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The issue of Chinese views of 
deterrence and its role within 
Chinese security policy has 
become increasingly important 

in analyses of future East Asian security devel-
opments. In considering Beijing’s views, three 
considerations should be kept in mind:

■■ There is no bolt-out-of-the-blue experi-
ence in the history of the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) comparable to Pearl Harbor or 
Operation Barbarossa.

■■ The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
does not seem to exhibit nearly the same degree 
of concern with inadvertent wars or the lessons 
from World War I as is common among Ameri-
can decisionmakers.

■■ The PRC view of deterrence is not 
bilateral, but more multilateral, as China has 
been concerned with a range of threats on its 
periphery.

Each of these issues affects China’s views 
of deterrence.

Chinese Definition of Deterrence
It is important first to consider how the 

Chinese define deterrence and how that com-
pares with the Western understanding of that 
term. The Chinese term that is often equated 
with deterrence is weishe. In the PLA Encyclo-
pedia, for example, the term weishe zhanlue is 
translated as “strategy of deterrence.”1

But translations are often imprecise. 
There is the Italian saying, “Tradutore, 
traditore,” or “All translators are liars.” For 
most Western analysts, deterrence is seen 
as dissuading an opponent from acting in a 
particular way or following a particular course 
of action. Thus, Thomas Schelling, in his 1966 
book Arms and Influence, defines deterrence as 
“the threat intended to keep an adversary from 
doing something.”2 This definition is echoed 
by other Western analysts of deterrence. John 
Mearsheimer in Conventional Deterrence 
notes that “deterrence, in its broadest sense, 
means persuading an opponent not to initiate 
a specific action because the perceived benefits 
do not justify the estimated costs and risks.”3

Schelling specifically differentiates 
deterrence from compellence, which he defines 
as “the threat intended to make an adversary 
do something.” 4 Glenn Snyder makes the 
same point by noting that deterrence “is the 
power to dissuade as opposed to the power to 
coerce or compel.”5

This is in sharp contrast with the term 
weishe, which embodies both deterrence and 
compellence. The PLA Encyclopedia, again, 
defines a strategy of deterrence, or weishe 
zhanlue, as “the display of military power, or 
the threat of use of military power, in order 
to compel an opponent to submit.”6 Other 
authoritative Chinese volumes expand on this.

Generals Peng Guangqian and Yao 
Youzhi, in the PLA textbook The Science of 
Military Strategy, note that “deterrence plays 
two basic roles: one is to dissuade the oppo-
nent from doing something through deter-
rence, the other is to persuade the opponent 
what ought to be done through deterrence, 
and both demand the opponent to submit to 
the deterrer’s volition.”7 Thus, Peng and Yao 
in essence combine Schelling’s definitions 
of deterrence and compellence within the 
Chinese term weishe.

Dean Cheng is a Research Fellow for Chinese 
Political and Security Affairs at The Heritage 
Foundation.

Chinese Views on Deterrence

By D E a n  C h E n g

Celebration of  50th anniversary of PLA Navy’s  
North Sea Fleet as it pursues capability to operate 
from Indian Ocean to western Pacific

 Imaginechina via AP Images



chEng

ndupress .ndu.edu  issue 60, 1 st quarter 2011 / JFQ    93

A similar conflation occurs in a volume 
authored by the PLA National Defense 
University’s Military Science Research 
Department, which attests that the purpose of 
deterrence is “to halt, or prevent, the other side 
from starting a conflict, and thus protect one’s 
own interests from aggression. Or, it is to shake 
the other side’s will to resist (dikang yizhi), 
and thus seize those interests or benefits that 
originally would have required conflict in order 
to obtain them.”8

Finally, in National Defense Theory 
(guofang lilun), the second of a PLA-published 
series of volumes used as national defense 
teaching materials, strategic deterrence is seen 
as the adroit application of military strength, 
involving actual use or nonuse, to psychologi-
cally constrain an opponent’s actions, or to 
cause him to submit.9 This same volume goes 
on to state specifically that not only can a 
defending side utilize deterrence to compel an 
aggressor to abandon offensive intentions, but 
also an offensive side can implement strategic 
deterrence, causing a defender to conclude that 
the cost of resistance is too high. By causing 
the other side to capitulate without fight-
ing, or with minimal violence, one can then 
achieve the goal of “not fighting yet causing 
the enemy’s troops to submit (buzhan er qu ren 
zhibing).”10 This, of course, is consistent with 
Sun-Tzu’s observation that the greatest general 
is the one who can win without fighting.

Components of Deterrence
From the Chinese perspective, strategic 

deterrence (zhanlue weishe) involves all the 
components of “comprehensive national 
power (zonghe guojia liliang).”11 These include 
military forces, economic power, diplomatic 
influence, scientific and technological capa-
bilities, and even political and cultural unity. 
These serve to compel or deter opponents. 
These capabilities must be integrated so there 
is a coherent strategic deterrent at the disposal 
of the national leadership.

An essential component is real military 
power suitable to the types of wars that will 
be fought.12 By this, the PLA means actual 
military forces currently fielded, in contrast 
with military potential, such as that embodied 
within a strong economy or a strong scientific 
and technological base. In today’s environ-
ment, that means fielding a military that can 
fight “local wars under informationalized 
conditions”—that is, joint forces capable of 
exploiting modern information technology to 
wage noncontact, nonlinear, nonsymmetric 

warfare on land, sea, air, outer space, and 
cyberspace.

Successful deterrence requires not only 
capabilities, however, but also the will to use 
said power. Moreover, it requires the ability to 
persuade an opponent that one has both that 
capability and will.13 This latter aspect is of 
special importance because from the Chinese 
perspective, successful application of weishe 
requires influencing the opponent’s decision-
makers. As The Science of Military Strategy 
notes, deterrence requires transmitting to an 
opponent both the existence of actual strength 
and the determination to use that strength in 
order to “impact directly on his mentality in 
creating a psychological pressure to shock and 
awe the opponent.”14 Weishe is ultimately as 
much psychology as it is capability.

In discussing military capabilities for 
deterrent purposes, PLA analyses include 
conventional and nuclear forces, but also, 
increasingly, space and information capabili-
ties as well.

First, there is nuclear deterrence, which 
the Chinese characterize as coming in three 
degrees:

■■ “maximum nuclear deterrence,” in 
which an opponent may be disarmed with just 
the initial massive strike

■■ “minimum nuclear deterrence,” in 
which a handful of nuclear weapons may strike 
an opponent’s cities

“moderate intensity nuclear deterrence,” 
which involves a “sufficient and effective” 
nuclear capability.15

While the PLA has generally been seen 
as fielding a “minimum nuclear deterrence,” 
it may now be shifting toward a “moderate 
intensity nuclear deterrence.” The problem 
with nuclear deterrence, however, is that the 
destructiveness of nuclear weapons raises 
questions about the credibility of threats 
involving them.

Conventional deterrence relies on a 
nation’s conventional military forces. In 
Chinese analysis, this is gaining in impor-
tance as conventional forces are more control-
lable, and ironically less destructive, than 
nuclear forces. They are therefore more usable 
than nuclear forces. Moreover, as modern 
technology has advanced, it has made non-
nuclear forces much more capable, granting 
them the ability to wage long-range precision 
strikes and making “noncontact” warfare 
possible.

Space systems both enhance other forms 
of deterrence, while also serving as a deterrent 
in their own right. For conventional deter-
rence, they make it possible to fight noncon-
tact, nonlinear, nonsymmetrical wars by pro-
viding all the necessary positioning, targeting, 
navigational, and weather data. Moreover, the 
ability to detect opponents makes it possible 
to deter enemy action by denying him the 
element of surprise.

For nuclear deterrence, PLA authors 
suggest that space systems may neutralize an 
opponent’s nuclear deterrent so that, when 
paired with one’s own nuclear forces, an oppo-
nent will be deterred or can be coerced due to 
the unpalatable choices it faces.16
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In addition to complementing nuclear 
and conventional deterrence, PLA writings 
suggest that space systems may deter an 
opponent on their own. A space force effects 
deterrence in a number of ways. In the first 
place, because of the combination of expense, 
fragility, and vulnerability, one could hold an 
opponent’s space infrastructure hostage. Much 
like nuclear deterrence, space deterrence, in 
this regard, becomes a question of cost-benefit 
analysis: Is, say, Taiwan worth the likely cost 
of repairing or replacing a badly damaged or 
even destroyed space infrastructure?17

Moreover, because space systems affect 
not only military but also economic, politi-
cal, and diplomatic spheres, damage to them 
would have wide-ranging second-order 
repercussions.18 Damaging an opponent’s 
space infrastructure would impose economic 
and diplomatic costs beyond those of simply 
replacing satellite systems. The combination 
of first- and second-order effects may be suf-
ficient to persuade an opponent that it cannot 
attain victory at an acceptable price.

Finally, PLA authors also discuss the 
concept of information deterrence. Informa-
tion deterrence—and information warfare, 
the use of information techniques writ large to 
influence foreign governments, militaries, and 
populations—is seen as a stand-alone form 
of interaction, distinct from more traditional 
forms of warfare, and offering the potential of 
achieving “enemy troops [submitting] without 
war,” that is, winning without fighting—the 
acme of the generals’ skill, as Sun-Tzu writes.

There are two aspects to information 
deterrence. The first, more operational, 
aspect is the ability to influence the flow of 
information on the battlefield. The side that 
is able to better exploit information is seen as 
exercising information deterrence, a concept 
that is receiving growing attention in PLA 
writings. The second, more strategic, aspect 
is the ability to influence decisionmakers and 
the publics of one’s own country, that of an 
opponent’s, and those of third parties.19 This 
includes not only affecting the flow of infor-
mation, but also having the ability to provide 
one’s own information and narrative. Within 
this broader context, the Chinese discuss 
what they term the “three warfares” of legal 
warfare (or lawfare), psychological warfare, 
and public opinion (or media warfare). One 
should consider the recent creation of the 
Chinese 24-hour English language news 
service, with global access, within this 
context.

Views of Deterrence
So, how do China’s views of deterrence 

mesh with 21st-century security requirements?
In the first place, weishe is not new. 

Deterrence has long been part of Chinese mili-
tary thinking. The concept of People’s War, 
the development of China’s nuclear forces, and 
preparations for protracted war were all driven 
in part by the hope that such measures would 
make potential aggressors hesitate, while also 
putting in place the mechanisms necessary 
to fight and defeat an opponent should deter-
rence fail.

Second, just as China believes that 
maintaining national security requires “com-
prehensive national power,” so, too, strategic 
deterrence is best achieved through not only 
military but also economic, diplomatic, and 
political means. Only a rich, unified nation 
can deter an opponent across the full spec-
trum of capabilities—lending a whole new 
meaning to “escalation dominance.”

That said, it should be noted that the 
avowed goals of PRC defense policy now 
include constraining or limiting wars. One 
Chinese article notes that Jiang Zemin explic-
itly stated that limiting wars was now a vital 
part of the Strategic Guidelines for the New 
Period, which is the fundamental guidance 
for PLA thinking.20 In essence, according to 
PLA authors, the Chinese military is expected 
to fulfill the mission of helping forestall the 
outbreak of war.

This view is consistent with Chinese 
views of weishe, since deterrence and war-
fighting are seen not as opposites, but as 
complements. Wars can serve to underscore 
deterrence, and deterrence may occur within 
war.21 As important, the ability to “fight and 
win wars is the prerequisite for constraining 
wars.”22 In essence, the PRC believes that being 
able to fight and win wars, and making sure an 
opponent knows that, is the key to deterrence.

To this end, the uptick in public Chinese 
military activity, from out-of-area operations 
in the Gulf of Aden, to military exercises 
such as Vanguard 2010 and increased activ-
ity along the Ryukyus, to harassment of U.S. 
platforms such as the USNS Impeccable and 
Victorious, should all be seen in the context 
of the application of weishe toward the United 
States and other nations—both deterrence and 
compellence.

Finally, for the PLA and PRC leadership, 
the core question is how to realize a particu-
lar political goal without using force, while 
causing the enemy to believe that force may 

nonetheless be used. This is an essential con-
sideration because it emphasizes that the point 
of weishe is not simply to deter enemy actions, 
or even compel submission, but to achieve a 
given political goal. Thus, for the PLA, and 
arguably for the PRC leadership, weishe is not 
an end, but a means.  JFQ
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