
_.:Xf s:--tJ.urges could mean, more 
instability along the border 
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Thereisa 
temptation to 
assume that a 
purgedPLA 
will be less 

assertive. In the 
short term, Xi 
may riot risk a . 
major military 
operation ~ut 
China's history 
also speaks of 
military action 
during periods 

of intense 
internal 

instability 

oftheJoil).t~ent-. wereunqer Xi may not _risk ~-~jor military operation. 
. inv~tiOij ~qngthe mo$t Qialllati~ :QutChina'shisto;r.y~speaJ<sof mmtazy.ac-
poli~co-~jl~.ruptures in the country in tionduringpetiods<;>fint~.nse intenta,insta-. 
c;lecades. }j,.-Q!i$tenng editorial Jn the PLA billty- entry int~ the K<;>r~~ War in the 
dcWY a~pie two of "seriou$ly under- _ early 19~0s, the attack on.India i~ 1~62, :~ 
~th~~pan Respo~ibility Sys- clash wi~ the USSR in-1~~9,, and teaching 

~d :~\,'ely;~trayingth~~placed Vietnam "al~n~' lnJ979. , . • • . 
• m thelll: bythe.~Central Committee" In the short tenn, the purge reduces the 

Zh~g was ~China's senior-most tini- likelihood of a ll)ajor kinetic action affi3inst 
formed offi~; ~d Uu was responsible for Taiwan. Butbeyo~dthe imni~ate, a PLA 
operational plannipg, joint command and staffed with younger,ideologicallyvettedof-
war-fightingreadiness. Their removal leaves . ficers may feel compelled to show its relia-
theCMC-the.~o{qlina'~inilitarycom- bility. The shift in US posture under Do~~. 
mand-with twomern.bers:Xfimpingand Trump,-including Taiwari~ absence in the· 
ZhangShengmin, -the·~s chief disci- National Defence-Strategy, may embolden 
plinarian. The PLA~ hot-bee~ this,hoJ:- . . 'Beijing. Action need not involve a risky in-. 

, r''• • j, f '. ' I .... ' ' lowed out at the top since the-Guttural Rev- vasion. Chinahasdevelopedoptionsinclud-• 
olution. TQis is the culinjn~~b? of a • irigblocJ,wle,disiuptionof~derseacabies, • 
campaign that has removed-twod~fence • ortargetingTaiwan'soutlyingislands. 
ministers, theleadershipofthe~Fprce,, Indiashouldn~expectanyeasinga.long 
seniorcomrnandersanddozensof g~nerals. • the LAC. China's behaviour on the l:x;>rder is 

• Three broad observatioQ.S· can help driven by structural factors: Territorial 
understandthis moment's sigriµicance. claims, strategicgeography,andBeijing'sde-: 

First,Xi'strustin the PLNssenior leader- sire to keep Delhi off balance.-These do not 
ship has eroded. Zhangw~oncewidelybe- change because of the J,>LNs instability. As 
lieved to be Xi's closest mili,tat:Y ally. The tl)e Party expects officers to s,iow loyalty 
purge of men he Q~ce appointed damages thro~ action, a politically ins~cure .PLA 
Xi's credibility but also underscores his maydoubledownonfotward9eployments. 
power. The Party has~ughttoaddress con- , IndiamustprepareforaninCI'eaSe in un-
cerns about the persistence of corruption predictability. With the chain of command •• 
cases despite Xi's prolo~ed anti-corruption disrupted theatre-level officers may become 
campaign by arguing, ~'the deeper one~, either exce8.Wely risk-averse or excesmvely 
themoreisuncovered".However, the purges aggr~ve. The history of the border shoVYS 
are telling evidence of the scale of the prob- local misjudgements can escalate qulcldy. 
lems China faces in trying to transform the The ptµgesigna]sa change~ pelSOllllel 
PLAinto a modem fighting force. rather than ,in China's strategic ambitions. 

Two, the purge does not mean the :pus The Party's mes&1ge is clear: The next gen-
modernisation has been seriously under- eration of PLA leaders will be ~ew-era of-
mined. It's a resilient enterpris~ invoiving fi.cersnurturedbyXiJinpingThought".Itre-
thousands of officers, . _multiple vealsamilltarytlu¢timorepoliticised. more 
industrial/technology ecosystems, and anxious, and mo~ dependent on Xi. But it 
m~ive funding. Disruptionattheapexcan does not.marka.tumingpointin qrlna's ex-
createuncertaintyin planning, de,aystnap- terrial ~viour. For In~ the mes&lge is 
provals, and hesitation among officers who clear. ThePLAmaybeundeigoingapolitical • 
fear becoming the next target. But China's earthquake, but earthquakes do not make 
military upgradation will not slow down. mountains disappear. They only make the 
. Three, the PLNstheatrecomman~ser- terrain more unstable. • 
vice headquarters, and operational units 
continue to function. The absence of experi- The writer i~ former ambassador to China -
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