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This study attempts to define the contours of the Chinese approach of employing the tool of 
military diplomacy in China's foreign policy strategy. It also attempts to examine the concept of 
military diplomacy in Chinese discourse, identify the forms of military diplomacy and highlight 
the purposes for which it is employed. Finding of the study show that military diplomacy is 
a promising technique to mobilize support for the broad Chinese agenda at the economic 
and diplomatic levels, creating a stable environment in the vital waterways and in countries 
benefiting from China's direct foreign investments, especially in Africa, and improving the 
People's Liberation Army experience in conducting international operations.

Historical records of Sino-African relations date back to the fourteenth century; that is, to the 
era of the Ming Dynasty when merchants from China and East Africa traded in porcelain, silk, 
ivory, gold, silver, wildlife, and other commodities.1  More than 80 years before the Portuguese 
sailed across the ocean for the first time, Admiral Zheng He— in his seven voyages—  visited 
a number of important strategic locations in the Indian Ocean basin: the eastern coast of India, 
the island of Java, the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, Ceylon, the Malabar coast in India, the 
Maldives, the coasts of the Arabian Peninsula, the port of Aden (Yemen), the port of Jeddah 
in the Hejaz (present day Saudi Arabia), the eastern coast of Africa (the ports of Barawa and 
Mogadishu in Somalia, and the port of Malindi in Kenya.
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A closer look at the expeditions reveals that the voyages of the Chinese admiral Zheng He and 
his fleet, which circumvented the coast of Somalia and sailed along the coast all the way to the 
Mozambique Channel during the era of the Ming dynasty, were all aimed at spreading Chinese 
culture and showing off the power of China. In modern geographical history, the Chinese 
academic and scholarly community and political circles consider Zheng He, who lived in the 
last century of the Ming Dynasty rule, one of the most prominent historical Chinese figures. 
Chinese authorities have begun to promote the history of his voyages as a reference example 
of the peaceful promotion of Chinese interests on the basis of equal commercial and political 
cooperation. In fact, his voyages have become one of the tools of China's soft power in relation 
to East Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. Therefore, modern China is viewed today as the 
successor of the Ming dynasty rulers, who promoted the stability and prosperity of the empire 
through large-scale foreign policy campaigns.

Over the past six centuries, the strategic importance of the Indian Ocean region has not 
diminished.9  Since 1999, Sino-African relations have assumed an upward trajectory when 
President Jiang Zemin issued a directive known as the "Go Out" (Zŏuchūqū Zhànlüè; 走出
去战略) to encourage Chinese companies to take advantage of opportunities in emerging and 
developed markets. 3

In the same context, in recent years, Africa has received increasing attention in Chinese 
political discourse because it is viewed as a market with “prospects of high profits and high 
risks” and a minimum level of competition by other powers. China took an advanced step 
by establishing the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in 2000, as an entity that 
focuses on China's relations with Africa. The great influence of this forum is reflected by the 
mechanism through which it is managed. The forum holds a summit every three years. Some 
33 agencies supervise the implementation of the decisions that come out of this summit. The 
decisions and recommendations are discussed by several committees, ranging from workgroup 
committees to the ministerial committee levels. It also involves many initiatives ranging from 
trade and investment to institution building and security assistance. Relatedly, it is worthy 
to recall President Hu Jintao's statements on Zheng He and his voyages to Africa during the 
president's visit to South Africa, "He carried to the African people a message of peace and 
prosperity, not swords, guns, exploitation, or slavery." We may also recall the statements of 
Guo Zhongli, Ambassador of the People's Republic of China to Kenya, in which he stated, 
"Zheng He's large fleet ... did not monopolize its presence in Africa to exploit the resources of 
East Africa, but served friendship by trading with other countries. He gave more than he took," 
and thus promoted "mutual understanding, friendship and trade relations between China's 
Ming Dynasty and other countries in South and West Asia and East Africa." 4
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The Security Dimension of the Sea Lines of 
Communication 

In addition to the geostrategic importance that the Horn of Africa represents to the major 
powers, in terms of its control over Bab al-Mandab Strait and the Gulf of Aden, it becomes 
increasingly important for China as a vital and strategic point for achieving its economic 
aspirations in Africa to secure the "Belt and Road" Initiative and its entry point to Africa.5  It 
is the gateway through which Chinese trade destined to Europe passes. As a result, the most 
important development in Sino-African relations takes the form of a growing Chinese military 
and security presence in Africa. This means a lot for China, which is close to becoming the 
greatest economic superpower and the most serious strategic challenge to the United States, 
according to the US National Security Report last year.

The Chinese military presence on the coasts of the Horn of Africa began in 2008, when China 
sent two warships as part of an international force to combat piracy in the Gulf of Aden and 
the Horn of Africa. This is the first military participation in China's modern history in which 
the Chinese navy participates with warships outside its territorial waters.6  This accounts for 
establishing a Chinese military base in Djibouti. The base serves as an outpost of the Chinese 
navy to ensure the safety of Chinese commercial traffic in the region.7  The significance of this 
step lies in the fact that it endowed the Chinese People's Liberation Army (PLA), through its 
presence in the Red Sea, an additional capability to display its power in other regions, at a time 
when China's power was still largely centered in Asia.

The evacuation of Chinese citizens and other foreigners from Yemen by the Chinese Navy in 
2015 formed the basis of Operation Red Sea, one of the top-grossing Chinese films in 2018,8 in 
a seemingly deliberate move by the Chinese PLA to draw the attention of the Chinese people 
and fuel their popular imagination of the importance of the region.

Tracking the progress achieved by the Chinese naval force compared to its condition before, 
according to a speech by the President of the Russian-Chinese Friendship Association, and the 
Director of the Far East Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Mikhail Leontyevich 
Titarenko (Михаи́л Лео́нтьевич Титаре́нко)9  in late 2011, until the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, China did not possess the necessary military and political capabilities to 
independently protect its energy security in the event of an intense international or regional 
conflict.
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Moreover, China was in dire need to increase the fleet of big oil tankers until the defense 
capabilities were developed and modernized in the strategy put forward by Chinese President 
Jiang Zemin. This strategy paid much attention to strengthening the Chinese naval power, and 
the need to create a fleet capable of operating in the future not only in the brown or green zones 
(i.e., coastal areas up to 200 miles), but in the “blue waters,” that is, in open high seas.
The Chinese military is currently implementing a plan to increase the number of the more 
efficient Shan class of nuclear submarines (compared to the currently available Han and Xia-
class submarines) from one in 2008 to 10-15 and the Qing class submarine from 2 to 68.10 

However, it is unlikely that China will be able to bridge the gap in high-tech naval weapons in 
the medium term. 11

By virtue of the new orientation of the Chinese state, by the beginning of 2010, the Naval 
Forces School was established. This constitutes clear evidence that the Chinese political and 
intellectual elite began to realize the value of the seas and oceans only at the beginning of the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. One of the representatives of this school is Shi Xiaoqin, 
a military strategist who points out in his works the importance of the Strait of Malacca, 
the possession of which by any country could endanger China's security. Another member 
of the same school, Zhang Wenmu, emphasizes the fact that in the era of globalization, sea 
power determines the fate of nations. Therefore, world leadership will ultimately play into the 
hands of those who have a powerful fleet because they will necessarily be equipped to control 
maritime communications. 12

Over the past decade, Chinese military writings highlighted the growing importance of military 
diplomacy. The PLA has historically been a semi-insular institution that had only limited 
contacts with some foreign militaries, especially after the Sino-Soviet split in 1960 and during 
the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). Today, China already possesses submarines armed with 
ballistic missiles capable of reaching important targets in the US. Besides, second generation 
(2G) nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs) have become the most important 
component of China's naval strategy. 13

Admiral Wu Shengli (Su Shiliang) stresses the need to expand China's naval maneuvers to all 
parts of the oceans to ensure reliable protection of marine traffic routes and mercantile ships 
and the protection of mineral resources and fisheries. 14
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 A map showing the ancient trade routes of the Silk Road, which has evolved into the
Chinese strategy of the Belt and Road Initiative

Military diplomacy is an innovative approach to achieve foreign policy goals on 
the world stage. The reader may find that the term contains a subtle contradiction, as 
diplomacy means implementation of foreign policy by non-military means. However, 
there is no contradiction. When we analyze the options for visualizing this phenomenon 
in academic discourse, we will find that in their research, political scientists define 
military diplomacy as a complex set of inter-state interactions, in which ministries of 
defense and the armed forces share their own visions, yet they are bound by both the 
state's foreign policy and the range of tasks they solve. It is advisable to consider the 
example of the People's Republic of China, which actively uses military diplomacy in its 
foreign policy, within this framework. The concept of military diplomacy in the context 
of China's foreign policy was first mentioned in China's National Defense White Paper, 
1998: "China's armed forces shall engage in multilateral military diplomacy activities.

Objectives of the Chinese Military Diplomacy
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China is actively developing a multilateral form of military diplomacy." According to China's 
1998 White Paper, there are 6 objectives of China's military diplomacy:

1. Creating a favorable strategic international environment through international exchanges 
and cooperation.

2. Building confidence and mitigating suspicion.
3. Creating a favorable international image of China through participation in peacekeeping 

operations and humanitarian assistance.
4. Developing the national army and defense through the study of advanced intellectual 

military production, technology and military tactics through mutual exchanges.
5. Expanding the sphere of influence by boosting confidence in the national defense 

construction, the military command system, and weapons and equipment and their reliability.
6. It shall be employed as a tool of deterring potential adversaries by demonstrating the 

strength of the armed forces through bilateral military exchanges and joint military exercises15. 
In view of the stated goals of the Chinese military diplomacy, we find that they derive from 

the broader tasks of the PLA and aim to support a comprehensive national foreign policy, 
protecting national sovereignty, promoting national interests, and shaping the international 
security environment. This is confirmed by a speech delivered by the Chinese leader, Xi 
Jinping, in January 2015 before the Central Conference on Diplomatic Work Relating to 
Foreign Affairs (全战 外事 工作 会). The Chinese leader cited several specific goals of Chinese 
military diplomacy. His speech focused on supporting a comprehensive national foreign policy, 
protecting national security, and strengthening military construction (power building). The 
Chinese leader also highlighted the goals of safeguarding China's sovereignty, security and 
development interests. Thus, the main role of China's military diplomacy is to "support the 
comprehensive national foreign policy and military strategic tendencies of the new era." Many 
experts highlight "shaping the international security environment and promoting military 
modernization."

In addition to these publicly acknowledged goals of military diplomacy, the PLA uses military 
diplomacy to gather intelligence, learn new skills, measure PLA capabilities against those 
of other countries, and build interoperability with foreign partners. The greater part of PLA 
military diplomacy activity focuses on protecting and advancing specific Chinese strategic 
interests and managing areas of concern. China is increasingly dependent on imported oil and 
natural gas from the Middle East and Africa. 
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The presence of the PLA Navy in the region to combat piracy in the Gulf of Aden facilitates 
strategic relations with the Middle East and Africa, helps ensure China's energy security, and 
provides operational expertise in protecting China's sea lines of communication. 16

China's new military doctrine (aka. White Paper) published on May 26, 1998 stresses that 
as China is growing economically, so do its national interests. The doctrine also maintains 
that the various global factors, such as the threat of international terrorism, global pandemics, 
and the issue of high sea piracy— which have greater impact on those interests— necessitate 
paying more attention to the security of maritime routes. 17

The PLA develops cooperative military relations with other countries. Those relations 
are non-aligned, non-confrontational, and not directed against any third party. It engages in 
various forms of military exchanges and cooperation in an effort to create a military security 
environment characterized by mutual trust and mutual interests. For this purpose, as stated 
in China's military doctrine, the Chinese navy, gradually began to abandon exclusive coastal 
defense and introduced new elements into its strategy of "protecting the open seas;" namely, 
developing an ocean-going fleet.18 In 2019, China officially announced three important 
initiatives:

1. the transition from bilateral to multilateral relations with African countries with an emphasis 
on pluralism, which can be interpreted as a transition to bloc diplomacy.

2. Expanding Chinese initiatives in the field of collective security and peacekeeping in Africa 
through enhancing Sino-African military cooperation.

3. In response to the American threat to cut financial and military support for UN peacekeeping 
missions in Africa, China announced its readiness to participate more actively in the UN 
peacekeeping missions in Africa.

On the official level, China has always emphasized the peaceful approach of its policy in 
Africa, and calls for cooperation with the United Nations on African issues as a priority in its 
foreign policy, which relies on smart power; that is, a combination of economic incentives and 
soft power. 

The Place of Military Diplomacy in China's New 
Military Doctrine
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Over the past twenty years, China has been very successful in applying this approach in Africa. 
Out of 54 African countries, 44 are bound by agreements with China within the framework of 
the Belt and Road Initiative. Foreign debts of all of these countries have increased. Almost all 
of these countries are indebted to China. 19 In July 2019, the Belt and Road Forum was held in 
Beijing. Forty countries from various parts of the world participated in the event. The forum 
was also attended by the leaders of four African countries; namely, Djibouti, Mozambique, 
Kenya, and Ethiopia, which host giant Chinese investments. These four countries constitute 
the "bearing structures" of the Chinese initiative in Africa, especially in the northeastern part of 
the continent. It is no secret that that the purpose of the African leaders' visit was to negotiate 
a reduction of the countries' debt burden. The negotiations resulted in restructuring the debts 
of these countries to China with inevitable concessions of a political and economic character 
in this case, which gives China a privileged position in these countries. In this regard— within 
the framework of an Afro-Chinese summit held in 2018 and within the framework of the Silk 
Road strategy— in his speech at the opening of the China-Africa Summit, the Chinese leader, 
Xi Jinping, proposed new finances to Africa at a value of 60 billion dollars, wrote off a portion 
of the debts of the poorest countries in the continent, and warned against financing "useless 
projects." 20
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Analyzing this document from the vantage point of military diplomacy, it becomes evident 
that China uses its armed forces as a means of increasing and expanding the “soft power” of 
its influence. The need to achieve these goals in the Horn of Africa is clear as this region is 
closely connected to the implementation of the Go Out policy or external influence. China 
had relied earlier mainly on exports and expansion in the commodity market. However, more 
recently, it began implementing the “Go Out” policy by increasing assets in cross-border 
companies and investing in non-productive sectors of the economy, i.e., investing primarily 
in infrastructure. The projects that China proposes to African countries fall mostly within the 
infrastructure sector— usually in the fields of logistics and energy: ports, bridges, railways, 
roads, hydroelectric power stations, thermal power plants, and power lines; that is, projects 
that contribute to increasing the economic development of African countries. 21 Since 2013, 
this policy has been reinforced through the Belt and Road Initiative, the maritime component 
of which (the 21st century maritime Silk Route) seeks to link regional economic networks to 
the Chinese economic system. Investment and infrastructure development in the region are 
covered by the initiative projects.22  In the same context, clearly the purpose of China's focus 
on shipping passageways is to expand logistical opportunities for unhindered importation of 
Chinese goods to Africa and exporting diverse African goods, especially the products of the 
Chinese-controlled African companies of raw and non-commodity materials, as well as oil 
tankers. This reflects the need to provide security for Chinese public and private companies 
that seek to do business in Africa.

The tools of military diplomacy also make it possible to create an internationally acceptable 
PLA role in bilateral interactions with countries benefiting from Chinese capital. Ensuring the 
safety of sea lanes along the Horn of Africa is a top priority for China, especially as China's 
dependence on energy imports has increased dramatically in recent years. In fact, 85% of 
China's oil imports and 90% of its foreign trade pass through the Indian Ocean. This makes 
China dependent on the stability of maritime trade lines. In particular, straits are the most 
vulnerable places. It is well-known that the security of marine cargo traffic is ensured by 
multiple naval forces, which are not controlled by China. This encourages China to employ 
the tools of military diplomacy to monitor the situation in the field of conventional and non-
conventional threats, especially piracy. 23
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China applies the concept of military diplomacy through military exchanges, joint military 
exercises, and participation in peacekeeping activities. The first category includes exchange of 
military visits. The frequency of visits by high-level military delegations between China and 
Africa increased in the late 1990s, but it has remained largely unchanged over the past decade. 
Most of the visits from 2002 to 2018 involved Sudan (12), Ethiopia (9) and Djibouti (7).24  Port 
calls by escort vessels en route to, and on the way back from, anti-piracy missions in the Gulf 
of Aden are also a commonly used cooperation technique, in addition to the logistics center 
of the PLA, which China opened in Djibouti. Relatedly, Djibouti is called the "key to the Red 
Sea," but today it is also the most important key to understanding the extent and prospects of 
Chinese military penetration in Africa. Obviously, the Djiboutian military, which consists of 
6,000 fighters, is hardly capable of resisting, let alone repulsing, external aggression. Therefore, 
the strategic track of the Djiboutian leadership is to avoid quarrel with external powers, and 
to maintain balanced relations with the Americans, the French, the Chinese, the Japanese, 
the Spaniards, the Germans, and even the kingdoms of the Arab Gulf. Perhaps the economic 
development model of each of Singapore and Dubai is the model that the leadership of Djibouti 
sought to follow, using the widely accepted principle in Africa: seek out a leading state and 
become its client. However, Djibouti's uniqueness boils down to only one thing; namely, that 
it has managed to be a client of ten leading states at the same time, especially when relations 
between those states are far from ideal.25  Moreover, both the Port of Aden in Yemen and Port 
Sudan in Sudan are very important ports for China, as they are located near the artery of global 
trade. However, due to the instability of the internal political situation in these two countries, 
China decided to make the ports of Tanzania, Oman, and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, its 
main destinations of supplies replenishment. Like other countries, China maintains military 
attaché offices in embassies throughout the region, which usually consist of 2 to 10 PLA 
officers. In addition, there are functional exchanges; that is, personnel training and exchanges 
in the fields of communications, logistics and humanitarian assistance. The PLA has strong 
academic and job exchange programs with different countries, which is the main component 
of Chinese military diplomacy in this region. On average, about 4,000 military personnel from 
more than 130 countries, mostly from African countries,
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go annually to China to study at Chinese military schools. The pillars of Chinese military 
diplomacy are as follows:

1. Participation of the PLA Navy in vessel escort operations in the Gulf of Aden and 
Somali territorial waters. This task has been carried out regularly since December 2008 under 
the pretext of implementing UN Security Council Resolution No. 1846. These operations 
have protected more than 6,000 Chinese and foreign civilian vessels and increased the combat 
readiness of the Chinese navy.

2. Participation in Peacekeeping Operations. The total number of Chinese peacekeeping 
forces is about 2,500 troops. Two-thirds of these troops (1,400) are deployed in Sudan, where 
China has economic and political interests.

The process of actively introducing the tool of military diplomacy into relations with the 
countries of the Horn of Africa helped achieve three important goals for China; namely:

1. Supporting China's broader economic and diplomatic agenda,
2. Ensuring the safety of sea lanes in an area that is crucial to the Chinese economy,
3. Increasing China's naval capabilities and capacities through conducting exercises, naval 

maneuvers and exploration operations.
In sum, it may be said that Sino-African military relations involve "activities at the strategic 

level in support of the larger foreign, diplomatic, economic and security agenda set by the 
Chinese leadership."

In general, cementing military ties is only one aspect of China's broader diplomatic relations 
with Africa. China strengthens relations with African governments and enhances China's political 
weight in the international arena, particularly within the UN Security Council. However, the 
fact that military relations have not developed to the same extent as Chinese economic and 
political relations indicates that military relations are currently a buttressing factor and not an 
end in themselves. China's declared commitment to assisting African countries in facing peace 
and security challenges may be an incentive in itself. As a result, African governments have 
turned to Beijing for military support, such as obtaining Chinese weapons. China does not 
provide conditional military assistance, except for asserting the “One China” principle. China 
has established strong relations with countries that have not been able to obtain such support 
from the West, as in the cases of Sudan and Zimbabwe. This makes China an attractive source 
of military assistance, and may explain why African governments are increasingly appointing 
military attachés in Beijing. 

Conclusion
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