Mulvenon, China Leadership Monitor, No. 20

Rogue Warriors?
A Puzzled Look at the Chinese ASAT Test

James Mulvenon

Thedisturbing period of bureaucratic silence following Chind s recent
anti-satellite (ASAT) weaponstest is butthelatest in astring of incddents
raising questionsaboutcivilian control or oversight over the Chinese
military. Thoughlittle data exists abouttheinternd machinaionsof the
Beijing authorities, this article attempts to post possible explanaionsfor
theappaent lack of bureaucratic coordination ontheissue and assess the
potential implicationsfor Chinese civil-military relations

ASAT? What ASAT? Oh, You Meant That ASAT!

On 11 Januay, a Chinese medium-rangebadlistic missile (MRBM) armed with a direct-
ascent kindtic kill vehicle (KKV) destroyed a ddfunct PRC weather satellite, the
Fengyun-1C (FY-1C). According to open sources, the Bush administration confronted
Beijing aboutthetest soonafterward, but received no subgantive reply. The White
House went public with details of the ASAT hit on 18 Januay. At the same time, the
U.S. govenment also publcly complained abouta 2006inadent in which a Chinese
groundbased laser “panted” an American satellite At first, the Chinese Foreign
Ministry continued to boband weave, reasserting Chind s longganding oppostion to
weaponization of space but refusngto confirm or deny thetest.® The Chinese Defense
Ministry also claimed to be unavare of atest, calling foreign newspgper accounts
“hearsay.”* While the Beijing authorities dithered, a senior military academic spesking
on 19 Januay in a newspgpe sponred by the Party flagship propagandaorgan tried to
downplay thefuror, butingead conveyed (inadvertently or nat) a sense of military
cockiness to the outsideworld by describing anti-satellite weaponsas “ ordinary.”>

Despite internaiond outcry and nonstop pointed questionsfrom both media and
foreign govenments, the Foreign Ministry waited another five days to confirm thetest,’
tepidly tellingtheworld on 23 Januay: “This test was not directed at any county and
does not conditute athreat to any county . . . Wha needsto be stressed istha Chinahas
always advocated the peaceful use of space, oppogs the weaponization of space and
armsracesin space.” When asked aboutthedday in confirming the test, the Foreign
Ministry spokesman respondel: “ Chinahas nothing to hide After variousparties
expressed concern, we explained this test in outer space to them.”” On 8 February 2007,
the Foreign Ministry added onemore lawyerly element to thar stock answer, asserting
tha thetest did not“violate any internaiond treaty.”®

To its credit, the PLA gave theworld warning of wha was to come, but
communicated the message througha sin of omission, notaforthright public statement of
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policy change Chind slatest defense white paper, released in December 2006,did not
repeat Beijing’s standard mantras opposng the weaponization of space, as had previous
volumes. Inits 2004defense white pgoer, Chinastated, “ Outer space isthe common
propety of mankind. Chinahopes that theinternationd community would take action as
soonas possible to condudean internaiond legd ingrument on preventing the
weaponization of an armsrace in outer space through negotiations to ensure the peaceful
use of outer space.” Inits 2002defense white pgper, Chinawas even more stridentin its
call for aban on space weapons stating: “theinternationd community should negotiate
and condudethe necessary legd ingrument as soonas possible to prohibit the
deployment of weaponsin outer space and theuse or thethreat of use of force agang
objectsin outer space.” The2000and 1998white pgpers also induded similar languaye”’
A possible reflection of the PLA’ s new attitudeabout space weaponization was provided
at aWorld Econony Forumdinne on 25 Januay by the Academy of Military Sciences
Senior Colond Yao Yunzhy, apdished English-speaker and well-known “barbarian
handler” who often attendsforeign security conferences as an official PLA
representative. Y ao told her dinneg companions “My wish iswe really want to keep
gpace as a peaceful place for human beings . . . But pasondly, I’'m pessimistic aboutit. .
.. My prediction: Outer space is going to be weaponized in our lifetime.”*° Given the
high-profile nature of theforum, the extreme sengtivity of the subject (especially so soon
after the Foreign Ministry’ sadmission), and the speaker’ s longand trugted track record of
communicating official messages to foreign audiences, these frank comments take on
more significance.

The 12 days of silence from the Chinese bureaucracy sparked intense speculation
amongoutsde observerstha pat or all of thecivilian leadership and bureaucracy may
not have known aboutthetest ahead of time. Indeed, thevery leak of theinformation by
the White House was explicitly linked to eliciting further information aboutthe civil-
military dynamic surroundingthe ASAT test. Sendgng tha key parts of the Chinese
bureaucracy may not have known aboutthetest,** which was almog certainly conduded
by the space-related components of the PLA’ s General Armaments Department,
adminigtration officialsinformed the New York Times tha the United States “kept mum
aboutthe anti-satellite test in hopes that Chinawould come forth with an explanation.”
Thearticle quaed Nationd Security Advisor Steve Hadley musng aboutwhether the
civilian leadership was aware of the military test: “Thequestion on something like thisis,
at wha level in the Chinese govenment are people witting, and have they approved?’
Hadley further suggested that the diplomatic protests were intended, in part, to force Mr.
Hu to give some clueaboutChind sintentions “It will ensure tha theissuewill now get
ventilated at the highest levelsin China. . . and it will beinteresting to see how it comes
out”

While no public informationis yet available abouttheinne bureaucratic
coordination (or lack thereof) preceding or following thetest, we can advance at least
three andytical hypoheses for testing future data. These hypoteses are not exhaudive,
but permit usto structure our thinking aboutintentionsand process, as well as work
throughthe possible implicationsfor civil-military relations
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Speculation 1: The civilian leadership, including Hu Jintao, was completely
unaware of the testing program or the specific test.

As charman of the Central Military Commission, Hu Jintao istheonly civilian official
with ex officio access to information aboutmilitary testing programs, but his postion
alonedoes not guarantee knowledgeaboutthetest. In addition, it is possible tha even a
civilian-dominated military could hideinformationfromits party overlords either for
pure, impure, or mixed motives. The pure military (but subvesive) motive for testing an
ASAT in this scenario would beto establish the credibility of the capability for both
deterrence and offendve opeaations with thegod of convinang skeptics both domestic
andinternaiond. A mixed or impure motive would beto force the hand of the civilian
leadership to approve more aggressive opaationslike ASAT warfare againg high-tech
adversaries like the United Statesin acrisis, such as a Taiwan contingency. Having tested
it, military proponents might even bdieve a successful ASAT capability would likely
force satellite-dependent powers like the U.S. to respondwith the devel opment of
offendve and/or defensve ASAT capabilities, and thereuponsecure internd suppot for
continued testing and deployment of new Chinese ASAT systems.™? In this scenario, the
12 days of silence can beeasily explained, as the civilian leadership would no doubt
require timeto condud athoroughinvestigation of military actions interrogae thekey
players, and then strategize an internd strategy for reassertion of civilian control and an
externd strategy for internationd diplomacy.

Thecivil-military implicationsof this scenario are potentially serious with the
strong possibility of senior military officers at multiple levels of the system beng
cashiered. The personnd moves could beinterpreted as a signd to other serving officers
in themilitary, reminding them of civilian control of the military and deterring them from
paticipaing in rogueactivities. It could also beinterpreted as a messageto foreign
govanments, especially if thepunishments are publicized, assuring them tha civilian
control over themilitary has been restored. If, however, thecivilian leadership foundout
aboutthe program after thetest and yet no punishments are forthcoming, onemus come
to thedifficult conduson tha thecivilian leadership cannotor does not want to
effectively respond,because of conaernsfor the patential loss of inditutiond prestige the
possible naiondist blowback from themilitary and civilian popuktion, or a strategic
decision to accept the new strategic reality and move forward.

Speculation 2: As Chairman of the Central Military Commission, Hu Jintao was
generally aware of the testing program, but did not know the specific date of the
test.

It isnotnecessary or redlistic for thecivilian oversight authority of alarge complex
military to be aware of every detail of every program. The United States has oneof the
longest traditionsof civilian control of themilitary, and its senior civilian leaders often
have only top-level or at best incomplete cognizance of major R&D efforts. If the R&D
program was approved by the civilian leadership, then the motive for the specific
successful test was likely pure in terms of military and strategic benefit, butthecivilians
should befaulted for not maintaining closer oversight of the program and not calculating
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thepossible negative internaiond diplomatic repercussionsof a successful test. In this
scenaio, the 12 days of silenceisless easily explained, since thecivilian leadership
would not be unmvering a previoudy unknown program, butsimply obtaining more
details abouta known program. Indeed, the silence strongly suggests genuine
breakdownsin internd coordinaion or even leadership paralysis, exacerbaed by the
desire to maintain a difficult bdance between the perceptionsand interests of both
domestic and internationd audiences.

Thecivil-military implicationsof this scenario are less seriousthan thefirst, but
theresulting bureaucratic decisions will also be an effective indicator of civilian
leadership attitudes. If military officials are quietly punished, it may only bean internd
signd meant to punish specific individuds (such as General Armaments Director Chen
Bingde for ingance) for nat keeping thetop leadership “in theloop” aboutthetest, while
retaining the appearance of nationdist unity abroad. If military officials are publicly
punished, it might indicate a desire to communicate reassertion of civilian control to
foreign audiences and repar some of the damageto the county’ sinternaiond relations
thoughthis move would contain the high risk of internd naiondist blowback, especialy
fromwithin themilitary itself. If, however, nomilitary officials are punished, thenitis
more likely tha thecivilian leadership has accepted the existence of thenew capability,
thoughthey will likely seek more intrusve oversight of similarly significant programs to
avoid future crises of this sort.

Speculation 3: Hu Jintao and/or the rest of the senior civilian leadership were
aware of the test, but did not anticipate a strong international reaction, either
because they had not fully prepared for the possibility that the test would succeed,
or because they did not foresee that American intelligence on it would be shared
with allies, or leaked.

American silence aboutthereported three previousfailed tests™ mighthave led Beijing
to bdieve tha the White House would also remain quiet abouta successful test, since
publicity would only draw attentionto U.S. vulneabilities. Y et such adecision would be
a staggeing case of mirror-imaging, with Beijing projecting its own fear of trangarency
onto another county. Ingead, the Chinese authorities should have known tha the United
States could not have kept thetest a secret, even if it wanted to, given theintense
attentionsof theinternaiond space and astrononmy community. Moreover, Washington
had multiple incentives for going public, nottheleast of which was a chance to hoist
Beijing by the petard of its own stated “princples.” In this scenario, the 12 days of
slenceisthe hardest to explain, since the civilian leadership had plenty of advance notice
to prepare contingency plansfor variouslevels of internaiond respons to thetest.
Agan, thesilence would strongly suggest genuine breakdownsin internd coordinaion or
even leadership paralysis, exacerbaed not only by the bdandng act described in the
second scenario but also a degply shaken confidence in theleadership’s ability to predict
thereactionsof internaiond players.

Y et why would awitting civilian leadership approve thetest, given thepossible
negative implicationsof success? Onetheory offered by both Chinese* and Western™
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obsrversaikeistha Chinatested an ASAT in order to force the United States to change
its previousoppostion to negotiating atreaty banning weaponsin space. If trueg thisisa
startling misperception on Beijing s pat, since it assumes tha Washington would reverse
its published Nationd Space Policy™ and decades of public oppostion to space arms
control. Ingead, a better-informed and culturally nuanced andysis of possible American
responges would come to the opposte conduson, arguing that asuccessful ASAT test
would likely strengthen the handsof those within the U.S. system lobbying for more
aggressive offensve and defensgve ASAT programs. Indeed, the Chinese test has been an
early Christmas for these advodaates, as it has removed the significant barier of the
informal internationd moratoriumin place since the last known test in 1986.

Y et the 12 days of silence after thetest argues againg a premeditated desire on
Beijing’s part to force negotiationsof an interndiond treaty banning space weapons If
arms control had been the god, then thetest should have been accompanied by a clear
goveanment statement to that effect, notdenials and thin rhetoric. By contrast, the Beijing
authorities had a presumably coordinaed public statement ready ontheday of Chind s
first nudear test in 1964:“ The Chinese Government hereby solemnly proposs to the
govanments of theworld that a summit conference of al the counties of theworld be
convened to discuss the questionsof the complete prohibition and thoroughdestruction of
nudear weapons and that asthefirst step, the summit conference condudean agreement
to the effect tha thenudear powers and those countries which may soonbecome nudear
powers undetake not to use nudear weaponseither agang nonnudear counties and
nudear-free zones or againg each other.”*” A calculated, coordinaed effort to coerce the
United States to the negotiating table would have likely have induded asimilar statement
of prindples aboutoppostion to weaponization of space.

Conclusion

Of thethree scenarioslisted above the second oneseems the mog plausble and
correspondsmog closely with thelimited externd evidence available thusfar, butwe
may never knowfor sure. Y et even given a scenario where theleadership began with
incomplete information, the 12 days of silence from Beijing reinforces thelong-hdd
externd impression tha the Chinese government suffers from aremarkably suggish and
ineffective crisissmanagement system, despite the negative forcing fundionsof recent
management debacles and years of rumored studies and reforms.*® Indeed, the Foreign
Ministry’ s continued hewing to its weak line suggests that the system till lacks a
coordinated respong strategy more than onemonth after thetest. This continuing
problem represents oneof the gravest chdlenges to China s management of its “ peaceful
rise” and more pro-active internaiond diplomacy, suggesting tha forthright assertionsof
Beijing’s more “sophisticated” and “nimble” foreign policy may be premature.*

Thelack of comment from the military media aboutthe ASAT test is especially
noteworthy. Two weeks after the Foreign Ministry’ s admission that Chinadid condud a
test, the military mediafindly published what looked like an authoritative commentary
on 2 Februay, butthen it made no mention of the 11 January KKV hit.* Inan article
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entitled “PLA ‘Not Involved in Arms Race',” Deputy Chief of the General Staff
(Intelligence) Lieutenant-Geneaal Zhang Qinsheng repeated the standard platitudes and
tried to push back againg internaiond criticism, thoughin an indirect way: (1) “The
PLA’smodenizationis open and based on coopeation”; (2) “We do notconceal our
intentionto build a strongand moden nationd defense. But we also tell theworld
candidly tha the Chinese defense policy is dways defensvein naure’; (3) “The
modaernization of the Chinese armed forces aims to achieve the ability to defend naiond
sovereignty, security and reunification of the county”; (4) “Chinahas never joined any
military aliance, never soughtmilitary expanson, nor built overseas military bases’; and
so on. General Zhang blamed “alack of undestanding and communication” for
“misundestanding,” “sugicions” “concerns” and “even strongcriticism of Chinds
military development.” To correct these mistaken views, Genearal Zhang “welcomed more
foreign friendsto visit the Chinese armed forces themselves,” and cited thefive defense
white pgpers as “ pro-active and pragmeatic” measures to improve trangarency of naiond
defense. Yet the 2006defense white paper did not pro-actively or pragmatically
announe Chind sintention to test space weaponsfor the purposes of greater
trangparency. While asin of omission (ddetion of mention of oppostionto the
weaponization of space) is dightly closer to a spirit of trangparency than sinsof
commission (continuing to defend the prindple while testing aweaponthat rendasthe
prindple meaningless), the case of the ASAT test highlights Beljing’s significant
chdlengesin managing internaiond perceptionsof “Chindsrise,” especidly if that rise
is coupled with a perception (correct or not) tha the military dimenson of tha rise may
not be completely unde civilian control.
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