
 

 

 

The Centre for Land Warfare Studies (CLAWS), New Delhi, is an independent Think Tank dealing with national 

security and conceptual aspects of land warfare, including conventional & sub-conventional conflict and terrorism. 

CLAWS conducts research that is futuristic in outlook and policy-oriented in approach. 

Website: www.claws.in                                                                                               Contact us: landwarfare@gmail.com 

 

 

No. 274                                                                        March 2021  

Decoding Ladakh 

2020 using China’s 

‘Science of Military 

Strategy’ 

 

Colonel Abhishek Singh, is a 
second generation officer 
commissioned into 17 RAJ RIF 
(SAWAIMAN) and is presently 
posted as Col GS of an 
Armoured Division. The Officer 
has served with his unit in CI 
operations in J&K, high altitude 
operations in Siachen & on the 
LAC with China in Ladakh & 
Arunachal Pradesh.  

 

 

Introduction 

Since April 2020, both the People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) and the Indian Army managed to 

surprise each other with the scale and speed of 

their military buildup in the remote Ladakh region 

as also in each side’s willingness to test the other’s 

threshold. The Chinese did not hesitate in raising 

the ante by their violent actions in the Galwan 

Valley in June 2020 and India’s preemptive 

occupation of the Kailash Range, in end August 

2020, was an equally brazen response to China’s 

continued belligerence. Despite successive rounds 

of senior military commander level talks between 

the Indian Army & the PLA, there appeared to be 

little headway made. Reports of the PLA 

continuously fortifying its positions across the Line 

of Actual Control (LAC)1 continued to raise doubts 

on China’s true intentions till as late as January 24, 

2021, when finally the ninth round of Corps 

Commander level talks appeared to have broken the deadlock and the simultaneous 

disengagement of forces on both banks of the Pangong Tso started on February 10, 2021. 

Key Points 
 

 Ladakh 2020 has brought India & 
China the closest ever they’ve 
been to war, since 1962.  

 There is a need to analyse in 
detail Chinese intent, actions & 
ongoing preparations, to be 
prepared for all possible future 
scenarios. 

 China’s ‘Science of Military 
Strategy’ (SMS), published by 
PLA’s Academy of Military Science 
in 2013 is a relevant theorisation 
of PLA’s current military strategy. 

 It offers unique insight into China’s 
perspective of India’s military 
strategy and on how the PLA 
plans to fight and win modern 
wars. 

 China’s SMS helps understanding 
Chinese responses during Ladakh 
2020 and in discerning contours of 
the true nature of threat taking 
shape across the LAC.                                                                                                                                                                                                              
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While the tanks and soldiers could be seen moving back on both sides, the trust deficit, 

however, continues to linger on. 

Is war really a possibility between India and China? Why did Ladakh 2020 happen? Is the 

current Ladakh standoff finally headed towards a genuine resolution or is the current 

agreement merely a ruse by China to lure India into lowering its guard? What should we 

expect in the coming days from our tiresome neighbour?   

This article analyses China’s Science of Military Strategy 2 (SMS)—one of the principal 

doctrinal military publication of the PLA on the study of war—for answers to these questions. 

Compiled in 2013 by the prestigious Academy of Military Science, PLA’s highest-level 

research institute, which employs both academia and researchers from the PLA3; it is widely 

considered the most relevant theorisation of PLA’s current military strategy & thinking and is 

studied extensively by scholars, researchers and military analysts worldwide.4 The relevance 

of the document in the Indian context is amply brought out by the fact that, Chapter 2 of the 

document - ‘Evolution of Military Strategy’, has a dedicated section on India’s military 

strategy— a privilege not granted to any other country, not even the likes of the US, Russia 

& Japan which are discussed together under a single section.5 

Is War a Possibility between India & China? 

Perspectives matter. While a segment of Indian analysts tend to rule out the possibility of a 

full-blown out war between India and China for a number of reasons, ranging from economic 

to geo-political, the SMS emphasises that “there will inevitably be a local war in the future”6 

and it offers an excellent perspective on why China possibly feels a war with India in the 

future is “inevitable”.7 

As Indians, we remain firm in the notion that ours is a benign nation, struggling to maintain 

regional peace despite China’s constant predatory antics. The SMS offers us the Chinese 

version of India — that of a hegemon, a nation constantly attempting to bully its neighbours 

into towing its line, on establishing its dominance in South Asia and claiming the Indian 

Ocean for itself. It details India as having inherited its “military expansionism” from the British 

and cites the three wars with Pakistan, the “provoked” Sino-Indian war of 1962, the 

“annexation” of Sikkim and the Indian Peace Keeping Force’ (IPKF) interventionism in Sri 

Lanka as all examples of this expansionist culture.8 The SMS, thus, paints the picture of an 

India whose belligerence is expected to continue to increase as it becomes stronger, 

continuing to clash with Chinese interests, unless checked. 
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The SMS lists local war with its neighbours over unresolved border issues as one of the four 

categories of wars that China was likely to face in the future.9 Having resolved its land 

border issues with all its neighbours but India, there is little doubt as to who falls into this 

category. The July 2013 article, published by the PRC national news agency Zhongguo 

Xinwenshe which listed the war to recover southern Tibet, in the time period 2035-40, as one 

of “the Six Wars China Must Fight in the Coming 50 Years”10, echoes the SMS assessment.  

One of the favoured arguments of the ‘No Sino-India War Possibility’ theorists remains the 

argument of China’s East coast and the US being China’s main strategic direction and that a 

war with India would only deflect attention and effort, which China would not desire. The 

SMS, however, clearly summarises that the “possibility of military conflict & war” in other 

strategic direction exists and which may in fact be the cause of a bigger “chain reaction”. It 

cites the examples of the 1962 and 1979 wars with India & Vietnam respectively as wars in 

other strategic directions thrust upon it and hints at the need for China to be prepared for the 

eventuality of a military threat from India, at such time when China is possibly already 

militarily engaged in its main strategic directions— those being the re-unification of Taiwan 

and the East China Coast. It exhorts the need for China to be prepared for “high-intensity 

military conflicts that may occur in other directions” and summarises the need for tailor-made 

strategies, operational guidelines and objectives for each specific theatre to include the use 

of “actual innovative tactics”.11 We may thus, even now be unknowing witnesses to the 

PLA’s tailor-made strategy for the Indian theatre in Ladakh.   

Why did Ladakh 2020 Happen? 

Why did China respond with such an exaggerated military deployment in response to a 

routine LAC faceoff, thereby precipitating an equitable Indian buildup and gradually the 

Ladakh 2020 crisis itself? The best explanation is offered by PLA’s ‘Active Defense 

Strategy’, China’s principle “national defense strategy”12 which is elaborated by the SMS.   

When seen from China’s perspective, in which it possibly analysed India’s attempts to 

develop the Shyok-DBO road close to the LAC as India’s unilateral attempt to change the 

status-quo and as a development with definite future military negatives, China has 

responded exactly as per the prescribed “Preventive Deterrence” tenet of its Active Defense 

Strategy. China has attempted “creating a high-strength deterrent, demonstrating strong 

resolve and strong reality to force opponents to pull back from the ‘cliff’ and make full 

preparations for war”.13 The large-scale deployment of the PLA along the Ladakh border was 
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probably intended as a ‘high-strength deterrent’ to force India to walk back from the ‘cliff’ of 

war and stop its activities considered inimical to China’s security and  military interests. The 

Indian Army’s occupation of heights on the Kailash Range in end August 2020 was also 

consequently reported in the Chinese state media as India having “crossed all lines” and 

India now “standing awkwardly on the edge of a cliff”.14 

So what next? The Indian response to the PLA’s high-strength show of force was far from 

compliant. The SMS legislates that if the show of force does not have the desired effect, 

then “take appropriate action, if necessary, to a degree of warfare at the edge, through the 

use of limited and effective warning firepower strikes and information attack (thus) forcing 

the enemy to retreat from jeopardy”.15 This implies that, given India’s refusal to succumb to 

Chinese pressure tactics, we should have expected China to further raise the ante by 

resorting to information attacks or even direct military attacks across the LAC. Why are we 

witnessing disengagement instead? This leads us to the next segment of this study.   

PLA’s Strategic Guidance for Winning Local Wars 

The SMS is deliberate in laying out the roadmap for PLA to win local wars. A scrutiny of the 

prevailing situation, however, highlights that some of the essential conditions, as detailed by 

the SMS for such a Chinese victory in a conventional all-out war against India, are not being 

met in Ladakh.   

 Right to Speak – A Favourable World Opinion. The significance of 

attaining the ‘Right to Speak’ is defined by the SMS as the need for 

establishing a good national image and winning the support of the 

international community before venturing into modern wars. 16  COVID’s 

negative impact on China’s global image possibly dents China’s ability to 

justify launching an all-out war against India over a minor border tussle. 

 Diplomatically Isolating the Enemy. The SMS emphasises use of “clever 

diplomatic means to isolate the enemy to deny outside support”, especially in 

terms of weapons and equipment, before waging war.17  While the subtle 

ongoing diplomatic maneuverings of China, be it with Russia, Iran or even in 

our immediate neighbourhood may be read in this light, it is evident to China 

that isolating a resurgent & powerful India diplomatically to such an extent is 

not possible and in the event of a war with China, there would be a bevy of 

allies standing on the Indian corner as well. 
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 Attaining Surprise and Ensuring Victory. Militarily, the SMS emphasises 

the need for initial rapid attacks to break the enemy’s will to resist in “one fell 

swoop” and to snatch initiative in the operational zone from the outset of 

operations by catching the enemy by surprise. The SMS urges the need to 

show patience and not to be in a hurry to declare war without an absolute 

certainty of victory – “we must avoid stalemate”.18 The large mass of alerted 

Indian Army that has hunkered down in Ladakh opposite it, denies China both 

the opportunity of a surprise rapid attack as also an absolute certainty of 

victory.  

 Properly Ending the War. The SMS is categorical in the need for a well-

defined war termination strategy which averts the quoted botched examples 

of US entanglements in Iraq and Afghanistan. The SMS repeatedly reiterates 

the need to ensure a smooth transition from war to peace — “Hold the theatre 

safe and stable (after the war)… winning situation in the field and turn it into a 

strategic victory, from the state of war to a state of peace favourable to 

oneself”.19 Given that China is today dealing with a far more powerful India, 

viz 1962, China’s ability to win such a decisive victory over India today, which 

guarantees peace for decades, is also bleak. 

If the pre-requisites for an all-out-war are not being met fully, then a hint of the alternative 

available with China is found in the SMS’s reference to “degrees of warfare” and “limited and 

effective warning firepower strikes and information attacks” mentioned above. China, in the 

military domain, has the ready alternative available to calibrate hostilities by limiting its 

responses to actions such as a short-sharp campaign of rocket strikes on the Indian Army, 

now openly arrayed in the barren plains of Ladakh, under the constant and precise scan of 

China’s satellites continuously orbiting the earth. As the SMS states— “The long-range 

precision strike has become a decisive combat style”.20  Despite the availability of such 

options, China has apparently opted for the ‘disengagement’ option over the ‘escalation’ 

option. The last section of this paper summarises the possible reasons for China’s current 

choice. 

Decoding Ladakh 2020 

With the disengagement process now underway between the two sides, Ladakh 2020 is 

uncanny in its growing resemblance to the Doklam 2017 crisis, albeit at a much larger scale 

and intensity - a border incident aggravated by Chinese actions, met by a resolute and 
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strong response by India and the Indian Army, which apparently again surprised the Chinese 

with its intensity and caught them ill-prepared to escalate to the next level. If this assessment 

is correct, then it would be fair to presume that war in Ladakh was never the original intent of 

China in 2020. What has been witnessed was in fact, most possibly, China’s translation of 

the SMS postulate of─ ‘high strength deterrence’ to pressurise India to curtail its 

development activities along the LAC in Ladakh by a large show of strength.  Since the 

deterrence has evidently failed, the SMS now postulates escalation and not disengagement 

and therefore China’s disengagement should be seen as openly circumspect.  

When analysing current Indian military strategy, the SMS decries that “offensive colour (is) 

strong in India’s (current) military strategy” and that India has abandoned the concept of 

“wait for enemy to reach its territory and kill it” and evolved to proactive and preemptive 

strategy to “make war in enemy lands”.21 It is evident that China has assessed Indian Army’s 

predominantly Pakistan oriented ‘Pro-Active Strategy (PAS)’ as equally applicable against it 

and today possibly views the Indian Army’s operations in Ladakh through this prism. The re-

balancing of the Indian Army to the Northern Borders, ordered in January 2021, would have 

only helped further reinforce this assessment of the Chinese.22  The spectre of a rapid Indian 

Army counter-offensive in response to a PLA rocket attack or other escalations of such sort, 

which, given the near complete absence of defences on the Chinese side of the LAC would 

definitely hurt more than just China’s pride— is probably driving China’s current 

mechanisation in Ladakh. 

Deliberate preparations by the PLA, for a conventional war, are warranted when preparing to 

escalate to that magnitude against an opponent— the size and capability of the Indian Army.  

The inputs, thus, of China building defences along the LAC, initially being perceived as a 

possible intent of protracted deployment, may simply have been a misreading of its actual 

intent i.e. to prepare his firm base against the eventuality of an Indian Army counter-

offensive if hostilities were to start. The repeated inputs of PLA conducting extensive 

exercises and live-fire training in the Xizang region and the ongoing fast-track construction in 

the Tibet region of PLA heliports and airfields, capable of hosting advanced fighter jets, are 

also additional indicators of preparations which are under way at break-neck speed but still 

possibly some notches below the desired levels.23The continuation of defence preparation 

across the LAC by China, if witnessed in coming days despite the disengagement, should 

trigger red flags at all levels as indicators of continued preparation for a higher grade 

escalation in the very next crisis – be it inadvertent or staged. 
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A segment of Chinese strategists believes that “the PLA is actually buying time, building 

strong defences and fortification so as to launch a more severe counterattack in a more 

appropriate time”24and a macro view of all these enmeshed developments does point to the 

setting up of a grand stage from which China would probably be finally ready to impart what 

it feels is now a long overdue lesson to India. 

Conclusion  

A Global Times survey held in China in July 2020 found that 70 percent respondents wanted 

strong retaliation by the Chinese Government against the Indian provocations.25There is a 

perceptible undercurrent of dissatisfaction amongst the Chinese population about the terms 

of the February 10, 2021 disengagement as well, which is being discussed as one in which 

China has got the short end of the stick despite being the stronger party.26 How far detached 

from its public sentiment can one expect the Chinese government’s policies and intent to 

be? 

In matters of national security, an ‘over-cautious’ approach is recommended, particularly 

when dealing with China. The 2020 Ladakh standoff brought India and China closer to war 

than they have ever been since 1962 and despite a possible recent thaw in the sentiments 

between the two sides, the ‘cat may yet not be out of the bag’. The SMS exposes the 

Chinese perspective on India and the sooner India realises that a war with China is 

‘inevitable’ and that only strong diplomacy backed by a stronger military can possibly avert it, 

the better prepared India will be for it. A study of the SMS casts a suspicious shadow on the 

ongoing disengagement process itself and even if peace is mutually arrived at in the coming 

days, we should not fool ourselves about the outcome of a similar flare-up in the future. 

Forewarned is forearmed!! 
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