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F or more than forty-
eight years, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has sought to build a
combat-ready air force.! First in the Korean War (1950-53) and then again in
1979, Beijing’s leaders gave precedence to this quest, but it was the Gulf War
in 1991 coupled with growing concern over Taiwan that most alerted them to
the global revolution in air warfare and prompted an accelerated buildup.

This study briefly reviews the history of China’s recurrent efforts to create a
modern air force and addresses two principal questions. Why did those efforts,
which repeatedly enjoyed a high priority, fail? What have the Chinese learned
from these failures and how do they define and justify their current air force
programs? The answers to the first question highlight changing defense con-
cerns in China’s national planning. Those to the second provide a more nu-
anced understanding of current security goals, interservice relations, and the
evolution of national defense strategies.

With respect to the first question, newly available Chinese military writings
and interviews with People’s Liberation Army (PLA) officers on the history of
the air force suggest that the reasons for the recurrent failure varied markedly
from period to period. That variation itself has prevented the military and
political leaderships from forming a consensus about the lessons of the past
and the policies that could work.

In seeking to answer the second question, the article examines emerging air
force and national defense policies and doctrines and sets forth Beijing’s ra-
tionale for the air force programs in light of new security challenges, particu-
larly those in the Taiwan Strait and the South China Sea. In the 1990s, the air
force has fashioned both a more realistic R&D (research and development) and
procurement policy and a more comprehensive strategy for the PLA Air Force
(PLAAPF) in future warfare. We conclude that this strategy is recasting time-
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honored Chinese dogma concerning “active defense” and no first strike, and
that PLA theorists have inched closer to Western concepts on the role of air
power in warfare.

We begin with an overview of Beijing’s response to heavy losses from U.S.
air strikes against Chinese forces in the Korean War, and the PLA’s abortive
three-decade effort to build a modern air force. With the ending of the chaotic
Cultural Revolution and the Mao Zedong era in 1976, China’s new leader, Deng
Xiaoping, and his military commanders once more gave priority to air force
modernization. Here we analyze the Chinese inability to achieve the objectives
of the 1980s and provide the background for the PLA’s urgent reevaluation of
air power that followed the 1991 Gulf War. We then examine the conclusions
reached in that reevaluation and show how these conclusions have changed
PLAAF strategy and procurement policies. The final sections of the article
discuss how Beijing’s concerns about a future conflict in the Taiwan Strait
intensified internal PLA debates on air force missions and further transformed
its modernization programs. We end with an assessment of the Chinese case
for continuing the search for a modern air force in light of the decades of
repeated setbacks and the overwhelming air superiority of its potential
adversaries.

Marching in Place

Chinese leader Mao Zedong first elevated the importance of his fledgling air
force in the early stages of the Korean War. In 1951, faced with mounting
Chinese casualties from U.S. air strikes, he called for the formation of a national
aviation industry, and in October, his diplomats inked an accord in Moscow
on technical support for that industry. Although Moscow long resisted a
serious commitment to providing air support during the Korean War, within
weeks after the October agreement, Soviet experts began heading to China to
help construct assembly plants for planes and jet engines.?

2. Zheng Shenxia and Zhang Changzhi, “On the Development of the Modern Air Force and the
Change in Military Strategy,” Zhongguo Junshi Kexue [China military science], No. 2 (1996), pp. 82—
89.

3. Duan Zijun, chief ed., Dangdai Zhongguo de Hangkong Gongye [Contemporary China’s aviation
industry] (Beijing: Chinese Social Science Press [hereafter CSS Press], 1988), pp. 18-19. We review
the Sino-Soviet controversy over air support in Sergei N. Goncharov, John W. Lewis, and Xue Litai,
Uncertain Partners: Stalin, Mao, and the Korean War (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1993),
chap. 6.
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Paying for these factories did not pose an initial insurmountable obstacle.
Mao had negotiated a pledge of $300 million in credits during his journey to
Moscow in the winter of 1949-50. The Chinese at first resolved to devote the
bulk of this sum to buying Soviet naval equipment for an invasion of Taiwan
planned for the summer of 1950. Chinese losses to U.S. air raids in Korea
changed Mao’s mind, however, and in February 1952, he redirected half of the
credits to the air force. Over time, virtually all these credits flowed to the
purchase of planes and aviation ordnance from Moscow.* Thereafter China
manufactured Soviet-designed jet fighters and then bombers under license.

The record of accomplishment from this investment is unimpressive.> Poor
planning, lack of financial and human resources and the requisite industrial
base, misguided bureaucratic meddling, Nikita Khrushchev’s denigration of
air power at a time of Soviet influence within the PLA, and the rising impor-
tance attached to building the strategic forces interrupted progress toward a
combat-ready air force for the next quarter century. Chief of the General Staff
Luo Ruiqing, reflecting deepening PLA concerns about the mounting conflict
in Indochina, did try again to accelerate the aircraft program in 1964,° and by
1966, China had begun making light and medium bombers as well as fighters
based on leftover Soviet blueprints. In 1966 Mao also approved construction
of an assembly center and other pioneering facilities in Shaanxi Province for
manufacturing parts for the Soviet-designed bombers, and gave precedence to
the production of bombers over all other aircraft. Still, the results did not match
the mandated effort or commitment of scarce resources.

The mistakes and missteps extended well beyond the pace of production.
Dictated by the PLA’s traditional strategy of “active defense,” including the
protection of its big cities and industrial bases, China should have assigned a
comparable priority to R&D programs on fighters, radar systems, surface-to-air
missiles, and electronic countermeasures for strengthening air defense. That
decision, too, was not forthcoming. Decades later PLA historians would blame
Beijing’s senior leaders for their failure to grasp the need for such protection.

Mao was also mired in outmoded concepts about the nature of warfare. Even
as he was expressing his fears of imminent global conflict in the 1960s and
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pushing the quest for nuclear weapons and long-range missiles, he impeded
all weapons procurement programs by launching massive industrial construc-
tion in China’s interior or “Third Line.” In these remote bastions, primitive
factories would manufacture the tools of war for the survivors of the predicted
nuclear holocaust. Just at the moment violent clashes broke out on the Sino-
Soviet frontier in March 1969, Mao remained so committed to this Third Line
construction that most of the money for the aviation industry was poured into
Third Line projects that were doomed from the outset.”

The fault lay with form as well as substance. To succeed, any R&D program
on advanced aircraft and their armaments must be minutely planned and take
into account technological uncertainties, long lead times, and the vagaries of
political commitment. However, the Central Military Commission (CMC)—the
PLA’s small but powerful senior command and policymaking body—in a near
frenzy caused by the mounting border tensions and the general crisis mood of
the times, ruined any possibility for such success. In 1971 it ordered the
aviation ministry to commence R&D programs on 27 new types of aircraft.
By starting everything at once, nothing truly started.

During the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), moreover, the onslaught of Mao-
inspired radicalism exacted a wrenching toll on the cohesion of the air force
command system and its fighting capacity. Factional pressures and simplistic
slogans paralyzed the PLAAF, causing it to slight pilot training and flight
operations. For example, in 1964 every fighter pilot had 122 flying hours, but
each pilot averaged only 24 and 55 flying hours in 1968 and 1970, respectively.
Many pilots had only 30-40 flying hours a year, some even fewer than 20
hours, and plane crashes came with tragic regularity. By 1972 only 6.2 percent
of PLAAF pilots could fly safely at night in good weather, and a mere 1 percent
could do so under marginal night conditions.’

For a while, nothing seemed to go well. In 1973, for example, Zhou Enlai
called on the air force to heighten its fighting skills within two and a half
years.!? However, the lack of well-trained pilots was so consequential that the
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