CHINA’S BATTLE-READY MILITARY: ASSESSING POWER AND
PURPOSE

CHIA Shimin & CHEN Gang

EAI Background Brief No. 1847

Battle readiness has become a defining concept in the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA)
modern reforms, revealing China’s evolving approach to war, deterrence and its rivalry with
the United States. While much attention has been paid to structural reforms, such as military
restructuring and weapons acquisition, less has been studied on how Chinese media and
leadership frame “battle readiness”. This framing raises two critical questions: does China
have the capability to fight wars and is its stance offensive or defensive?

Using advanced text-mining techniques (Latent Dirichlet Allocation and K-means
clustering with Principal Component Analysis visualisation), complemented by close
readings of Xi Jinping’s speeches, this study shows how the PLA’s combat preparedness is
tied to Xi’s central leadership and China’s strategic posturing on flashpoints like Taiwan
and the South China Sea. The findings suggest that while the Chinese Communist Party
underscores military preparedness, this rhetoric reflects contingency planning for worst-
case scenarios rather than imminent aggressive intent.
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French:
LA PREPARATION DE L’ARMEE CHINOISE AU COMBAT: EVALUER SA
PUISSANCE ET SES OBJECTIFS

La préparation au combat est devenue un concept central dans les réformes modernes de
I’ Armée populaire de libération (APL). Elle révele I’évolution de I’approche chinoise de la
guerre, de la dissuasion et de sa rivalité avec les Etats-Unis. Si les réformes structurelles,
comme la réorganisation de I’armée et 1’acquisition d’armements, ont attiré¢ I’attention, la
maniére dont les médias chinois et la direction politique formulent la « préparation au
combat » a été moins étudiée. Cette construction souléve deux questions cruciales : la Chine
a-t-elle la capacité de mener des guerres, et sa posture est-elle offensive ou défensive ?

En recourant a des techniques avancées de fouille de textes (allocation de Dirichlet latente
et clustering K-means avec visualisation par analyse en composantes principales),
complétées par des lectures attentives des discours de Xi Jinping, cette étude montre
comment la préparation au combat de I’APL est liée a la direction centrale de Xi et a la
posture stratégique de la Chine sur des points chauds tels que Taiwan et la mer de Chine
méridionale. Les résultats suggérent que, bien que le Parti communiste chinois insiste sur
la préparation de I’armée, cette rhétorique refléte davantage une planification contingente
pour faire face aux pires scénarios qu’'une intention d’agression imminente.



Spanish:
EL EJERCITO DE CHINA PREPARADO PARA EL COMBATE: EVALUACION
DEL PODER Y EL PROPOSITO

La preparacion para el combate se ha convertido en un concepto definitorio en las reformas
modernas del Ejército Popular de Liberacion (EPL), revelando el enfoque cambiante de
China hacia la guerra, la disuasion y su rivalidad con Estados Unidos. Aunque se ha
prestado mucha atencion a las reformas estructurales, como la reestructuracion militar y la
adquisicion de armamento, se ha estudiado menos como los medios chinos y el liderazgo
enmarcan la “preparacion para el combate”. Este encuadre plantea dos preguntas criticas:
(China tiene la capacidad de librar guerras y su postura es ofensiva o defensiva?

Mediante técnicas avanzadas de mineria de textos (Asignacion de Dirichlet Latente y
agrupamiento K-means con visualizacion mediante Analisis de Componentes Principales),
complementadas con lecturas detalladas de los discursos de Xi Jinping, este estudio muestra
coémo la preparacion de combate del EPL esta vinculada al liderazgo central de Xi y al
posicionamiento estratégico de China en puntos de tension como Taiwan y el Mar de China
Meridional. Los hallazgos sugieren que, si bien el Partido Comunista Chino subraya la
preparacion militar, esta retdrica refleja una planificacion de contingencia para escenarios
de peor caso mas que una intencion agresiva inminente.



Executive Summary

Between 1 and 2 April, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) ran Strait Thunder-
2025, continuing Joint Sword naval blockade drills. Its simulated strikes against
Taiwan’s energy and port infrastructure, escalated propaganda against Taiwan’s

political leadership and increased “grey-zone” tactics in the South China Sea.

Xi Jinping’s push for a “World Class Military” by 2035 has driven PLA
modernisation, including structural reforms, advanced capabilities and a major
nuclear buildup, aimed at parity with top militaries such as that of the United States.
Xi and theatre commanders, including the Eastern Theatre, shows that the PLA is

combat-ready.

People’s Daily, China’s principal state mouthpiece, repeatedly emphasises “combat
readiness”, signalling that the PLA is poised for action. This propaganda helps

normalise war in society and cultivate support for militarisation.

Despite its projected combat readiness, the PLA’s readiness is constrained by Xi’s
centralised control and political indoctrination, which may undermine operational

effectiveness.

In spite of China’s drive to build a world-class, combat-ready military force,
qualitative analysis of Xi’s speeches and People’s Daily coverage indicates the

rhetoric chiefly serves deterrence rather than indicating offensive intent.

Three military-related speeches in Volume V of The Governance of China (27 May
2022 to 20 December 2024), the latest volume that contained a compilation of 91 of
Xi Jinping’s spoken and written works, were selected, emphasising the importance
of strengthening military governance and political loyalty as well as reinforcing

strategic capabilities in emerging fields.

Xi frames “maritime military readiness”, protection of China’s maritime rights and
development of maritime economy as pillars of China’s maritime governance,
hinting that maritime military readiness is a means rather than an end to safeguard

China’s maritime interests.



