Xi's purges could mean more
mstablhty along the border
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Thereisa
temptation to
assumethata

purged PLA
will be less
assertive. Inthe
short term, Xi
may notriska
major military
operation. But
China’s history
also speaks of
military action
during periods
ofintense
internal
instability
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3 ,ASTMONTH’S announcemem
that China’stwo most seniorgen-
erals — Zhang Youxia, vice chair
of the Central Military Commis-

sion (CMC), and LiuZhenli, chief

" of the e ointStaff Department —wereunder
. investigation is among the most dramatic

politico-military ruptures in the country in
decades. A blistering editorial in the PLA
dally accuses the two of “seriously under-
mining the Chairman Responsibility Sys-
tem”and gravelybeu'aymgﬂletrustplaced
inthembythe Party Central Committee”
Zhang was China’s senior-most uni-
formed officer, and Liu was responsible for
operational planning, joint command and
war-fighting readiness. Their removal leaves
theCMC—the apexof China’s military com-
mand — with twomembers: Xi Jinping and
Zhang Shengmin, the military’s chief disci-

plinarian. The PLA has not been this hol-

lowed out at the top since the Cultural Rev-
olution. This is the culmination of a
campaign that has removed two defence
ministers, theleadership of the Rocket Force,

seniorcommandersand dozensofgenerals.

Three broad observations can help
understand this moment’s significance.

First, Xi’strustinthe PLA’s senior leader-
ship has eroded. Zhang was once widely be-
lieved to be Xi’s closest military ally. The
purge of men he once appointed damages
Xi’s credibility but also underscores his
power. The Party has sought toaddress con-
cerns about the persistence of corruption
casesdespite Xi's prolonged anti-corruption
campaign by arguing, “the deeper one digs,
themoreis uncovered”. However, the purges
are telling evidence of the scale of the prob-
lems China faces in trying to transform the
PLA into a modern fighting force.

Two, the purge does not mean the PLA's
modernisation has been seriously under-
mined. It’s a resilient enterprise involving
thousands of officers, multiple
industrial/technology ecosystems, and
massive funding. Disruption at the apexcan
createuncertainty in planning, delaysinap-
provals, and hesitation among officers who
fear becoming the next target. But China's
military upgradation will not slow down.

Three, the PLA'stheatre commands, ser-
vice headquarters, and operational units
continueto function. Theabsence of experi-
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enced ﬂgur&sat;thﬁ top,: however, increases
theriskof miscommunication, over-correc-
tion, and political over-sensitivity.

Thereisatemptationtoassume apurged
PLA will be less assertive. In the short term,.
Xi may not risk a major military operation.
But China’s history alsospeaks of militaryac-
tion during periods of intense internal insta-
bility— entry into the Korean War in the
early 1950s, the attack on India in 1962, a
clash with the USSR in 1969 and teachmg
Vietnam “alesson” in1979. |

In the short term, the purge reduces the
likelihood of a major kinetic action against
Taiwan. But beyond the immediate, a PLA
staffed with younger, ideologically vetted of-

~ ficers may feel compelled to show its relia-

bility. The shift in US posture under Donald
Trump, including Taiwan’s absence in the
National Defence Strategy, may embolden
Beijing. Action need not involve a risky in-
vasion. Chinahasdeveloped optionsinclud-
ingblockade, disruption ofunderseacables,

- ortargeting Taiwan’s outlying islands.

Indiashould notexpect any easingalong
the LAC. China’s behaviour on the border is
driven by structural factors: Territorial
claims, strategic geography, and Beijing’s de-
sire to keep Delhi off balance. These do not
change because of the PLA’s instability. As
the Party expects officers to show loyalty
through action, a politically insecure PLA
may doubledown on forward deployments.

Indiamust prepare foranincreaseinun-
predictability. With the chain of command
disrupted, theatre-level officers may become
either excessively risk-averse or excessively
aggressive. The history of the border shows
local misjudgements can escalate quickly.

The purge signalsa change in personnel
rather than in China’s strategic ambitions.
The Party’s message is clear: The next gen-
eration of PLA leaders will be “new-era of-
ficers nurtured by XiJinping Thought”. It re-
vealsa military thatis more politicised, more
anxious, and more dependent on Xi. But it
does not mark aturning point in China’s ex-
ternal behaviour. For India, the message is
clear. The PLA maybe undergoing apolitical
earthquake, but earthquakes do not make
mountains disappear. They only make the
terrain more unstable.

The writer is former ambassador to China  —
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