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The People’s Republic of China’s 
(PRC) strategic foreign policy 
decision making is framed by 
what Chinese Communist 

Party (CCP) officials and state leader-
ship have characterized as “inviolable” 
or “indestructible” core interests. These 
interests are traditionally communicated 
in various public statements and strategic 
correspondence, such as periodic defense 
white papers. An examination of CCP 
rhetoric reveals three distinct themes 
tied to China’s strategic core interests: 
the survival of the CCP and the stability 
of China’s political system, the defense 
of national sovereignty and maintenance 
of territorial integrity, and the continued 
long-term economic growth and social 
development of China.1 Understand-

ing these strategic core interest helps 
to explain and understand Chinese ac-
tions within the international system, 
providing context for observed behavior 
when China exercises elements of na-
tional power (e.g., diplomatic, military, 
economic, information).
 China’s approach to asserting power 
takes a whole-of-nation approach, inter-

weaving diplomatic, information, mili-
tary, and economic actions in a holistic 
effort to exert influence and, at times, 
coerce actors within the Indo-Pacific 
region.2 Evaluating the individually 
distinct strategies of each constituent 
piece of this broader holistic approach 
is useful in understanding how China 
is operationalizing their overall strategic 
core interests. 

 Over the past three decades, Chi-
na’s operational military strategy has 
focused on an approach Chinese litera-
ture refers to as active defense.3 China 
characterizes their active defense strat-
egy as “strategically defensive but op-
erationally offensive.”4 This article will 
provide an overview of China’s active 
defense strategy in order to gain a bet-

ter understanding of Chinese decision 
making and intent related to military 
force modernization and reform, and 
explore considerations for U.S. forces 
operating in the Indo-Pacific region. 

Active Defense Strategy Overview
 China’s perceived invasion threat 
from the Soviet Union in the 1980s was 
a significant turning point in China’s 
military strategy. Following the Chinese 
Civil War, China’s primary military 
strategy was influenced heavily by Mao 
Zedong’s approach to guerilla warfare, 
which sought to draw an adversary deep 
into Chinese territory then reclaim any 
lost territory through a long protracted 
war of attrition using China’s geogra-
phy and population to its advantage.5 

However, in 1980, China adopted new 
guidance which no longer called for the 
ceding of territory to an invading force 
but rather sought to actively repel an 
invasion and use counter-attack forces 
to remove any remaining occupying 
force. This shift was the foundation of 
the current active defense strategy. 
 China’s active defense strategy has 
been, and continues to be, an evolving 
strategy that has traditionally focused 
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on three key elements: forward-edge 
defense, effective control, and localized 
war.6 The emphasis on each of these 
three elements has varied over the years 
based on China’s threat perceptions; 
however, despite the varying emphasis, 
these themes have remained consistent 

with observations in China’s military 
modernization and reform efforts, 
which have reinforced the key elements 
of active defense. The following sections 
will discuss each element of the active 
defense strategy and provide examples of 
how the PRC has operationalized each 
component through military modern-
ization and reform efforts. 

Forward-Edge Defense
 Based on Chinese defense guidance, 
forward-edge defense is designed to seize 
the initiative in a military struggle by 
establishing positional defensive posi-
tions in order to conduct operational or 
tactical level offensive operations against 
an invading force upon its advance.7 
Perhaps the most pronounced example 
of forward-edge defense is found in the 
ongoing military modernization efforts, 
which has resulted in an increasingly 
contested environment within the In-
do-Pacific region and recent military 
reforms which have placed an increased 
emphasis on joint operations to elevate 
overall People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
operational and tactical-level offensive 
capabilities.
 One of the most significant aspects 
of the PLA’s military modernization 
efforts is clearly visible in the contin-
ued development of the PLA Rocket 
Force (PLARF), which has increased 
the PLA’s forward-edge defense pos-
ture by fielding a growing number of 
ballistic and cruise missiles with in-
creasing ranges and precision-guided 
capabilities, intended to actively repel 

an advancing threat upon its initial 
approach.8 According to the Defense 
Intelligence Agency, the PLARF boasts 
hundreds of theater-range missiles and 
over 1,000 short-range ballistic missiles 
capable of conducting precision strikes 
against civilian and military landbased 

targets as well as targeting naval vessels 
(to include aircraft carriers) operating 
on China’s periphery.9 
 It is important to understand that 

military modernization is only one 
component of China’s continued im-
plementation of forward-edge defense. 
Military reform is also a distinct and 
crucial component to the overall suc-
cess of the PLA’s application of forward-
edge defense. Beginning in 2015, the 
consolidation of seven former Military 
Regions into five Theater Commands 

(TC) has placed an emphasis on joint 
operations in order to increase the ef-
fectiveness of the PLA’s combined ca-
pabilities from across its traditionally 
insular service-level entities (e.g., PLA 
Army).10 The new joint model em-
ploys a unified commander over the 
joint forces within the geographic TC, 
providing the commander the ability 
to integrate operations across multiple 
domains (e.g., cyberspace, maritime) to 
increase the complexity and sophistica-
tion of the PLA’s forward-edge defense 
posture.11

Effective Control
 Effective control addresses China’s 
primary approach toward offensive 
operational- and tactical-level warfare 
outlined in Chinese defense doctrine, 
which is commonly referred to as sys-
tems confrontation. Effective control 

focuses on the China’s ability to con-
duct systems confrontation, and subse-
quent systems destruction, in a potential 
conflict by gaining dominance in three 
distinct domains: information, space, 
and air with information dominance 
being a prerequisite to achieving domi-
nance in any other domain.12 Through 
continued military modernization and 

Figure 1. PLARF Support to China’s Forward-Edge Defense Posture. (Source: Center for Strategic and 
International Studies Missile Defense Project.)

Perhaps the most pronounced example of forward-
edge defense is found in the ongoing military modern-
ization efforts, which has resulted in an increasingly 
contested environment within the Indo-Pacific region ...
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reform, the PLA has tailored their ap-
proach to systems confrontation to en-
gage a “high-tech adversary” in order to 
paralyze the enemy’s operational system, 
thus rendering the enemy ineffective in 
their ability to resist.13

 Chinese literature defines informa-
tion dominance as the ability to protect 
one’s own information while attacking 
or disrupting an adversary’s informa-
tion system.14 By disrupting an enemy’s 
information system, the PLA believes 
it can constrain an adversary’s actions 
and slow their deployment of forces.15 

Moreover, PLA doctrine suggests that 
by protecting their own information 
system, the PLA can employ integrated 
joint force operations to achieve “com-
prehensive dominance” across all do-
mains in a conflict against a technologi-
cally advanced enemy force.16

 Following the 1991 Gulf War, China 
observed the effectiveness of the U.S. 
approach to network-centric warfare, 
which included sophisticated intelli-
gence sensing capabilities, the use of 
precision-guided munitions, and the 
integration of advanced command, 
control, and communication systems.17 

Analyzing how the U.S. system out-
cycled and paralyzed the Iraqi opera-
tional military system informed China’s 
future military modernization and re-
form efforts, particularly in those areas 
which focused on achieving information 
dominance, as they found themselves 
unprepared to meet the challenges of 
warfare under high-technology condi-
tions.18

  Perhaps the most significant com-
ponent of recent PLA reforms that sup-
port achieving information dominance, 
and by extension establishing effective 
control, is the formation of the PLA’s 
Strategic Support Force (SSF). In 2015, 
the PLA created the SSF as part of a 
broader reorganization, which funda-
mentally changed the nature of em-
ployment for cyber, electronic warfare 
(EW), space, and psychological warfare 
capabilities.19 Since the PLA views cy-
ber, EW, space, and psychological op-
erations as interconnected elements of 
a larger information warfare campaign, 
the reorganization of these capabilities 
under one unified command structure 
offers the PLA the ability to gain ef-

ficiency and synergistic effects across 
the information domain.20 Through 
a unity of effort across information-
related capabilities, the SSF intends to 
create an “information umbrella” that 
will integrate with land, air, maritime, 
and rocket forces to enable joint opera-
tions and PLA force projection in the 
event of a conflict against a technologi-
cally advanced adversary.21 

Localized War
 Localized war began to appear in 
Chinese strategic guidance in the late-
1980s, which was a significant departure 
from previous guidance that focused on 
total war.22 Total war doctrine called 
for a long and protracted attrition-based 
conflict, usually within Chinese ter-
ritory. Localized war envisioned the 
future of warfare being localized geo-

graphically on China’s periphery and 
limited in scope, duration, and means.23 
The limited and geographically local-
ized aspects of localized warfare sup-
port China’s core interest of ensuring 
territorial integrity. This approach also 
addresses an emerging concern of Chi-
nese military planners: the potential for 
chain reaction warfare.24

 In chain reaction warfare, regional 
rivals exploit defensive gaps created by 
the PLA’s focus on a regional conflict in 

order to solidify their own interests in 
the regions along China’s periphery.25 

To limit the potential for chain reac-
tion warfare, localized war focuses on 
the rapid application of force to achieve 
operational objectives and force a quick 
resolution to a conflict.26 The PLA’s 
continued military reforms and renewed 
focus on joint operations support the 
execution of localized warfare and un-
derscore the PRC’s commitment to the 
evolving active defense military strategy. 
 Joint military reforms focus on mu-
tually supporting operations among 
the air, maritime, land, information, 
and rocket forces to create dominance 
across multiple domains, swiftly and 
eff iciently.27 Amphibious assaults, 
maritime blockades, integrated joint 
firepower strikes, and anti-air raid op-
erations all require integrated joint op-
erations and are designed to geographi-
cally localize a conflict as well as bring 
the confrontation to a quick conclusion 
on Chinese terms.28 Establishing TCs 
under a unified commander supports 
the implementation of these joint opera-
tions in a cohesive manner. Addition-
ally, the unity of command created by 
the reorganization to TCs also supports 
potential multi-theater joint operations, 
which prepares the PLA to meet threats 
from multiple strategic directions and 
control the geographic scope of possible 
chain-reaction scenarios.29 

Considerations for U.S. Forces
 The active defense strategy carries a 
number of implications for U.S. forces 
operating in the Indo-Pacific region, 
particularly when evaluating how U.S. 
actions may influence PRC behavior 
within the context of China’s strategic 
core interests. Notably, the active de-
fense strategy is only one aspect of Chi-
na’s whole-of-nation approach (i.e., mili-
tary) toward power projection; however, 
this aspect is the one that carries perhaps 

Figure 2. SSF Insignia. (Source: DIA China Military 
Power Report, 2019.)

The limited and geographically localized aspects of 
localized warfare support China’s core interest of en-
suring territorial integrity.



60 www.mca-marines.org/gazette Marine Corps Gazette • October 2021

Ideas & Issues (strategy & PolIcy)

the most significant consequences in 
the event of a miscalculation among 
actors. After analyzing the components 
of active defense, there are two primary 
considerations for U.S. forces operating 
in the Indo-Pacific region to confront 
China’s military strategy: leveraging 
the U.S.’ competitive advantage to 
foster strategic partnerships and alli-
ances with Indo-Pacific regional actors 
and supporting an enduring national 
competitive campaign plan through the 
forward-basing of operational-level ca-
pability in the region.
 The United States’ competitive ad-
vantage is rooted in its commitment to 
the Nation’s enduring culture, inter-
ests, and values which have manifested 
themselves in the Nation’s scientific, 
economic, technological, and military 
strength.30 Leveraging the United 
States’ competitive advantage to fos-
ter strategic alliances and partnerships 
within the Indo-Pacific region addresses 
two components of the active defense 
strategy: forward-edge defense and 
localized war. Alliances with regional 
actors such as the Philippines, Vietnam, 

Japan, and South Korea provide access 
for U.S. forces within the interior lines 
of China’s forward-edge defensive pos-
ture. This dynamic directly challenges 
the PLA’s evolution in their defense doc-
trine, and to some extent their military 
modernization and reform efforts, by 
requiring the PLA to potentially de-
fend against an adversary that is already 
deep into Chinese territory (i.e., revert 

to Mao’s guerilla warfare approach). Ad-
ditionally, the presence U.S. military 
capability within a diverse geographic 
region within the Indo-Pacific would 
require Chinese military planners to 
account for the potential for multiple 
dilemmas in the event of a conflict (i.e., 

chain reaction warfare), likely requiring 
them to commit resources to counter 
the potential cost imposition created 
by combined and credible capabilities 
created by U.S. partnerships and alli-
ances. A commitment of resources to 
counter capabilities across a broad set 
of regional partnerships directly chal-
lenges the PLA’s ability to control the 
scope, duration, and means of a con-

flict by introducing a complex adaptive 
system of cooperation underpinned by 
a competitive advantage that the CCP 
cannot replicate. 
 By demonstrating how mutual inter-
ests align and through creating positive-
sum agreements with allies and partners 

Figure 3. PLA Marine Corps units conduct an amphibious assault training. (Source: DIA China Military Power Report, 2019.)

Alliances with regional actors such as the Philip-
pines, Vietnam, Japan, and South Korea provide ac-
cess for U.S. forces within the interior lines of China’s 
forward-edge defensive posture.
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in the Indo-Pacific region, the United 
States can attract actors to work toward 
creating a meaningful framework for 
engaging China along the competition 
continuum. Eroding the effectiveness 
of China’s forward-edge defensive pos-
ture and introducing uncertainty into 
China’s ability to control the geographic 
scope and scale of a potential conflict 
through a complex adaptive system of 
allies and partners could serve as an 
effective deterrent against Chinese 
courses of action above the threshold 
of violence, ultimately contributing to 
improved peace and stability within the 
region. Related but distinct in purpose, 
the forward-basing of operational-level 
information-related capabilities is neces-
sary to address perhaps the most signifi-
cant aspect of active defense: effective 
control.
 The enduring nature of competi-
tion at the national level requires a 
campaigning mindset.31 This mindset 
is characterized by long-term thinking 
of how military actions will integrate 
and mutually support all other elements 
of national power (e.g., information, 
intelligence, diplomatic) throughout the 
competition continuum. In order to ef-
fectively support an enduring national 
competition campaign, U.S. forces op-
erating in the Indo-Pacific must pos-
ture themselves to effectively compete 
against China’s system confrontation/
systems destruction approach to op-
erational- and tactical-level warfare. 
Serving as an enabler, U.S. forces could 
effectively degrade the PRC’s ability 
to create an “information blockade” 
through the forward-deployment of 
capabilities designed to challenge the 
PLA’s use of ubiquitous and layered 
intelligence sensing capabilities; preci-
sion-guided munitions; and integrated 
advanced command, control, and com-
munication systems.
  Establishing durable, integrated, 
and forward deployed information-re-
lated capabilities, which would directly 
compete against China’s information 
system, would erode China’s ability to 
achieve information dominance within 
the Indo-Pacific region and complicate 
their ability to conduct systems destruc-
tion warfare in the event of a conflict. 
Below the threshold of violence, main-

taining a persistent forward deployed 
information-related operational system 
will allow U.S. forces to actively com-
pete against the PLA’s system confron-
tation approach to achieve information 
dominance, potentially delaying opera-
tional- and tactical-level decision mak-
ing by introducing uncertainty about 
the PLA’s ability to gain and maintain 
information dominance. 

Conclusion 
 Examining the PRC’s military strat-
egy over the past several decades sug-
gests China’s active defense strategy 
will continue to evolve to keep pace 
with advancements in technology, de-
velopments in the global security en-
vironment, and in response to internal 
changes within China. External and 
internal forces may drive adjustments in 
the execution of China’s active defense 
strategy; however, the inviolable core 
interests that have guided the develop-
ment and implementation of the ac-
tive defense strategy will likely remain 
the foundation of the broader CCP 
national strategy and foreign policy 
decision-making framework. As in 
the past, this resolute commitment to 
China’s indestructible core interests will 
continue to produce common themes 

and characteristics in China’s overall 
approach to national defense. Based on 
the unwavering nature of China’s core 
interests, it is likely that future itera-
tions of China’s military strategy will 
continue to include approaches charac-
terized by establishing a forward-edge 
defense; gaining and maintaining effec-
tive control; and controlling the scope, 
means, and duration of a conflict (i.e., 
localized war).
 Through studying and understand-
ing each aspect of China’s military strat-
egy, U.S. forces can actively contest 
each pillar of China’s military strategy 
and compete more effectively within 
the Indo-Pacific region. The forward-
posturing of resilient and redundant 
strike capabilities in what China per-
ceives to be their interior lines will 
erode the PLA’s forward-edge defense 
posture. The deployment of durable 
and integrated information capabili-
ties (i.e., C5ISR-T, C-C5ISR-T) will 
directly challenge the PLA’s ability to 
gain and maintain effective control in 
the event of a conflict. Finally, actively 
leveraging the United States’ competi-
tive advantage to foster alliances and 
partnerships will expand localized war 
across geographically dispersed avenues 
of approach, creating multiple dilemmas 

Figure 4. Competition Continuum. (Source: MCDP 1-4 Competing.)
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for PLA planners in their attempts to 
guard against chain reaction warfare. By 
directly challenging the three aspects of 
China’s active defense strategy, United 
States’ forces can introduce uncertainty 
into China’s military planning process 
and effectively deter against PLA ag-
gression, ultimately supporting regional 
peace, prosperity, and freedom for all 
actors within the Indo-Pacifi c region.
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