
in, compromise, or surrender.23

This definition, as Kyle Marcum notes, ‘accentuates the PLA’s lack of distinction 
between coercion, deterrence, compellence, and dissuasion’. While there are 
Chinese words for each of these terms ‘they are rarely used’. China’s 2019 
Defence White Paper, for instance, uses ‘the term 慑止 (shezhi, literally ‘use fear 
to stop’) and China’s own English translation uses shezhi as ‘to deter’, further 
hinting at a different meaning for wēi shè’.24

Beyond this question of definitional clarity, deterrence is conceived of in Chinese 
writings not as a static activity but one that has phases of application across a 
peacetime–crisis–war spectrum. The 2013 SMS, for example, details that during 
peacetime the objective is to employ ‘a normalised deterrence posture to force 
an opponent to not dare to act lightly or rashly’ based on ‘low-intensity military 
activities’, such as holding military exercises, ‘displaying advanced weapons’ 
and diplomatically asserting China’s ‘strategic bottom line’.25 This is suggestive 

21 Xiao Tianliang (ed), The Science of Military Strategy, National Defense University Press, Beijing, 2020, p 131, 
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Translations/2022-01-26-2020-Science-of-
Military-Strategy.pdf 

22 Dean Cheng, ‘An overview of Chinese thinking about deterrence’ in Frans Osinga and Tim Sweijs (eds), 
Netherlands Annual Review of Military Studies: Deterrence in the 21st Century—Insights from Theory and 
Practice, NL ARMS TMC Asser Press, The Hague, 4 December 2020, p 179.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-6265-419-8-10 

23 Xiao, The Science of Military Strategy, 2020, p 126. Emphasis added. 

24 Kyle Marcum, Propensity, Conditions, and Consequences: Effective Coercion Through Understanding 
Chinese Thinking [PDF], China Aerospace Studies Institute, Washington DC, July 2022, p 19.  
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/CASI/Display/Article/3093835/propensity-conditions-and-consequences-
effective-coercion-through-understanding/ 

25 Shou Xiaosong (ed), The Science of Military Strategy, Academy of Military Science Press, Beijing, 2013, 
p 119.

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Translations/2022-01-26-2020-Science-of-Military-Strategy.pdf
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Translations/2022-01-26-2020-Science-of-Military-Strategy.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-6265-419-8-10
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/CASI/Display/Article/3093835/propensity-conditions-and-consequences-effective-coercion-through-understanding/
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/CASI/Display/Article/3093835/propensity-conditions-and-consequences-effective-coercion-through-understanding/
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of the notion of ‘general deterrence’ where ‘arms and warnings are a contribution 
to the broad context of international politics’ in which the core objective ‘is to 
manage the context so that for an opponent it will appear basically unattractive 
to resort to force’.26 In crisis situations, in turn, the PLA will adopt ‘a high intensity 
deterrence posture, to show a strong resolve of willingness to fight and powerful 
actual strength, to force an opponent to promptly reverse course’.27

The cognate of this in Western understandings is arguably ‘immediate 
deterrence’, which is concerned with ‘the relationship between opposing states 
where at least one side is seriously considering an attack while the other is 
mounting a threat of retaliation in order to prevent it’.28 The distinction between 
these, as Lawrence Freedman notes, ultimately concerns ‘the degree of 
strategic engagement between deterrer and deterred’. Immediate deterrence 
‘involves an active effort to deter in the course of a crisis when the efficiency 
of any threats will soon be revealed in adversary behaviour’. Whereas, general 
deterrence ‘is altogether more relaxed, requiring merely the conveyance of a 
sense of risk to a potential adversary to ensure that active hostilities are never 
seriously considered’.29

Where the Chinese approach departs from those of the West in this context 
concerns the operation of deterrence in the space between crisis and war. If war 
does break out, the objective, the 2013 SMS and 2020 SMS note, becomes 
‘war control’ (zhànzhēng kòngzhì, 战争控制). War control has been equated 
with notions of escalation management or control.30 Yet another possibility 
is suggested by analysis of the treatment of this term in the 2013 SMS and 
2020 SMS documents. One view is that war control is in fact to be ‘used within 
the opportunity between total war and total peace. The outbreak of war is a 
condition which makes war control possible. Preventing war is not among its 
imperatives’.31 As such, it is a warfighting concept.

26 Patrick Morgan, Deterrence: A Conceptual Analysis, Sage Publications, Beverly Hills CA, 1977, p 43. See 
also Stephen L Quackenbush, Understanding General Deterrence, Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2011.

27 Shou Xiaosong (ed), The Science of Military Strategy, 2013, 119. Emphasis added.

28 Morgan, Deterrence: A Conceptual Analysis, p 28.

29 Lawrence Freedman, ‘General deterrence and the balance of power’, Review of International Studies, 1989, 
15(2): 203. Emphasis added. 

30 See for example, Lonnie D Henley, ‘War control: Chinese concepts of escalation management’, in Andrew 
Scobell and Larry Wortzel (eds), Shaping China’s Security Environment: The Role of the People’s Liberation 
Army, Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War College, Carlisle PA, 2006, pp 81–109; and Alison 
A Kaufman and Daniel M Hartnett, Managing Conflict: Examining Recent PLA Writings on Escalation Control, 
CNA, Arlington VA, February 2016.  
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/AD1005033.pdf or https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/AD1005033 

31 Howard Wang, ‘The ideal tool of nations: war control in Chinese military thought’, Georgetown Security 
Studies Review, 2019, 7(1):9. Emphasis added.

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/AD1005033.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/AD1005033
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The 2013 SMS provided a snapshot of the essence of ‘war control’ when it 
noted that it means:

grasping the war’s initiative, to be able to adjust and control the 
war goals, means, scales, tempos, time opportunities, and scope, 
and to strive to obtain a favourable war conclusion, at a relatively 
small price.32

By picking ‘the timing for the start of the war’ and surprising the enemy by 
attacking ‘where they are least prepared’, China can ‘seize the battlefield 
initiative, paralyze the enemy’s war command, and give shock to the enemy’s 
will’ and thus ‘achieve victory even before the fighting starts’.33

The 2020 SMS chapter on ‘war control’ provides further detail by identifying three 
necessary stages for its successful employment: the ‘control of war techniques’ 
(i.e. deliberate control of escalation through grey zone–conventional-nuclear 
capabilities); control of the pace, rhythm and intensity of conflict (i.e. centrality 
of shifting from defensive to offensive operations at the outbreak of conflict); 
and control of or the ability to ‘proactively end the war’ (i.e. an ‘escalate to 
de-escalate’ approach).34

This suggests two implications. First, the continued focus on ‘war control’ is 
informed by the PRC’s historical conflict behaviour, where Beijing has had a 
‘heavy preference for escalation over de-escalation to bring a conflict to an 
end’.35 This ‘escalate to de-escalate’ approach ‘in the early stages of conflict’, 
as Oriana Skylar Mastro notes, is seen as having strengthened ‘China’s strategic 
deterrent, preventing the outbreak of total war’ during the Korean War, the Sino-
Indian border war and the Sino-Vietnamese War.36 Second, the delineation of 
‘war control’ into distinct phases suggests it ‘is intended to ensure flexibility in 
military options so the Chinese Communist Party can realise its political ambitions 
and affect its desired policy without compromise’ and that Chinese strategists 
believe that warfighting intensity can be precisely controlled..37

Finally, the application of the Chinese concept of deterrence across a peacetime–
crisis–war spectrum also raises the possibility that the PLA envisages a sequential 
application of deterrence and compellence. While deterrence and compellence 

32 Shou Xiaosong (ed), The Science of Military Strategy, 2013, pp 115–116.

33 Shou Xiaosong (ed), The Science of Military Strategy, 2013, pp 115–116.

34 Xiao, The Science of Military Strategy, 2020, pp 254–257.

35 Oriana Skylar Mastro, ‘The theory and practice of war termination: assessing patterns in China’s historical 
behavior’, International Studies Review, 2018, 20(4):678.

36 Mastro, ‘The theory and practice of war termination’.

37 Wang, ‘The ideal tool of nations’, p 10.
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have often been treated as separate but related concepts, a case can be made 
that the distinction between the two is not so clear-cut in practice, as ‘they can 
be formulated and applied at sequential stages in the management of a crisis’.38 
In fact numerous cases throughout the twentieth century – from Cold War crises 
over Berlin, the Taiwan Strait, and Cuba to the First Gulf War – are suggestive 
of this. The Cuban Missile Crisis, for example – often popularly thought of as a 
successful instance of deterrence – saw the Kennedy administration attempt to 
simultaneously communicate two warnings to the Soviet Union. There was a 
compellent one, to stop installation of Soviet missiles in Cuba in autumn 1962, 
and a deterrent one – via the naval blockade of the island – aimed at preventing 
the arrival of additional missiles when compellence failed.39 The how and why of 
such a dynamic is straightforward: if ‘actor A is warning actor B not to do X (= A 
is deterring B), A has (or should have) an idea about how to react if B decides to 
do X (a compellence strategy). If A’s deterrent threat fails (= B decides to do X), 
A puts in motion its compellent policy’.40

That China may envisage such a phased application of deterrent and compellent 
policies is implied in two passages of the 2020 SMS’s discussion of the ‘role 
of strategic deterrence’ in peacetime, crisis and war. In peacetime, it suggests 
that deterrence ‘is mainly the use of national military power, combined with 
political, economic, diplomatic, technological, cultural and other strategic forces 
to influence the development of the situation and delay or stop the outbreak of 
war’.41 However, during a crisis, use of deterrence ‘may delay the outbreak of 
war and create conditions for the country to make other political choices and 
prepare for war’. But if ‘war is imminent’, deterrence ‘can either seize the last 
chance to avoid war, or gain the initiative in war, especially the first battle, and 
create a favorable military situation for entering a state of war’.42 Finally, during 
war, ‘strategic deterrence’ may slide directly into compellence. The 2020 SMS 
asserts here, for example, that a:

‘surgical’ attack on the enemy in a local war is actually an 
application of strategic deterrence in war. The two sides of the 
war are a contradictory unity. In the case of a strategic balance of 
power between the two sides of the war, if one party can adopt 
the correct strategic policy and skilfully play the role of strategic 

38 Sperandei, ‘Bridging deterrence and compellence’, p 261.

39 See Lawrence Freedman, Kennedy’s Wars: Berlin, Cuba, Laos, and Vietnam, Oxford University Press, New 
York, 2002, pp 182–203.

40 Sperandei, ‘Bridging deterrence and compellence’, p 262.

41 Xiao, The Science of Military Strategy, 2020, p 131.

42 Xiao, The Science of Military Strategy, 2020, p 132.
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deterrence, so that the other party can truly feel that continuing the 
confrontation does not pay off, it can shake its determination and 
will and abandon the attempt to continue the war.43

Such an approach is consistent with China’s over-arching defence strategy of 
‘active defence’. As China’s 2019 Defence White Paper states, China’s strategic 
guidance rests on the principle of ‘we will not attack unless we are attacked, but 
we will surely counterattack if attacked’ and ‘places emphasis on both containing 
and winning wars, and underscores the unity of strategic defense and offense at 
operational and tactical levels’.44

Some implications of China’s ‘vicious diplomacy’
China, as detailed above, conceives of and practices deterrence in a distinct 
manner that combines dissuasive and compellent forms of coercion, emphasises 
that its practice of deterrence is an instrument for the achievement of politico-
military objectives, and may envisage a sequential application of deterrent and 
compellent postures across a peacetime–crisis–war spectrum. This holds 
implications for understanding future Chinese behaviour in crisis and conflict 
scenarios, as may occur over the status of Taiwan. China’s evolving strategy 
toward Taiwan is arguably consistent with the deterrence and compellence 
meanings encompassed by 威慑 (wēi shè). This can be seen in the dual nature 
of Chinese strategy, as it seeks to dissuade Washington from intervening should 
China choose to use force across the Taiwan Strait and simultaneously compel 
Taipei to accept its concept and model of ‘reunification’.

To achieve the first objective (that is, to dissuade Washington), China has sought 
to decisively shift the military balance between it and Taiwan, while developing 
capabilities to delay or deny the US military access to the island and its surrounds 
in the event of conflict. In essence, China has pursued what Evan Montgomery 
has described as a ‘local balancing’ strategy. China has abjured developing the 
‘ability to conduct large-scale military operations outside its region’, in favour 
of ‘progressively extending its defensive perimeter within its region’ so as ‘to 
deter outside intervention in its home region and maximize its freedom of action 
throughout its neighborhood’.45

43 Xiao, The Science of Military Strategy, 2020, p 132. Emphasis added.

44 State Council of the People’s Republic of China, China’s National Defense in the New Era, 1st edn, 24 July 
2019, Foreign Languages Press Company Ltd, Beijing China. Emphasis added.  
https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/201907/24/content_WS5d3941ddc6d08408f502283d.html. 
For an analysis of evolution of China’s defense strategy see M Taylor Fravel, Active Defense: China’s Military 
Strategy since 1949, Princeton University Press, Princeton NJ, 2019.

45 Evan B Montgomery, ‘Contested primacy in the western Pacific: China’s rise and the future of US power 
projection’, International Security, Spring 2014, 38(4):124–125. https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00160
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China’s ability to deter US intervention in and around Taiwan has been based 
on significant investment in anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) capabilities, 
including the deployment of a diverse suite of short-range ballistic missiles 
(SRBMs), medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) and intermediate-range 
ballistic missiles (IRBMs) – such as the DF-15 and DF-16 SRBMs, the anti-ship 
DF-21D MRBM, and DF-26 IRBM deployed by the PLARF brigades tasked 
with Taiwan contingencies.46 Chinese analyst, Eric Heginbotham notes such 
missile capabilities are ‘a particular area of Chinese strength’ that provide it with 
‘advantages in areas immediately surrounding China’.47

During the exercises from 3 to 10 August 2022, China’s missile launches most 
likely involved the DF-15 variant, which is designed for ‘precision strike, bunker-
busting, and anti-runway operations’, although Taiwan’s Ministry of National 
Defense has not yet been so definitive.48 Other elements of the PLA’s exercises 
consistent with an A2/D2 approach vis a vis US forces were the inclusion of 
air and sea-based anti-submarine capabilities, such as the Y-8 surveillance/
anti-submarine warfare aircraft and regular sorties of the PLA Airforce’s (PLAAF) 
J-11 and J-16 fighters (aircraft thought to be capable of carrying the PL-15 
air-to-air missile, which is optimised to target aerial refuelling and airborne 
early warning control aircraft across the ‘median line’ of the Taiwan Strait).49 
Significantly, as RAND analyst Mark Cozad argues, such capabilities provide the 

46 For implications of China’s focus on A2/D2 strategy see Sam Tangredi, ‘Anti-access strategies in the Pacific: 
the United States and China’, Parameters, 2019, 49(1), https://doi.org/10.55540/0031-1723.2859; and for 
PLARF Taiwan-relevant deployments of SRBMs and MRBMs see, Yuan-Chou Jing and Yi-Ren Lai, ‘Evolving 
missions and capabilities of the PLA Rocket Force: implications for Taiwan and beyond’, China Brief, The 
Jamestown Foundation, 19 November 2021, 21(22). https://jamestown.org/program/evolving-missions-
and-capabilities-of-the-pla-rocket-force-implications-for-taiwan-and-beyond/

47 Eric Heginbotham, Chinese views of the military balance in the western Pacific, CMSI China Maritime 
Report No. 14, China Maritime Studies Institute, Newport Rhode Island, June 2021, pp 9–10. https://digital-
commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1013&context=cmsi-maritime-reports 

48 See David Chen, ‘Learning from the first phase of the fourth Taiwan Strait crisis’, China Brief, The 
Jamestown Foundation, 12 August 2022, https://jamestown.org/program/learning-from-the-first-phase-of-
the-fourth-taiwan-strait-crisis/; Ministry of National Defense, The Ministry of Defense issued a press release 
explaining that “the CCP launched Dongfeng 11 series ballistic missiles into the waters around northeast 
and southwest Taiwan” [press release], Ministry of National Defense, Republic of China, 4 August 2022. 
https://www.mnd.gov.tw/Publish.aspx?SelectStyle=%E6%96%B0%E8%81%9E%E7%A8%BF&p=80172
&title=%E5%9C%8B%E9%98%B2%E6%B6%88%E6%81%AF; and for specifications of China’s ballistic 
missile inventory see, Missile Defense Project, ‘Missiles of China’, Missile Threat, Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, 14 June 2018, last modified 12 April 2021. https://missilethreat.csis.org/country/china/ 

49 Ryan Morgan, ‘China sends 13 warships, record 68 warplanes inside Taiwan’s defense zone’, American 
Military News, 5 August 2022, https://americanmilitarynews.com/2022/08/china-sends-13-warships-
record-68-warplanes-inside-taiwans-defense-zone/; and Jack Lau, ‘Beijing carries out anti-submarine, 
sea assault drills around Taiwan’, South China Morning Post, Washington DC, 8 August 2022 12.55 pm. 
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/military/article/3188115/beijing-continues-unprecedented-drills-around-
taiwan?module=lead_hero_story&amp%3Bpgtype=homepage 
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PLA with ‘numerous options to hold at risk major US bases, logistics hubs, and 
command-and-control facilities throughout the region’.50

China’s desire to compel Taiwan was also on display during the exercises 
and was consistent with its long-term strategy toward Taiwan. This strategy 
seeks to integrate a variety of diplomatic, economic and military instruments 
to coerce and deter Taipei (and the United States) from any deviation from 
Beijing’s interpretation of the ‘One China policy;’51 which holds that ‘there is 
only one China in the world, Taiwan is a part of China and the government of 
the PRC is the sole legal government representing the whole of China’.52 The 
problem for Beijing is that the current political trendlines on the Taiwan issue are 
contrary to its objectives, as the Tsai Ing-wen government moves away from 
anything resembling a ‘One China’ perspective, and Taiwanese society sees the 
solidification of Taiwanese national identity and declining support for any notion 
of ‘reunification’ with the Chinese mainland.53

The moves of the Trump and, now, Biden administrations toward greater support 
for Taiwan – including increased arms sales and indications of diluted commitment 
to ‘strategic ambiguity’ on the issue – suggest a diplomatic environment far less 
permissive of Beijing asserting its claims to Taiwan than in the recent past.54 For 
Beijing, such developments indicate that while ‘US authorities have stated that 
they remain committed to the one-China policy and that they do not support 
“Taiwan independence”…their actions contradict their words’ as Washington is 

50 Mark Cozad, ‘Factors shaping China’s use of force calculations against Taiwan’, Testimony before the US–
China Economic and Security Review Commission: Hearing on deterring the People’s Republic of China 
aggression toward Taiwan, 117th Congress, 1st session, 18 February 2021.  
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/Mark_Cozad_Testimony.pdf 

51 For China’s economic coercion in cross-strait relations see Christina Lai, ‘More than carrots and sticks: 
economic statecraft and coercion in China–Taiwan relations from 2000 to 2019’, Politics, 2022, 42(3): 410–
425. For interpretations of the One China policy see Jessica Drun, ‘One China, Multiple Interpretations’, 
Center for Advanced China Research Blog, 28 December 2017.  
https://www.ccpwatch.org/single-post/2017/12/29/One-China-Multiple-Interpretations 

52 Information Office of the State Council of the PRC, ‘White Paper – the One-China principle and the Taiwan 
issue’, 21 February 2000, published by Taiwan Documents Project website, source: Embassy of the 
People’s Republic of China in the United States of America. http://www.taiwandocuments.org/white.htm 

53 For the Tsai Ing-wen government’s approach to cross-strait relations see: LC Russell Hsiao and HH Michael 
Hsiao, ‘Cross-strait relations under the Tsai administration’ in June Teufel Dreyer and Jacques de Lisle (eds), 
Taiwan in the Era of Tsai Ing-wen: Changes and Challenges, Routledge, London, 2021; and for shifting 
attitudes regarding Taiwanese identity see, ‘Taiwanese/Chinese Identity Trends (June 1992 to June 2022) 
[webpage]’, Election Study Center, National Chengchi University, Taipei, 12 July 2022.  
https://esc.nccu.edu.tw/PageDoc/Detail?fid=7804&id=6960 

54 See Hoo Tiang Boon and Hannah Elyse Sworn, ‘Strategic ambiguity and the Trumpian approach to China–
Taiwan relations’, International Affairs, 2020, 96(6):1487–1508; Amy Mackinnon, ‘Biden struggles to stick 
to the script on Taiwan’, Foreign Policy, 21 November 2021.  https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/11/17/biden-
taiwan-china-misspoke-policy-mistake/; and Lara Seligman and Andrew Desiderio, ‘Biden administration to 
ask Congress to approve $1.1B arms sale to Taiwan’, Politico, 29 August 2022.  
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/08/29/biden-taiwan-arms-sales-congress-00054126 
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‘clouding the one-China principle in uncertainty and compromising its integrity’ 
by ‘contriving “official” exchanges with Taiwan, increasing arms sales, and 
colluding in military provocation’.55

From Beijing’s perspective, then, the current political trends – if left unchecked – 
threaten its worst-case scenario: a US that abrogates ‘strategic ambiguity’ and a 
Taiwan that is domestically united on de facto (if not de jure) independence.56 This 
heightens its incentive to engage in coercive diplomacy. Here, China is arguably 
seeking to leverage what it sees as its growing military advantage vis a vis Taiwan 
to demonstrate the punishments and costs that it can impose should Taipei 
not move back toward what Beijing believes is the ‘bottom line’ for cross-strait 
relations (in other words, acceptance of its ‘One China principle’). In August, this 
was done through Beijing’s imposition of a variety of economic and diplomatic 
sanctions backed by the military exercises that directly impinged upon Taiwan’s 
territorial waters, exclusive economic zone and air defence identification zone.57 
For example, the exercises conducted off China’s Pingtan Island, at the narrowest 
point of the Taiwan Strait, and in the Bashi Channel, which separates waters within 
the First Island Chain from the Philippines Sea and the broader Pacific Ocean, 
demonstrated China’s capability to control these vital chokepoints in a potential 
quarantine or blockade of Taiwan.58 That these activities were designed to signal 
China’s capability to impose such punishment was underlined by an analyst 
from the Naval Research Academy of the PLA, who asserted that this element of 
the exercises constituted a ‘closed encirclement posture towards Taiwan Island’ 
where the PLA could force ‘a situation of closing the door and hitting dogs’ in the 
event of conflict.59 The Taiwanese commentator, Chen Kuohsiang assessed the 
exercises in a similar fashion, suggesting it amounted to ‘an attack simulation’ 
that demonstrated China would claim ‘sovereignty over Taiwan by locking down 

55 State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, White Paper: The Taiwan Question and 
China’s Reunification in the New Era, State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, 
10 August 2022. http://english.scio.gov.cn/whitepapers/2022-08/10/content_78365818.htm 

56 Michael D Swaine, ‘Recent Chinese views on the Taiwan issue’, Chinese Leadership Monitor, 1 December 
2021. https://www.prcleader.org/swaine-3 

57 See Bonny Lin, Brian Hart, Matthew P Funaiole, Samantha Lu, Hannah Price, Nicholas Kaufman, ‘Tracking 
the fourth Taiwan Strait crisis’, CSIS ChinaPower Project, 23 August 2022.  https://chinapower.csis.org/
tracking-the-fourth-taiwan-strait-crisis/; and Betty Hou and Sampson Ellis, ‘Taiwan says China economic 
ties make more sanctions unlikely’, Bloomberg, 8 August 2022. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2022-08-08/taiwan-says-economic-ties-to-china-make-more-sanctions-unlikely 

58 See Bradley Martin, Kristen Gunness, Paul DeLuca and Melissa Shostak, Implications of a coercive 
quarantine of Taiwan by the People’s Republic of China, RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, 2022.  
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1279-1.html; and Chris Buckley, Pablo Robles, Marco 
Hernandez and Amy Chang Chien, ‘How China could choke Taiwan’, New York Times, 25 August 2022.  
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/08/25/world/asia/china-taiwan-conflict-blockade.html 

59 World Wide Web Information, ‘Foreign media interpret the six major exercise areas of the People’s Liberation 
Army: a number of Taiwan military bases bear the brunt [webpage]’, NetEase, 4 August 2022 16:32.  
https://www.163.com/dy/article/HDTKAHSK0514R9OJ.html 
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the island’, depriving Taiwan of ‘its strategic manoeuvring space’ and restricting 
the ‘US’s support from the east’ in the event of conflict.60

However, a number of open questions remain about how these exercises 
relate to China’s concepts of deterrence and compellence. First, the 2020 SMS 
envisages the sequential application of deterrent and compellent strategies 
across a peacetime, crisis and war spectrum. As such we may ask where the 
3 to 10 August exercises lie on this spectrum. Arguably they presented a mixed 
picture. On the one hand, some elements of the exercises were consistent 
with the ‘normalised deterrence’ posture – based on ‘low-intensity military 
activities’ such as ‘displaying advanced weapons’ and diplomatically asserting 
China’s ‘strategic bottom line’ – that the 2020 SMS identified as appropriate for 
peacetime. On the other hand, however, the scale and intensity of the exercises 
coupled with strident official statements were suggestive of the ‘high intensity 
deterrence posture’ detailed in the 2020 SMS designed to demonstrate ‘a 
strong resolve of willingness to fight and powerful actual strength, to force an 
opponent to promptly reverse course’.

Second, China may find that in practice coercion is anything but straightforward. 
This is due to the fact that its objective regarding Taiwan – ‘reunification’ on 
Beijing’s terms – abrogates the basic engine of coercive diplomacy. The goal 
of coercive diplomacy, Tami Davis Biddle argues, ‘is to force the target state (or 
actor) to choose between conceding the disputed stake or suffering future pain 
that making such a concession would avert’.61 Crucially, the coerced state ‘must 
be convinced that if it resists it will suffer, but if it concedes it will not’. However, if 
‘it suffers either way, or if it has already suffered all it can, then it will not concede 
and coercion will fail’.62 Here China’s current behaviour provides Taiwan with 
ample proof that it will suffer regardless of whether it resists or concedes to 
Beijing’s coercion. As a result, Taiwan’s resolve has arguably been strengthened.63 
As Taipei’s representative to the US, Hsiao Bi-khim, stated, China’s ‘attempt 
at coercion’ would spur greater efforts at both ‘fortifying our own defenses’ 
through ‘our domestic defense industry’ and ‘foreign military sales projects with 
the United States’ and increase Taiwan’s diplomatic engagement to ‘galvanize 
international support’ to deter China.64

60 Chen Kuohsiang, ‘Taiwan Strait war will destroy peace and trade in the Asia–Pacific region’, ThinkChina, 
18 August 2022. https://www.thinkchina.sg/taiwan-strait-war-will-destroy-peace-and-trade-asia-pacific-region 

61 Tami Davis Biddle, ‘Coercion theory: a basic introduction for practitioners’, Texas National Security Review, 
2020, 3(2):94–109. http://dx.doi.org/10.26153/tsw/8864 or  
https://tnsr.org/2020/02/coercion-theory-a-basic-introduction-for-practitioners/ 

62 Biddle, ‘Coercion theory: a basic introduction for practitioners’.

63 Ryan Haas, ‘What is Taiwan’s plan to protect itself against Chinese pressure?’, Order from chaos, Brookings 
Institution, 19 August 2022, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/08/19/what-is-
taiwans-plan-to-protect-itself-against-chinese-pressure/ 

64 CBS News, ‘Full transcript: Taiwanese Rep to the US Bi-khim Hsiao on “Face the Nation”’, CBS News, 
7 August 2022, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/bi-khim-hsiao-face-the-nation-transcript-08-07-2022/ 
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Finally, the concept of ‘war control’ indicates that China believes coercion can 
be precisely calibrated, ramped up or down as the situation dictates. Taiwan’s 
resolve to resist Beijing’s coercion has likely increased as a result of the August 
military exercises. But, will Beijing recognise that coercion has backfired or judge 
that more rather than less coercion is now required to attain its objective? Two 
factors suggest Beijing will opt for the latter rather than the former. One is that 
Beijing has indicated it will seek to make exercises, such as those conducted from 
3 to 10 August, ‘routine’.65 This is significant as it may permit China to establish a 
new status quo regarding its violations of Taiwan’s airspace and territorial waters 
that would enhance its ability to undertake successful ‘war control’ and provide 
it with a dispositional advantage to dictate the modes, intensity and duration 
of further coercion. Another factor, related to Beijing’s belief in the capacity to 
precisely calibrate coercion, is an apparent confidence in the controllability of 
conventional modes of escalation. The 2020 SMS explicitly notes here, that:

the development of high-tech conventional weapons has not only 
narrowed the gap between combat effectiveness and nuclear 
weapons, but also has higher accuracy and greater controllability. 
Conventional deterrence is highly controllable and less risky, and 
generally does not lead to devastating disasters like nuclear war. 
It is convenient to achieve political goals and becomes a credible 
deterrence method.66

In sum, China has demonstrated its willingness and capability to engage in 
coercive diplomacy that seeks to deter the United States from intervention 
should Beijing choose to use force to achieve ‘reunification’ and compel Taiwan 
toward acceptance of its ‘One China’ principle. Through the 3 to 10 August 
exercises China signalled both Washington and Taipei that it has a growing 
confidence in the capabilities of the PLA to enact its doctrinal and operational 
deterrence concepts in pursuit of the objective of ‘reunification’. Perhaps most 
concerning, however, is that the concept of ‘war control’ combined with China’s 
apparent confidence in the manageability of conventional escalation suggests 
not only that Beijing will further escalate its coercive efforts in and across the 
Taiwan Strait in the near term but also there is a real possibility that in doing so it 
will miscalculate just how far it can push Taiwan (and the United States) without 
precipitating an outright military clash.

65 Staff writers, ‘China warns military drills surrounding Taiwan will become routine’, News.com, 
17 August 2022 9.56 am, https://www.news.com.au/technology/innovation/military/china-warns-military-
drills-surrounding-taiwan-will-become-routine/news-story/446096253433b8379a0d14ea35a66ff4 

66 Xiao, The Science of Military Strategy, 2020, p 129.
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