


Gray zone operations can be defined as 

political warfare as it refers both to the whole 

of warfare directed at producing political 

results and to that part of warfare that 

employs political means to attain the political 

goals of war even without actual battlefield 

engagement of either armies or navies.



Current Western discourse 

on “gray zone operation” 

reflects an apparent 

ignorance of centuries over 

which China has perfected 

this type of political warfare 

in which the achievement of 

the ultimate political 

objectives is better achieve in 

defeating the enemy without 

ever fighting.



Discourse on Chinese political 

warfare in particular, and 

military warfare in general 

are strongly influenced by 

Sun Tzu’s Art of War.   



The absolute need for war 
to remain essentially 
political.  The objective of 
warfare is not destruction 
or imposing one’s will 
over the other but to 
undermine the enemy’s 
will to fight, and this is 
achieved through 
outwitting or 
maneuvering an enemy.



The goal was not to conquer 

and subjugate the barbarians 

but to rule (over them) with a 

loose rein” (ji mi).





Geographic code refers to how a 

political actor may choose the 

geographic foundation of its 

particular foreign policy decision 

and goal. 



These spatial choices are 

limited to some degree 

through their relations 

with the decisions and 

capabilities of other 

states, and partial 

influence on the choices 

is the history of its 

strategic involvements 

and alliances.



China is not a territorial /Westphalian state. It 

is both a civilization and an empire. The state 

that is identified on the map as China hasn’t 

existed for a long time. Through its long 

history, its people has been ruled by 

dynasties. Zhong Go is an empire, and a 

largely borderless one, both in its geographic 

form and in what is considered its 

civilizational nature.



China views the world from 

the prism of its pre-Colonial 

Tributary system.--

Throughout its long history, 

China’s position at the 

center of the known world 

was so ingrained in its elite 

thinking that the Chinese 

language has no word for it.  

Only recently did historians 

labelled it as the Sino-

centric “Tributary System.” 



From China’s perspective, 

the world order is based on 

universal hierarchy, not an 

equilibrium of competing 

and equal sovereign states.   



The National Trauma of the 
Century of Shame and 
Humiliation—In its 
textbooks, national narrative, 
and official propaganda, 
China portrays itself as a 
victim of the Century of 
Humiliation that began with 
the war with Britain during 
the First Opium War and by 
the sacking of Beijing by the 
British and the French during 
the Second Opium War. 



During this period, China was forced 

to accept and to adhere to the 

international system’s rules of the 

game and responsibilities, very much 

aware that it did not participate in 

the making of the rules of the system.



China’s 21st Century Gray Zone 

Operation in the Indo-Pacific 



Since 1949, China has always been a dissatisfied 

great power because it has expansive geopolitical 

ambitions but was constrained by its own limited 

national capabilities.  It wants to absorb Taiwan 

and push American maritime containment of its 

coast when the United States Navy was dominant, 

while the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) was 

both weak in both maritime and aerial 

capabilities.



For almost the entire 

second part of the 20th

century, China pursued 

a passive area-denial 

maritime strategy of a 

continental power by 

keepings it rival as far 

away from its coast 

through land-based 

army and a brown water 

navy. 



China’s strategic goal is to break 
through the first-island-chain by 
building a medium-sized modern 
navy in the face of predominant 

American sea and air power that can 
easily threaten Chinese cities along 

its coastal areas.  



China has always been 

aware that the it can only 

develop a blue-water navy 

if it can effect a 

reunification with Taiwan. 

This will enable the PLA to 

break out of the first-

island-chain and deployed 

its naval power into the 

distant waters of the 

second-island-chain in the 

Central Pacific.



China is fielding advanced weapon 

system including long-range radars, 

air defense systems, satellite-based 

sensors, and long-range cruise and 

ballistic missiles to prevent or delay 

U.S. forward deployed forces from 

intervening in the first-island-chain 

respective regions.



Adoption of these tactics 

represent an attempt by 

China to advance its 

geo-strategic interests in 

the near term without 

triggering a full-scale 

military response by the 

United States and its 

allies.



In this strategic competition, 

Chinese strategists see the 

competition as primarily 

psychological and political; 

military campaigns are a 

secondary concern. 



China should seek 
victory not in a 
decisive war but 
thorough incremental 
moves designed to 
gradually improve its 
diplomatic and 
strategic position vis-
à-vis the U.S. and its 
allies.



China’s goal is not merely to 

restore a semblance of its ancient 

tributary system where Southeast 

Asian countries and even Japan 

will have no choice but be part of. 



China’s long term-goal 

is to push and eventually 

supplant American 

power and influence in 

the Indo-Pacific region 

as a stepping stone on 

becoming a global 

power in the 21st

century.



Concluding Thoughts 



From China’s point of 

view, the West should 

never think of integrating 

China into the Western 

rules-based international 

order. 



Rather, the 

international 

community should 

accommodate 

China and involve 

it in transforming 

this dynamic order.



China’s long term goal is to become an 

integral part of the ongoing process of 

transforming the international order. 

This would enable it to become centrally 

involved in further international rule-

making, to a point that China would be 

revising some of the rules of the 

international order.



Chinese leaders believe 

that their country has 

the preponderance of 

economic and military 

power to alter the rules, 

norms, and institutions 

that governed the world 

order to suit their 

country’s interests.  



The essence of political and 

military warfare consist 

primarily of neither words or 

deeds or actions but of 

intentions. China’s intention is 

to “win all without fighting.”



China’s current goal 

is the goal of an 

empire –like any 

other empire in 

history—to first 

survive, then 

prosper, and of 

course, expansion.



Final victory, for China,  

should not be measured 

through successful military 

battles nor campaign but 

instead, it is “winning without 

fighting.”




