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The PLAAF’s Evolving Influence Within the PLA and Upon National Policy 
试论影响中国空军现代化的传统体制及文化 

Xiaoming Zhang(张晓明) 

 

The rise of China as a global economic and political power in recent years raises concerns for 

many policy makers, strategists, and scholars about Chinese military modernization—concerns 

that might provide a new perspective on global security for years to come.1  
 
At the center of this 

concern is that the People’s Liberation Army Air Force’s (PLAAF) has gained offensive 

capability by equipping itself with an increasing number of third- and fourth-generation fighters, 

airborne early warning aircraft, aerial refueling tankers, intelligence collection and jamming 

aircraft, and long-range antiaircraft missile systems. But what matters most is not so much the 

growth of Chinese airpower capability per se; rather, it is how China might use its new military 

strength, especially its air and naval power.  One area of particular interest to defense analysts is 

the evolving influence of the PLAAF within the PLA and in China’s own national policymaking. 

Airpower and its influence have primarily dominated in Western political thought.  Given that 

China’s growing economic and military power as well as changes in China’s bureaucratic 

politics, security interests, and technology, it is logical to examine the PLAAF with such 

concerns as:  

 

-Its concepts for airpower as an instrument of statecraft  

-Its influence within the PLA and in national policymaking  

-Its vision of its future roles and missions 

-Its organization, leadership, personnel, and doctrine 

-Its capabilities 

-The political and military implications of all of the above for Taiwan and the United States.  

 

This chapter is inclined to argue that while the PLAAF is transforming, the PLA’s political 

culture and organizational system pose a serious challenge to China’s current effort to embrace 

an air force that is capable of both offensive and defensive operations, and especially, to the 

PLAAF’s own ambition to ―bear the brunt of the operations, and play a sustained, independent 

role‖ in modern warfare. These include the PLA’s and PLAAF’s tradition, perception of itself 

and each other, older way of doing things, outdated organizational structure, and limited funding 

under the current system. Its current development is about more than changing doctrine and 

buying advanced systems. An appropriate organizational change is necessary. It will take far 

longer to nourish an institutional culture that enables the PLAAF to embrace both offensive and 

defensive capability as an independent strategic force.  

 

The PLAAF’s Unique Political Culture 

Over the years, the PLAAF developed a unique political culture that has not only influenced its 

development, but which is crucial to understanding the Chinese air force. The PLAAF is 

accustomed to use the Chinese leadership’s instructions and speeches as guidance to define its 

doctrine, mission, and force structure in order to maintain political support. This PLAAF 

tradition continues to influence thinking and efforts to pursue development of a modern air force.  

Despite their long revolutionary experience, Chinese leaders, particularly Mao Zedong, the 

founder and strategist of the PLA, had no knowledge of air and naval warfare.  Even so, the 

PLAAF codifies their sporadic instructions as profound military thought guiding the 
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development of Chinese airpower.
2
 This approach is attributed partly to traditional Chinese filial 

piety, and partly to the Chinese Communist Party’s highly doctrinaire and centralized 

institutional system.  

 

At the onset of its establishment, the PLAAF used the chairman’s message of encouragement to 

the air force, ―creating a powerful air force to eliminate the remnant enemy [the GMD legacy 

forces that had evacuated the mainland for Taiwan] and consolidate national defense,‖ to 

characterize the air force’s contemporary and future task.
3
  While recognizing the importance of 

airpower in national consolidation and development, none of Chinese leaders offered any 

systematic thinking on the air force and airpower employment. One common view shared by 

these political and military leaders was the use of air force to ensure command of China’s 

airspace through air defense. Although few of them occasionally talked about the use of bombers 

to strike deeply into the enemy’s rear positions, they never seemed to imply any offensive action 

beyond China’s own territory.
4
 

 

Studies of military thoughts of Chinese leaders on air force and its employment dominated the 

PLAAF’s theoretical inquiry. As a result, for most of its existence until recently, no serious 

efforts were made to explore the differing means of employing airpower within the framework of 

China’s defense strategy. Even now, PLAAF’s current studies still incorporate the military 

thoughts of these past political leaders in their current pursuit of modern airpower theory. Thus, 

PLAAF thinking and doctrine is still imbued with the PLA’s traditional political jargon. This at-

best pseudoscientific approach accounts for the PLAAF’s failure to ascribe the military thoughts 

of the earlier leaders to the PLAAF’s longtime perception of itself as a homeland defense force, 

whose task was, first and foremost, to defend China’s airspace and thus maintain only a limited 

role and modest capability to support the army and navy.
5
 The legacy of the Chinese leadership’s 

minimalist understanding of the actual role that airpower can play is evident in the PLAAF’s 

self-perpetuating view of itself in an unbroken string of memories about victories and heroism in 

the past, including a claim that it is the only air force in the world to have ever defeated the 

USAF. The PLAAF’s self-aggrandizing depiction, however intellectually dishonest it may be, 

has nevertheless become important components of its service tradition.
6
   

 

More Political than Military in its Decision-making 

The West tends to see the PLA as having too much autonomy in China’s civil-military relations.  

In fact, as commanders of a Party-controlled armed service, senior PLA leaders, socialized by 

the unique Party-army relationship that has also rewarded them with promotion to the higher 

ranks, are unlikely to seek greater autonomy. Thus the PLA’s political culture subordinates the 

military to the Party leadership for decisions at the time when the force is considered to be used. 

It is interesting to note that Chinese military thought today still regards the primary use of 

airpower for deterrence, deferring to the political leadership sole authority to determine whether, 

in fact, airpower should be used. The role the Air Force can play is thus more as a tool to serve 

for national policy than as a component of national policymaking. 

 

There have been three major occasions in the PLAAF’s history during which the Chinese 

leadership has had to contemplate the employment of the air force and airpower beyond Chinese-

controlled territory.  The first was during the Korean War in February 1952.  In that case, Zhou 

Enlai personally cancelled a PLAAF bombing mission aimed at Kimpo airfield near Seoul only 
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minutes before takeoff. Zhou feared a Chinese raid south of the 38
th

 Parallel would upset an 

implicit mutual understanding that the U.S. would not extend its bombing campaign north 

beyond the Yalu River into Chinese territory.
7
  

 

The second incident occurred during 1958 Taiwan Straits crisis when the Chinese leadership was 

very uncertain about the PLAAF’s strike capability. Again, Zhou raised concerns about potential 

Nationalist bombing retaliation against the mainland should the PLAAF undertake an air 

bombardment of Jinmen island. He felt that the inability of the PLAAF to reciprocate by 

bombing Taiwan in return would signal Chinese weakness to the world. He thus strongly advised 

the CMC not to bomb Jinmen.
8
  

The last came during China’s invasion of Vietnam in 1979, when the PLAAF engaged in a brief 

combat action against its southern neighbor. Despite several instances where the PLA ground 

forces requested air support, Beijing authorities refused to grant such permission lest the use of 

air power likely escalate the conflict; instead the General Staff ordered the army to rely 

exclusively on artillery fire support.
9
 

 

 These three episodes merit careful analysis for any inquiry into what role the PLAAF could 

potentially play in national policymaking. Political concerns and the insufficient capability of the 

air force constitute the true reason for the PLAAF to have undertaken no offensive roles in 

military actions since its establishment. Further examination suggests that the real problem was 

the Chinese leadership’s failure from the creation of the PRC in 1949 to appreciate the centrality 

of airpower in modern warfare and, hence, the critical role it could play. The PLA’s subsequent 

war experience in Korea seemingly confirmed the leadership’s position that airpower could have, 

and in fact had, only little impact on the victory claimed by China in that war. We should thus 

not be surprised that Chinese political and military leaders have long maintained the view that 

war will continue to be conducted in the context of dominant ground operations, with airpower 

used in a supporting role, to supplement the power of the army.  

 

Furthermore, given their confidence in the human factor—that men could overcome weapons, a 

belief reinforced by their own guerrilla war experience—Chinese leaders were convinced that 

their ground forces could overwhelm any opponent and win any war. Consequently, the PLAAF 

had long argued that ground operations would determine the air force’s contribution to final 

victory. The development of such thinking was supported by the objective reality confronting the 

PLAAF. While the PLAAF was one of the world’s largest air forces, its equipment was outdated, 

limited in capability, and not even equal to that of some countries surrounding China.  Since the 

creation of the PLAAF, to address technological deficiencies and maintain the air force’s overall 

combat capabilities, China favored an air force based on quantity instead of quality.
10

 When it 

did engage in combat development, the aircraft produced were outright copies or simple 

derivatives or extrapolations of Soviet designs such as the Ilyushin Il-28, Tupolev Tu-16, and the 

Mikoyan-Gurevich MiG-17, -19, and -21.
11

 The sheer numerical superiority of the PLAAF 

compared to its potential regional opponents convinced the Chinese that the PLA had built an 

adequate and credible air defense force capable of deterring and, if necessary, resisting any 

attack into Chinese air space. 

 

Such a view was shattered by the dominant role airpower played in Desert Storm and the military 

conflicts since the 1991 Gulf War.  Even so, one political legacy remains: the latest PLA 
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campaign theory holds that the employment of airpower is more a political matter than a military 

one, subordinate to the needs of China’s political and diplomatic struggles. If its use is required, 

it will be the political, not military, leadership that will make the decision. This perhaps explains 

why the development of the air force still requires the personal involvement of the Chinese 

political leadership.
12

 The question remains whether fourth and fifth-generation Chinese political 

leaders, unlike their predecessors, will not hesitate to throw the air force into harmful situations.  

 

The PLAAF’s Evolving Thinking on Airpower 

The early 1990s awakened the PLAAF to the realization that China had fallen far behind the 

West in both technology and doctrinal thinking about airpower.  Time and space were no longer 

the allies of those were once so confident that China’s existing air defense systems could prevent 

any attacks deep into the nation’s heartland. Serious doubts were raised about the traditional 

interpretation of China’s defense capabilities, including the common belief that an inferior force 

could overcome a superior enemy. Drawing on lessons learned from Iraq’s defeat in the 1991 

Gulf War, the Chinese central military leadership pointed out that ―a weaker force relying solely 

on the defensive would place itself in the position of having to receive blows,‖ and that only by 

―taking active offensive operations‖ could the weaker now seize the initiative.
13

  

 

China’s evolving security interests, including the long-standing prospect of a decisive 

confrontation with Taiwan, also favored consideration of augmenting the PLAAF’s offensive 

capabilities. Since 1993, Beijing has adopted a new military strategy, placing an emphasis on 

fighting and winning a future regional war under high-technology conditions along China’s 

periphery. The momentum of the independence movement in Taiwan was simultaneously viewed 

as an increasingly serious challenge to China’s sovereignty and security.
14

 The central military 

leadership made the proper readjustment to the air force’s strategic missions, requiring it to 

maintain strong capabilities not only for defensive operations, but also for offensive ones.  

 

The Air Force’s new mission requirements include securing air dominance over China’s own 

airspace, supporting the army and the navy, and directing paratrooper operations, as well as 

carrying out independent air campaigns. In an offensive campaign, it should be able to launch 

attacks against the enemy’s air assets on the ground in a potential local conflict along China’s 

coast.
15

  

 

In early March 1999, Jiang Zemin, former secretary-general of the CCP and president of China, 

explicated the air force’s strategic objective: to transform gradually from a homeland air defense 

force to one that was capable of both defensive and offensive operations. He then charged the air 

force to ―bear the brunt of, and be employed throughout the entire course‖ of the conflict, and ―to 

complete certain strategic missions independently.‖
16

 To achieve these objectives, China later 

that year adopted a three-step implementation strategy for air force development over the next 

several decades.
17

  

 

According to its 2008 Defense White Paper, China expected to lay a solid foundation for the 

development of the PLA into a more high-tech and more balanced network-centric joint force by 

2010, to accomplish mechanization and make major progress in informatization by 2020, and to 

reach the goal of modernizing national defense and the armed forces by the middle of the twenty-

first century.
18

 This constituted a logical follow-on to a strategic vision the PLAAF introduced in 
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2004.  That year, the PLAAF enunciated a new strategic vision calling for the development of a 

long-range strategic air force and the active involvement of integrated air and space [kongtian 

yiti] operations with information and firepower systems [xinxi huoli yiti].
19

  

 

Under the guidance of such a developmental strategy, the PLAAF embarked on a two-stage 

transformation. The first stage is laying a framework for a force capable of both offensive and 

defensive operations, by increasing the number of high-performance offensive aircraft, combat 

support aircraft and advanced surface-to-air missile systems. The second stage is wielding fighter 

aircraft, surface-based defense, and command, control, communication, and intelligence 

elements into an integrated operational system that is able to conduct both air offensive and 

defensive operations under ―informatized‖ conditions.  

 

The development of China’s air force capabilities focuses upon four areas:
20

 

 

-offensive capability that is capable of protecting national security and national interests from the 

air and space  

-integrated air defensive and anti-missile capability that is capable of monitoring both air and 

space flying objects and attacking them  

-superior capability over its main opponent (presumably Taiwan) and certain counter-

information capability against its strategic opponent (presumably the United States); and  

-strategic airlift capability that is capable of conducting both airlift and airdrop operations 

 

The Development of the New Air Force 

China pursued a ―walking on two legs‖ policy to modernize the air force through purchases of 

foreign systems and development of domestic technology. China has historically sought to be 

self-reliant in military production through either reverse-engineering or incorporating foreign 

technology. Since the early 1990s, such foreign purchases have been perceived as a stopgap 

measure for the PLAAF to create a sizeable fleet of fourth generation aircraft, exemplified by 

acquisition of the Russian-made Sukhoi Su-27 and Su-30, and co-produced J-11 fighters. After 

years of effort, the development of domestic systems has borne fruit thanks to the J-10 and JH-7 

that have entered service in the PLAAF since 2004.  It appears that since 2005, one regiment of 

PLAAF or Navy Aviation will transition into the JH-7A, J-10, and J-11B.
21

 

 

With its entry into the 21
st
 Century, the PLAAF has become smaller. The U.S. Department of 

Defense reports on Chinese military power registered 5,300 tactical fighters, bombers, and 

support aircraft in both the PLA Air Force’s and Naval Aviation’s inventory in 2000.  That 

number reduced to 2,300 in 2010.
22

  As early as 2003, the PLAAF’s operational air divisions had 

declined to just 29 divisions, with some of them having only two air regiments.
23

 Accompanied 

with this reduction and restructuring, the PLAAF established an additional transport division and 

one special aircraft division attempting to enhance its long-range airlift and airborne early 

warning (AEW) capabilities. Thus, if getting smaller, the Chinese Air Force has become much 

better equipped and much more technologically sophisticated.
24

  

 

Like the United States Air Force and the Royal Air Force previously, the PLAAF’s leadership 

seeks to create a mixed force blending limited quantities of high-performance fighters and larger 

quantities of less expensive fighters. The ongoing procurement of J-7G and J-8F/H, which are 
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upgraded versions of obsolete second-generation J-7/8s, provides the Chinese air force with less-

expensive, less-capable aircraft to serve alongside J-10 and J-11 in a ―high/low‖ combination.
25

 

One problem which seems to have bothered the PLAAF is that the initially purchased Su-27s and 

the subsequently assembled Chinese J-11s are not true multirole fighters capable of supporting 

the increasingly diverse mission requirements of the PLAAF, particularly the increased emphasis 

on offensive as well as defensive roles.
26

 The real change of its offensive capabilities will only 

come as a significant number of J-10s and J-11Bs enter operational service over the next five to 

ten years. 

 

For the past ten years increasing focus has been placed on informationalization as a leapfrog 

measure to close the PLAAF’s cyber and electronic warfare (EW) gap with the United States and 

Western Europe. The development of sophisticated communications, command and control (C3), 

or intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities has been PLAAF’s most 

urgent priority.
27

 Following earlier experimental trials using an obsolete Soviet-legacy Tupolev 

Tu-4 modified with turboprop engines and rudimentary search radar in a saucer dome, China has 

developed two ―high-low‖ versions of an indigenous AWACS (Airborne Warning and Control 

System):  the high-end KJ-2000 based on the Russian IL-76MD airframe; and the low-end KJ-

200 based on the Y-8F-200 transport platform. These platforms were handed over to the PLAAF 

in 2005 and 2006, respectively, to coordinate fighters and bombers via secure datalinks. 

Simultaneously, China developed seven other different types of EW aircraft, the High New 

(Gaoxin) series, likewise based upon the Y-8.  Integration of these systems is well underway 

across the services to increase PLA’s joint operational capability.
28

 

 

In retrospect, though the U.S. government successfully pressured Israel to cancel the sale of the 

Phalcon AWACS system to the PLA in 1999, China appears to have pulled together sufficient 

talents and resources to build its own system despite this seeming setback. The chief engineer 

and designer of the Chinese AWACS project recently claimed that China’s radar technology has 

reached the same level of leading foreign countries and in some areas that it is even better.
29

 

Efforts by the United States and European countries to prevent China from obtaining high-tech 

weapons similarly do not seem to have succeeded. 

 

Yet, the downside of this success in improving the cutting edge of offensive and defensive forces 

has actually worked to delay the PLAAF’s acquisition of transport aircraft and transport-related 

R&D. Russia’s failure to deliver thirty-four IL-76MDs as scheduled in 2008 has kept the 

PLAAF’s newly created transport division underequipped.
30

 In the meantime, most of the Y-8 

platforms manufactured by Shanxi Aircraft Factory have been committed to the production of 

the high priority High New series, and development of the Y-9, whose first prototype was begun 

in 2006, was delayed. (Recently, some sources suggest that the Y-9 project has resumed with 

first flight expected in 2011).  It was not until May 2009 that the new transport division has 

received its first Y-8C aircraft.
31

  Again, this reflects how the PLAAF is restricted by numerous 

constraints and obstacles that confront all aspects of its development. 

 

The PLAAF’s Political and Organizational Culture as Constraints 

A conventional academic consensus is that instituting change in military organization is at best 

difficult.  It is perhaps even more challenging to institute change in the PLA organization. In 

their 2007 study, Saunders and Quam look at tradeoffs in current PLAAF modernization efforts 
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and future force structure including the allocation of roles and missions among services and 

branches, the balance between domestic and foreign procurement, the mix of low-technology and 

high-technology systems, and the relative proportions combat aircraft and support aircraft.
32

 But 

the PLA’s political cultural tradition, systematic constraints, and the emergence of service 

cultures are also influential to the pace of modernization and the size of the air force.  

 

Graham Allison and Phillip Zelikow note that organizational culture is a factor influencing 

leaders to favor maintenance of the status quo.
33

  China’s Party-army relationship, a relic from its 

founding, demands the PLA’s absolute loyalty to the Party. The PLAAF is no exception to this.  

The current and future development of the air force is obligated to be framed within the 

ideological bounds of the military thinking of the Chinese leadership.  

 

As aforementioned, the PLAAF leadership has always maintained a pseudoscientific attitude to 

characterize their leadership’s sporadic instructions as profound military thought on airpower, 

and ensuing used those instructions as guidance. ―Being prepared for offensive and defensive 

operations‖ had been long debated by the air force theorists since the late 1980s. It was not until 

1999 that Jiang Zemin endorsed the expression. The PLAAF felt itself officially blessed and 

subsequently claimed it to justify the strategic goal of the air force, and, furthermore, to 

characterize it as a vital piece of his military thought on airpower.
34

  

 

Chinese leaders are accustomed to devoting significant personal, autonomous attention to 

defense projects. Their involvement influences the allocation of resources as well as air force 

procurement decisions. The PLAAF, reportedly, has been unenthusiastic about the J-8 as its air 

superiority fighter, and would prefer to suspend its procurement as the J-10 becomes available. 

But the late leader, Jiang Zemin, personally took charge of this focal-point project, calling the J-8 

an aircraft was a credit to the China’s aviation industry.
35

 Since then, the air force has had little 

choice but to continue purchasing upgraded versions of J-8 fighters, though in limited numbers. 

 

Currying favor with the leadership is a cultural phenomenon in any political system dominated 

by absolute authority and arbitrary decisions by key individuals. It represents not only air force 

subordination to the Party (strongly entrenched in Chinese military culture), but also 

demonstrates the political reliability and loyalty of the air force to individual senior Party leaders. 

In return, the PLAAF leadership could be confident that, when it brought its requests to the Party 

leadership’s personal attention, they would receive favorable approval. Nothing should upset the 

continuity of this entwining Party/Military bondage of mutual support.  

 

Another well-known organizational constraint goes to the so-called ―great land army‖ complex 

(da lunjun qinjie), which refers to Army-centric thinking and leadership that has long dominated 

the Chinese military system.
36

 The four general departments—the General Staff Department, 

General Political Department, General Logistics Department, and General Equipment 

Department—serve concurrently as the PLA’s joint staff, and as the headquarters for all services, 

namely the ground force, navy, air force, and Second Artillery force. These departments are still 

staffed primarily by army officers. Because there is no general headquarters for ground forces, 

the General Staff Department is assigned to perform the functions of ground force headquarters. 

Its overarching army bias has inevitably influence all military aspects from force size, structure, 

and command and control to logistics, equipment, R&D, and procurement.
37
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Nowadays, increasing numbers of personnel from other services are assigned to ―joint‖ positions 

at headquarters department levels, as well as at military region headquarters levels. This change 

enables the expertise and knowledge of other services to be brought into the joint and higher 

headquarters command environment. Though such personnel wear the uniform of their own 

services, they are, in fact, no longer controlled within the personnel system of their own services. 

This separation keeps their representation of parochial service-specific interests in these 

headquarters departments at minimal level. Over years, air force general officers have been 

appointed to deputy positions at the headquarters departments and to the commandership or 

political commissarship of the PLA’s Academy and National Defense University. A growing 

leadership role for other services within the PLA looks more symbolic than substantial as long as 

the existing organizational system continues.
38

  

 

The organization of the Chinese air force along military regional lines, with an operational 

command in each military region, is another typical reflection of the ground force predominant 

institutional system of the Chinese military.
39

 Military regional leadership organizations 

traditionally have been a command organization for ground troops and education institutions, 

while playing a concurrent leadership role for the personnel of other services located within their 

regions. Only ground force officers have commanded military regions, and the commanders of 

other service can only serve as their deputies.
40

 Since there is no permanent joint organization at 

the military region level, when a joint command organization must be formed, air force officers 

can only assume assistant (hence subordinate) positions.   Thus, even though China’s most likely 

conflict scenarios involve possible sea and air fights over Taiwan and in East China and South 

China Seas, no navy and air force general officer has been yet assigned to command either the 

Nanjing or Guangzhou Military Region.    

 

In 2000, Lt. Gen. Liu Yazhou, former deputy political commissar of air force and currently 

political commissar of PLA’s National University, proposed Chinese military authorities 

consider reorganizing the PLAAF into functional air commands, separating the air force from the 

PLA military regional system, and thus making it a true independent service. In order to make it 

a more offensively oriented air force, he further recommended the use of the U.S. Air Force’s 

―expeditionary force‖ model to organize air force units into air strike groups with a mix of 

fighters, bombers, and EW aircraft.
41

 Liu has been recognized as the ―Douhet of China‖ because 

of his reputation as a daring thinker of airpower theory against the PLAAF’s tradition, though a 

better analogy might be that he is a Chinese equivalent of Lt. Gen. David A. Deptula, or Col. 

John A. Warden III.  Not surprisingly, given the ground-centric traditionalism of the Chinese 

military system, Liu’s advocacy for eliminating the ground-centric military system has received 

little support from the PLA military establishment. Current evidence suggests that in a joint 

operation or campaign the air force will continue to play a support role rather than an 

independent or a leading role.
42

 Although the PLAAF currently enjoys the benefits of favorable 

military investment, as long as the General Logistics Department continues to control military 

finances, PLAAF funding is unlikely to reach levels desired by air force officers.
43

 

 

The rising importance of the navy, air force, and Second Artillery forces has facilitated the 

emergence of rival service cultures, which, in turn, have brought not only competition with the 

ground force tradition, but also rivalries among the other services and branches. In particular, the 
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PLAAF’s adoption of air and space integration as part of its development has instigated a 

struggle within the PLA over the control of space operations. China’s space assets are controlled 

by the General Armaments Department, while Second Artillery possesses strategic missiles. The 

PLAAF has been contending that it should be in control of space operations because air and 

space constitute a single integrated medium.  But the PLAAF has been unpersuasive in making 

this case, and so has lost recent debates about whether these capabilities should be placed under 

its control.
44

  It concurrently concentrates on building facilities and institutions to receive 

satellite services for communication, weather, navigation, and global positioning. Taking this 

tack, the PLAAF believes it will be able to make the transition from being a traditional air force 

to one enabled by space-based information (communications, positioning, navigation, timing, 

and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance) capabilities.
45

 

 

China’s present-day security interests—preventing Taiwan from seceding and supporting the 

country’s claims to islands in the East China Sea and South China Sea—have brought PLA naval 

aviation into competition with the PLAAF for the limited R&D and production capabilities of the 

Chinese defense industry.  For example, the JH-7 fighter-bomber was initially made for the 

PLAN aviation. The air force did not commit to this aircraft until the improved variant, the JH-

7A—upgraded with two more powerful domestic-made turbofan engines and a new fire control 

system capable of launching precision strikes using antiradiation missiles and laser-guided 

bombs—became available.
46

 Since 2004, its acquisition has been a priority for the PLAAF which 

has had to share its production with the naval aviation, receiving one regiment every other year. 

As a result, the PLAAF’s replacement program to phase out its obsolete fleet of aging Q-5 attack 

aircraft—a J-6 (Chinese version of the MiG-19) derivative—will stretch beyond 2015.  This 

PLAN-PLAAF competition extends to other domestically manufactured aircraft, such as the J-10 

and J-11B, produced by Chengdu and Shenyang aircraft factories respectively.
47

 With the air 

force increasingly training over water, the competition in terms of division of responsibility and 

procurement will be intensified as maritime strike missions traditionally assigned to PLAN are 

increasingly prosecuted by the PLAAF, echoing similar institutional struggles between the U.S. 

Navy and the U.S. Army Air Corps in the 1930s.
48

     

 

The PLAAF’s Influence within the PLA 

The growing capability of the PLAAF brings about interest to appreciate its influence within the 

PLA and what role it currently plays in national policymaking. An analysis of the PLAAF’s 

missions versus those of other services is illuminating. In his ―Essences for an Offensive and 

Defensive Chinese Air Force‖ essay, Lt. Gen. Liu Yazhou defines that the air force must be 

capable of playing a major role in a variety of military operations against Taiwan—including air 

and missile attacks, a naval blockade, or even an outright invasion of the island.
49

 Over the last 

decade, the PLAAF has striven to develop the capability for carrying out all-weather, day-night, 

high-intensity, simultaneous offensive and defensive operations. The 2006 Science of Campaigns 

by the PLA’s National Defense University identifies the following major PLAAF missions: 
50

 

 

-military deterrence  

-offensive air operations (including air-blockade, airborne forces insertion, informatized 

operations, and special operations) 

-air defense 

-assisting the ground and navy in offensive-defensive operations  
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-assisting the Second Artillery force in missile attacks 

-resisting a more powerful enemy’s attack, and  

-participating in United Nations’ operations   

Further discussing air offensive campaign categories, Science of Campaigns pinpointed three 

objectives that the PLAAF is expected to achieve:
51

  

-seizing air control by annihilating or crippling the enemy’s offensive and defensive airpower 

forces  

-to create the favorable conditions for the army and navy to operate by destroying a large number 

of ground troops and the communication systems, and  

-attacking the enemy’s political, military, and economic targets to weaken the enemy’s war 

potential or to achieve specific strategic objectives  

 

 Two major concerns are intrinsic within PLA campaign theory: one is the presumption 

that the air force’s offensive capability remains limited, both in terms of the quantity and quality 

of PLAAF forces; and the other is that the enemy—specifically Taiwan—has built up such a 

sophisticated air defense system (consisting of radars, EW aircraft and satellites integrated with 

fighters, antiaircraft missiles and artillery) that it will be difficult for PLAAF or PLAN strike 

aircraft to break through it.
52

  

An important discontinuity of thought is inherent within how the PLAAF and the PLA perceive 

the PLAAF’s combat role and capabilities.  While the PLAAF holds that the air force should be 

capable of being used throughout a conflict from the beginning to the end, PLA campaign theory 

argues otherwise, suggesting that the PLAAF should be employed in offensive operations at the 

critical time (zhongyao shijie).
53

  This may reflect an intriguing fact:  the officers responsible for 

writing PLA campaign theory come mainly from the Army. Thus it is likely that this difference 

represents the Army’s influence within PLA doctrinal circles and, consequently, its own 

interpretation about the mission and current capability of the PLAAF.  Furthermore, it explains 

why the PLA has attached great importance to land-based ballistic and cruise missile programs 

versus winged atmospheric (hence PLAAF) attack. Competition for resources between the 

PLAAF and Second Artillery is inevitable as the PLA pursues developing a long-range strike 

capability, particularly as strategic projection remains a major deficit of PLAAF’s capability. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, then, according to PLA campaign doctrine,  Second Artillery is defined 

as a primary player of joint strike force to conduct preemptive attacks (xianji zhidi) against the 

enemy’s targets from long range.
54

  

 

In contemplating regional conflict, China’s greatest concern is confronting an American 

intervention. Over the years after the first Gulf War, Chinese defense experts raised serious 

doubts whether the country could withstand air and missile attacks similar to those that had 

shattered Iraq’s military structure and capabilities. The subsequent emphasis of the ―three attacks 

and the three defenses‖ required the development of the air defense systems that are capable of 

attacking stealth aircraft, cruise missiles, and armed helicopters (the ―three attacks‖), and 

protecting against precision strikes, electronic jamming, and electronic reconnaissance and 

surveillance (the ―three defenses‖).
55

 The 2008 defense white paper characterizes the PLAAF as 

a mixed force of aviation, ground-based air defense, airborne, signal, radar, electronic 

countermeasures (ECM), technical reconnaissance, and chemical defense.
56

 

This mixed-force 

structure will continue to complicate China’s air and space decisions, particularly with regard to 
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training, allocating roles and missions among the services and branches, and influencing resource 

allocations for Chinese air force modernization. 

 

Division of responsibility across the services in air defense also challenges the PLAAF’s effort to 

build an integrated air defense system. The PLAAF is primarily responsible for the air defense 

mission.  It not only operates most of China’s fighters and also most of its ground-based air 

defense systems, such as surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) and anti-aircraft artillery (AAA). The 

PLA ground force and navy units also operate anti-aircraft systems (short-range antiaircraft 

missiles and antiaircraft artillery, and navy fighters) to protect themselves. The question is to 

what extent the possession of air defense systems by other services represents an old service 

cultural preference for embracing every possible capability, particularly since many of these 

ground-based air defense weaponries have proven ineffective in recent warfare.
57

  

 

The PLAAF’s Science of Modern Air Defense describes air defense as an integrated air-space 

operation in all dimensions (air, sea, space, cyber, and ground), and requires joint operations of 

all services.
58

 Yet against this confident assertion, evidence out of China is confusing. The 

PLAAF air defense forces operate the most sophisticated long-and middle-range SAM systems, 

the Russian made S-300 and China’s indigenously developed HQ-9/12 series. However, the bulk 

of Chinese SAM batteries remain equipped with the obsolete HQ-2 systems as well as outdated 

Stalinist-Mao-era antiaircraft artillery.
59

 Perhaps what even more significant is that no single 

national air command system has ever been established equivalent to the former Soviet Union’s 

PVO-Strany, or the United States’ North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD). Lt. 

Gen. Liu Yazhou has suggested creating a Chinese ―NORAD‖ to command China’s air defense 

based around the Beijing MR Air Force. The recent Vanguard-2010 exercise suggests that the 

army air defense forces are attempting to assert their independent role in China’s national air 

defense system, however it develops.
60

  

 

Conclusion 

 

The growth of China’s airpower in recent years has naturally raised great Western interest in 

comprehending the PLAAF’s influence within the PLA, its relationship with other services, and 

the role it currently plays in national policymaking. Change is clearly underway within the ranks 

of the PLAAF, which has embraced a new concept of operations that emphasizes development of 

an air force capable of both offensive and defensive operations, fielding an increasing number of 

fourth-generation multirole fighters, early warning and electronic warfare aircraft, and long-

range surface to air missiles. The force structure is being radically reshaped to become a smaller, 

yet more technologically capable, service. For military organizations to be able to take dramatic 

changes, they must also have appropriate personnel policies, organizational structure, service 

culture, and leader development programs, etc. What has not changed is the PLA’s political 

culture, service tradition, older ways of doing things, and outdated organizational system. All 

these formulate relentless constraints that will undoubtedly continue to hinder the PLAAF’s 

modernization efforts. 

 

In sum, then, the PLA is a titanic bureaucratic amalgamation with a leaden hand of tradition that 

can often block innovation. Changes in doctrine, training practices, force structure, and 

equipment are underway, yet many traditions and cultural characteristics of the 83-year-old PLA 
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are rigorously maintained. On top of that, there is the Party-controlled political culture and the 

ground force-centric predominant organizational tradition of the PLA. Both serve as constraining 

mechanisms not only restricting the PLA’s drive to autonomy, but also ensuring its loyalty to the 

Party and obedience to the Party’s policy.   

 

If new mission requirements and an emphasis of joint operations are forcing the PLAAF to 

rethink itself and its role, to reduce its force size, to acquire new aircraft and weapon systems, 

and to strengthen its command and control by informationalization, none of these changes have 

seriously posed challenges to the existing organizational system of the PLA.  The political 

culture and the military system of the PLA continue to ensure the Chinese Air Force remains as 

it has been—consisting of aviation, surface-to-air missiles, antiaircraft artillery, radar, and 

airborne troops, while space assets and strategic missiles remain separate from it. Despite the 

PLAAF’s vision to be capable of both offensive and defensive operations, the PLA’s current 

campaign theory define the Second Artillery force as a preemptive strike force and projects the 

Air Force to carry out offensive operations at critical, necessary moments. Thus, although the 

PLAAF is in the midst of a dramatic transformation with new weapon systems and growing 

capabilities, its role and influence remain limited within the contemporary army-dominated 

Chinese military system. As in other nations previously, differing and conflicting service cultures 

contribute frictions between services, though, in China, that has not brought any fundamental 

change of relationship among the land-air-sea forces. The continued existence of political 

constraints on when and how airpower should be used further limits and frustrates any role the 

air force can play in national policymaking.  

 

Historically, the Chinese leadership has repeatedly demonstrated hesitation in employing its 

national airpower for offensive purposes. This was partly attributed to the Chinese leadership’s 

misunderstanding of the PLAAF’s actual experience in the Korean War and in homeland air 

defense operations during the Cold War, and to their ignorance (for various reasons) of the actual 

role that airpower can play in modern conflict. The other was because the PLAAF had been 

incapable, in any case, of conducting offensive operations, again for a variety of reasons such as 

available force-structure, capabilities, and training.  

 

The potential of a U.S. intervention is always seen as a major variable of a regional security 

equation, particularly in a crisis over Taiwan and the Taiwan Straits. While the PLAAF’s 

modernization efforts may close the gap between its aircraft and avionic capabilities and those of 

the United States, its overall capability will continue to be inferior to that of the U.S. Air Force. 

The current and future Chinese leadership will continue to face and confront the same dilemmas 

as have its predecessors over the extent that political considerations and the PLAAF’s restricted 

capabilities work to constrain Beijing’s national security calculation and decision-making.    

Nevertheless, it is undeniable that the PLA’s warfighting potential has grown in parallel with 

China’s economic surge. Assuming its economy continues along a steady trajectory, China will 

be able to commit further resources to the more challenging aspects of the three-step strategy, 

particularly informatization. Should these goals be realized, the United States and other powers 

will face a genuine challenge in preparing themselves to encounter increasingly capable Chinese 

aerospace power over coming decades. This perhaps is the key rational fueling continued interest 

in studying the steady evolution of the PLAAF as it progresses through the 21
st
 Century. 
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