-3 p‘.

Chinese audiences wait in the lobby of a Beijing cinema 4 October 2021 to watch the movie The Battle at Lake Changjin. Released in 2021,
the war movie commissioned by the Central Propaganda Department of the Chinese Communist Party was a cornerstone component of
the party’s one hundred-year anniversary celebration. It depicts combined North Korean and Chinese People’s Volunteer Army forcing
U.S. forces to retreat in a retelling of the Battle of Chosin Reservoir fought during the Korean War. With a budget of $200 million, the
movie is the most expensive film ever produced in China. The film had remarkable national and global financial success, becoming the
second-highest grossing film worldwide in 2021, earning $913 million, and the highest-grossing Chinese film produced on record. The film
ends with the caption, “The great spirit of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid (North) Korea will eternally be renewed! Eternal glory
to the great martyrs of the People’s Volunteer Army!” (Photo by Lou-Foto, Alamy)
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oncerns about covert Chinese influence cam-
paigns increased over the last several years,
according to both the popular and academic
presses as well as government reports.' The concern is
valid, and the general tone of urgency entirely war-
ranted. Our concern is that while we focus on covert
Chinese efforts to manipulate the United States, their
attempts to do so overtly should not be ignored. For
thirty years, the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
has slowly, consciously, and purposefully expended
enormous effort to build an indigenous film industry.
The effort is now paying off in terms of the quality of
Chinese propaganda appearing on mainstream me-
dia-sharing platforms. We consider the motivations
behind this effort, the value China perceives it is getting
from the effort, how we might analyze these videos, and
what motivates it to do this now.
The Department of Defense defines propaganda
as “any form of communication misleading in nature
designed to influence
the opinions, emotions,
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Every country should have the ability to tell

its story to the world. However, a nation’s

narrative should be based on facts and rise

and fall on its own merits. The PRC employs

a variety of deceptive and coercive meth-

ods as it attempts to influence the interna-

tional information environment. Beijing’s

information manipulation spans the use of

propaganda, disinformation, and censorship.

Unchecked, the PRC’s efforts will reshape the

global information landscape, creating biases

and gaps that could even lead nations to make

decisions that subordinate their economic

and security interests to Beijing’s.?
The PRC may only be a “competitor; but in the propa-
ganda domain, it acts as if it is an enemy of the United
States and its allies, even an enemy at war.

Understanding the PRC’s propaganda methods and

how they function should receive a high priority, for
not only America’s general population but also for the
U.S. Army specifically. Much of the propaganda the
PRC produces and attempts to distribute to Western
populations focuses on its military power relative to
ours. Furthermore, a large percentage of the propagan-
da videos it releases are sourced to and produced by (at
least, claimed publicly to be a product of) the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA).

Modern Media

The value of propaganda in wartime has been es-
tablished back to the classical period: the Greeks used
propaganda, as did the Romans. Sun Tzu, the ancient
Chinese authority on warfare (still taught in their service
academies today), emphasized its value, as did Mao
Zedong, still the ultimate and unassailable source.*

The use of propaganda truly escalated in the West
during the two world wars when all major combatants
had vast propaganda organizations to facilitate the
production of materials for internal and external audi-
ences. During World War I, for example, the U.S. gov-
ernment engaged in an aggressive censorship program

Jolie Koonce is a 2023
graduate of UNC-Chapel
Hill who majored in philos-

D. Alexander Jones is
a member of the class of
2025 of UNC-Chapel Hill,

majoring in economics.

ophy and peace, war, and
defense.

38

January-February 2024  MILITARY REVIEW



(ostensibly to avoid any possible risk to public morale).
The war was presented as an American effort to save
“civilization” from the depredations of the “Hun”—as
in those who had marauded across the world alongside
Attila. This was a heavily racialized framework and an
odd one given that the Germans were a largely white,
Christian nation. World War II, of course, saw the
introduction of more modern forms of mass media
harnessed for the use of propagandists. Radio and espe-
cially film were used by the Allied and the Axis powers
in new and powerful ways.®

Part of the reason for the intensity of propaganda
and the extensive efforts of the main World War 11
combatants was that media and media technology had
evolved to a critical point, where the propagandists
could—and did—capitalize on the power of the visual
image. Research from communication, mass commu-
nication and journalism, psychology, advertising, and
public relations all support the power of the visual
image relative to the word alone. As powerful as the
visual image generally is, moving images can be even
more powerful. This is true for several reasons. First, we
are hardwired to follow motion. Images may appeal to
and successfully grab our attention, but moving images
hold our attention.®

Second, visual propaganda—and, again, moving
images in particular—creates a number of benefits for
the propagandist that are not available through words
alone. Images, for example, make it possible to reach
the illiterate, whether that means the very young, a seg-
ment of the population who is illiterate, or a population
who may not read the dominant language’ or even the
language spoken in the video at all.*

And, of course, in film or video, images may be
accompanied by sound: dialogue, musical soundtrack,
sound effects, or sound that makers present as the sup-
posedly contemporaneous sound accompanying the ac-
tion unfolding on the screen. Audio makes possible an
entirely separate channel of emotional appeal working
in concert with the visual. Sound creates cognitive and
emotional linkage between the audience and the image,
as the sound reaches out from the 2-D image into and
through the 3-D reality of the audience.’

China’s Propaganda Efforts
It is especially important to focus on China’s
recent visual propaganda efforts. The quality of the

CHINESE PROPAGANDA

propaganda is astonishing, certainly when compared
to that of subnational extremist or terrorist groups

and even to material coming from Hollywood itself.
Yet the speed with which China moved from relatively
modest efforts to its current output makes this espe-
cially noteworthy: the learning curve is unprecedented.
The change was notable enough and rapid enough to
prompt the question, “How did they do that?”

To answer that question, it requires one to go back
thirty-plus years, back to when the Chinese seemingly
decided that if they were going to compete in “soft
power” in earnest, they would need a film industry
that could compete with the United States.'® They
understood achieving this goal would require a com-
mitment of billions of dollars over many years, yet
nonetheless began to implement that exact strategy.
The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) also realized
it would be impossible to achieve the target on their
own: Hollywood’s cooperation would be required.
Over that time span, China has brilliantly leveraged
its market power to do just that. The CCP financed
Hollywood films, coproduced films with Hollywood
studios, and used the production of those films as
opportunities for its people to learn everything they
needed from Hollywood to render Hollywood itself
obsolete, at least within China (and in some foreign
markets)."! At this point, films imported to the PRC
(e.g., American-made films) are no longer needed to
fill Chinese movie theaters, because Chinese audienc-
es prefer Chinese-made films about Chinese stories
when they are of comparable technical quality."”

When examining Chinese propaganda materials,
specifically videos, one immediately notices their quali-
ty and high-production value, which is the net result of
China making these investments; equipment, training,
everything involved in building out an indigenous film
industry over a period of years. They look like nothing
so much as very short, high-production-value mov-
ies. That is evidence that there is a good chance these
videos were produced by people trained in a system
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Official movie poster for The Battle at Lake Changjin
(2021) (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

modeled on Hollywood, or even potentially by individ-
uals trained by Hollywood professionals.

Why is this happening now? Particularly within
its region, China invested substantially in various soft
power measures and received measurable returns for
its investment: multiple polls showed, over a period of
years, that the public in these countries had demonstra-
bly more positive attitudes toward the PRC than before
the investments were made. The problem from China’s
perspective: the positive attitudes were not permanent,
nor did their investment insulate them against negative
attitudes forming in those countries, which, based on
the PRC’s later actions, created disgruntled publics.”

Over the last twenty years or so, as the PRC has
behaved more aggressively in the region across various
domains, changes in PRC policies often directly and
negatively impacted average people. Attitudes toward
the Chinese were—almost inevitably—impacted.
Cultural exchanges and college scholarships aside, when
the Chinese fishing fleet repeatedly and aggressively
invaded their neighbors’ exclusive economic zones,
threatening smaller vessels (therefore, their livelihoods),
polling results in the region were at some point going to
reflect those aggressive acts. In Laos, the Chinese “Belt

and Road Initiative” bought fabulous new infrastructure

the Laotians could never have afforded on their own.
However, the resulting debt load is crushing the Laotian
economy despite the government paying at least some of
the debt off by yielding control over some of these new
projects to the Chinese, who now effectively own them.
Laos sacrificed its economy for fabulous infrastructure
projects, which Laos no longer controls. Unsurprisingly,
the political result of the Chinese efforts resulted in the
Laotian public slowly but surely registering more positive
feelings toward the United States—the country that, in
living memory, bombed Laos—rather than toward the
Chinese who built its infrastructure.*

Analyzing Chinese Propaganda
When analyzing any communicative text, the first
step is to determine the audience for which the text
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was intended. Determining efficacy requires first
assessing the persuasiveness of the communication,
which of course begs the question: Persuasive to whom?
Depending on who the maker is and what the text is,
making that determination can often become extreme-
ly complicated.

Working with Chinese media, the analyst has
an immediate advantage. Materials intended for an
internal Chinese audience will be posted to Weibo, a
social media platform meant expressly for the Chinese
population. We can confidently say this because it
will be behind the “Great Firewall”"* It is possible, but
unlikely, that anyone other than citizens of the PRC
will be on that platform. At the very least, Weibo
is certainly not the mechanism Chinese authorities
would choose as a vehicle for persuading a non-Chinese
population. When materials are intended for external

CHINESE PROPAGANDA

Actor Wu Jing portraying Wu Qianli, the rough and ready com-
mander of the Revolution's 7th Company in the 2021 film The Battle
at Lake Changjin. (Screenshot courtesy of YouTube)

audiences, on the other hand, whether produced by the
CCP or the PLA, the responsible institution will post
the material to mainstream Western platforms such as
Facebook, YouTube, or TikTok (owned by Beijing but
intended for external audiences). These platform de-
terminations simplify the question of who the audience
for any given item is (at least at a first pass). As Bethany
Allen wrote,

It’s not unusual for foreign governments in a

variety of countries to hand the management

of their social media accounts to outside firms.

‘What'’s unusual about the China case, howev-

er, is that these foreign social media platforms

are blocked domestically. The rise of Chinese
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government agencies officially building their

presence on Twitter, Facebook, YouTube,

and Instagram underscores the asymmetrical

messaging—viewing the platforms as tools to

project propaganda and other official rhetoric

internationally while preventing information

from flowing back home."®
The analyst only needs to look at where a given item
was posted. It is also the case that the Chinese have
content-sharing arrangements with media outlets in
other countries. In other words, some of the material
our team has examined may have appeared on vari-
ous news outlets worldwide and may have appeared
without any attribution suggesting it was sourced
from Beijing."” (Our interest is exclusively in the short
propaganda videos posted to social media. Chinese cin-
ematic films are, no doubt, propagandistic vehicles and
marketable outside China, thanks to their decades-long
partnerships with Hollywood studios. But those films
are beyond the scope of this analysis.)

To make a precise argument about the relative
quality of video-based propaganda requires a defen-
sible metric for the evaluation. Quality is not simply
a subjective measure of “how one feels” about a visual
product, nor is it simply a statement that a given video
is “‘good” or “bad” A usable metric that can serve as a
basis for comparison between videos must be grounded
in technical standards of quality and craft.

The University of North Carolina (UNC) team
initially developed an assessment tool for evaluating
Islamic State (IS) video propaganda.'® Because the tool
must be matched to the specifics of the materials, the
tool was modified for a subsequent study of video game
motifs in jihadist materials.” An additional modifi-
cation for use in the study of right-wing materials is
underway but not yet complete.”

Our team modified the tool to reflect the sub-
stantial jump in the quality of materials between the
highest-end products of terrorist groups and those
produced by Chinese state entities post the influence of
Hollywood. The evaluative model forms a grid where
the x axis provides a scale in percentages to grade the
elements of production value from 0 to 100 percent.
Production value is a measure of craft, of the skill
necessary to maintain a story’s believability, specifi-
cally marked by an absence of breaks in continuity.

A high evaluation or percentage reflects a project in

which high-end Hollywood materials exemplify the
standards. The y axis is comprised of evaluative points
of media production and audio and visual communi-
cation: essentially, this is a list of the elements of video
production that can be graded in terms of quality (see
tables 1 and 2).

The vertical axis provides the opportunity to grade
a video’s technical quality on characteristics that
are arranged into themes or topics. The production
elements convey how effectively a video will appeal
to its target audience and, more specifically, how the
work engages with the efficacy of content (e.g., with
the quality of graphics or camera focus that might
appear), with the message (e.g., the way symbols are
employed), specific technical questions (compression,
framing), aesthetic choices made in the video, aesthet-
ic choices made in the audio, and aesthetic choices
that were culturally informed.

For example, the UNC team analyzed the video post-
ed in 2022, To the Blue Sea.” It tells the story of a day in
the life of a Chinese aircraft carrier evidently on station,
out in the ocean. One reason Chinese propaganda is
compelling is that it isn’t just technically sophisticated it
is technical sophistication in service to a story. The differ-
ence between IS and al-Qaida videos wasn't just that IS
materials were far more technically sophisticated (they
certainly were), it was that IS had figured out the impor-
tance of telling a story. Almost all their videos tell a story,
while very few al-Qaida videos do. To the Blue Sea starts
with an officer arriving to observe aircraft to be launched
in the morning, an excuse for multiple overhead shots
of the carrier in the middle of the ocean (emphasizing
that China is now operating a blue water navy), and it
ends with planes recovered at night. Multiple shots in
that opening sequence are too reminiscent of the film
Top Gun to be a coincidence, and they shoot around the
inconvenient fact that they’re working with a “ski slope”
deck. (It is shown later.)

But after that opening sequence, the real power of
the video lies in the fact that the story speaks through
different characters. Characters, of course, make a story
relatable. The way the makers of this video shift from
one character’s perspective to another’s reveals the
intent of the makers—their thoughtfulness through-
out the production process is apparent. The opening
sequence ends with a shot of an officer who had just
arrived by helicopter, signaling his importance, on the
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bridge, looking out over the deck, and beyond him, in
the distance, several deckhands make their way to a
hatch. There is no attempt to highlight them beyond
the fact that they are in the shot. But the focus of the
video then immediately shifts to the deckhands, a sub-
ject “hand-oft” reminiscent of the opening scene of The
Conversation, a seminal U.S. film.?

Similar shifts occur throughout. This kind of
move demonstrates preproduction planning, nar-
rative strength, character development, framing,
postproduction including color correction, and all
the elements or markers of intention-filled high value
production work. For example, the audience initially
follows a senior enlisted man in that group visible
over the officer’s shoulder. He moves down various
ladders, deeper and deeper below decks, while a
vignette demonstrates his mentoring of a very young
sailor. There is another shift to show us the scene from
the perspective of what appears to be a birthday cake,
as a group of young sailors join the senior man in a
celebration for the youngest. As they all smile, the sto-
ry no longer addresses professionalism and discipline,
so much as themes of teamwork and camaraderie.

Eventually, the audience follows a diminutive female
deckhand who is responsible for securing the planes
above and below deck. Scenes following her carrying
the obviously heavy chains and securing the planes are
intercut with her difficult workouts, assuring the audi-
ence of her physical capacity to carry out her duties to
the best of her ability. Her character demonstrates the

CHINESE PROPAGANDA

enthusiasm and complete commitment of the carrier’s
crew, apart from the pilots, who are very much not the
stars of this film.

Throughout, the audience is shown, through
exciting camera angles and the use of constant, un-
predictable edits, the carrier’s capacity as a tool for
Chinese power projection. Multiple jets can protect
the carrier or attack other targets. The jets are shown as
sleek, modern, powerful, and able to operate as a unit,
multiplying their power. (They are even shown en-
gaged in midair refueling.) The rest of the carrier group
make “cameo” appearances after these short character
sequences—surface ships launching cruise missiles,
even submarines. The quality and success of the video
are only called into question with the final visual and
historic medley of the development of Chinese carrier
naval power. This “tack on” sequence is common to oth-
er PLA videos, signifying a separate control mechanism
as if two hands are at work here.

Another video, China’s PLA Army Enlists Rap-Style
Music Video to Recruit Young Soldiers, focuses not on the
navy but on the combined arms team, aimed specifical-
ly at a younger demographic. This judgment is possible
because the soundtrack is a rap song, a strong callout to
a younger demographic.”® And, second, rapid cuts drive
forward the video edits—the pace of the edits often
accelerates. This kind of rapid “MTV edit” is often
associated with younger makers attempting to attract
younger viewers. Ironically, research suggests that de-
pending on how the material is edited, it may well work

i’
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A screenshot from To the Blue Seq, a video promoting the Chinese navy published 22 April 2022. (Screenshot by authors)
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A screenshot from China’s PLA Army Enlists Rap-Style Music Video to Recruit Young Soldiers. The first ten seconds of this video appear to be
an imitation of earlier versions of recruiting ads for the U.S. Marines. (Screenshot by authors)

against the audience forming strong memories of what
they have viewed.**

The video does not start as a rap video. In fact, the
first ten seconds appear to be an imitation of earlier
versions of recruiting ads for the U.S. Marines. A young
man in full dress uniform slowly and carefully pulls on
his perfect white gloves, which he uses to wipe off the
metal on his shoulder boards. He stands against a dark
background, never revealing his face. We never see all
of him—the camera focuses very tightly on the parts of
him relevant to each shot in sequence. First, the gloves,
then the shoulders, then (from behind) the torso as we
watch him carefully put on his hat. The shots merge
into a scene characterized by swelling orchestral music.

A narration begins as a graphic plays for a few
seconds. We watch very young soldiers run as a
group while carrying apparently very heavy packs.
The audience, via a jib objective camera angle,
observes a small group of tankers who, at the direc-
tion of a team leader, run synchronously to jump
into the hatches of their tanks. The choreography is
impressive, both how carefully timed the men must
be to synchronize their actions, and how perfectly
still their comrades, already waiting for them in the

tanks, have to be in order to create perfect stillness,
which signifies intense discipline.

Except, upon careful inspection, the men rush to
join crew members waiting in the tanks, who are so
perfectly still because they are, in fact, dummies. No
disrespect to their IQ, the maker of the video has liter-
ally deployed mannequins dressed in uniform rather
than risk deploying fallible human beings who are, after
all, capable of sneezing, moving, looking in the wrong
direction, or doing any of a thousand things extras have
done over the years to spoil a director’s elaborate setup.
Significantly, from this scene, the makers demonstrate
a high level of preparedness and planning, of what is
referred to as preproduction. The shot reflects planning
an order of magnitude greater than what the investiga-
tors observed in any IS video. The planning assures that
any image and sound will be captured at a high-pro-
duction level, and the video will accurately reflect the
intended message: one of a careful, disciplined, syn-
chronous team where tanker and tanks become one.

Subsequently, images of soldiers training are in-
tercut rapidly but not so rapidly as to be off-putting.
Rather, when it’s combined with music, whose tempo
continues to increase, it’s broadcasting a message of
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A screenshot from China’s PLA Army Enlists Rap-Style Music Video to Recruit Young Soldiers. Soldiers can be seen rushing to join crew mem-
bers waiting in tanks, who happen to be mannequins dressed in uniform. (Screenshot by authors)

responsiveness (to unseen events presumably to an over-
arching environment).

The rap song begins at marker 0:41, and the quick
staccato pacing drives the action forward, reflected in
the images. The Air Force and the Navy make appear-
ances (someone has to fire all those missiles after all)
starting at 1:00, and the Marines and what appear to be
Chinese SEALs show up just before 1:25. They appear
first in dress uniform, then training—wriggling through
the mud, even engaging in the Chinese version of Basic
Underwater Demolition/SEAL (BUD/S) training,
followed by scenes of many missiles fired.

Toward the final third of the video, images of
Chinese satellites appear, a view of Earth from space,

a command center reminiscent of NASA’s from years
of both news and cinematic depictions of spacecraft
launches from Houston. Images (animated) of satellites
above Earth are interspersed with those of the Chinese
military, and space power technology hangs above the
planet, serenely looping Earth in orbits with no other
country’s equipment visible, conveying Chinese global
dominance and control of the skies.

For all the frenetic activity (and editing), perhaps
the most interesting thing about this video is how

uneven it is in quality throughout. At even the most ba-
sic level, the question of how crisp and clear the image
is varies widely across slightly more than three minutes.
The product informs the audience that the project was
created by multiple media teams, using more than one
set of equipment and guidelines or objectives.

These two videos, in aggregate, are roughly com-
parable in quality as expressed via the UNC grids in
tables 1 and 2. At the end of the day, both communi-
cate hostile intent to the West (and its allies), clearly
and well. The vision in both videos is unified, clear, and
purposeful, designed by a purposeful hand with a clear
goal for the messaging strategy these videos represent.
The intensity of the underlying hostility toward the
Western audience is evident. After all, the point of
visual communication and the use of high-produc-
tion-value product is that it accomplishes what lower
quality materials fail to do: clear quality leaves the
audience little doubt about the message and intent.

Why This Matters

Deterrence is most simply expressed as a relation-
ship between capability and will. The U.S. military
capability relative to the PRC has decreased in recent
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years, which is hardly a state secret. On purely quanti-
tative measures, the Chinese military has edged closer
to that of the United States in recent years and cer-
tainly could pose a threat in certain Pacific scenarios.
The qualitative difference among the forces continues
to give the United States the edge in most scenarios.”
Yet not so long ago, the United States was required as a
matter of doctrine to have the capacity to win a major
regional conflict in the Pacific. That was intended to be
a Korean scenario, not a war with China, but the doc-
trine still set a force requirement for a Pacific military
engagement that has since lapsed. For U.S. deterrence
of China to be assured, there needs to be no doubt
that the United States would be able to not only defeat
China in a potential military conflict but defeat them
overwhelmingly—and quickly. Anything less, any-
thing that can leave doubt as to the outcome of what
such a war might be or providing a victory only after a
prolonged and costly war puts deterrence in doubt. The
ability to deter falls into doubt because deterrence rests
on will alone.”®

Deterrence, remember, is an equation: Deterrence =
f(x) where x is a relationship between capability and will.
Altering one side of the equation requires an equal
operation to the other. Once the United States’ military
capability relative to China’s is perceived to be reduced,
its ability to deter us becomes a possibility. Our ability
to deter them therefore shifts. No longer capable of
deterring them by the simple fact of our overwhelming
military capacity, we must have the ability to signal
we are not deterred, which hangs on the question of
will—which had not been as central when our military
capability was obviously overwhelming. A balanced
outcome hangs on whether the United States possesses
the will—and can communicate that will in advance of
the fact—to defend Taiwan if need be.”” Only if we can
persuasively communicate the will to fight can we avoid
the need to actually do so.

There are two problems. The first, of course, is
that will is an ineffable quality—it is invisible—unlike
capability that is easily communicated since it rests
fundamentally on hardware, which can easily be seen
and therefore counted and measured. Deterrence, in
other words, rests less on a nation’s actual will than on
its adversary’s perception of that will, which may or may
not be accurate. The accuracy of the assessment rests
on the measurement of signs that are, by definition,

always going to be probabilistic. Allowing an adversary
to misjudge one’s will, underestimating that will, for
example, can be destabilizing and dangerous. On the
other hand, crafting circumstances so that an adversary
misjudges one’s will as stronger than it is in reality can
be stabilizing since the misperception will tend to con-
vince the assessors that the risks of initiating conflict
are too costly to justify the effort. But, again, that begs
the question, “How does one communicate will?”

The second problem is that the challenge faced by
the Chinese in communicating will is far simpler than
that faced by the United States. The asymmetry is stark:
for the United States, if an American president chose to
present a determined commitment to defend Taiwan,
that communication could be undermined if the White
House staff disagreed (as has already happened several
times to President Joseph Biden), or if public opinion
polls suggest American public opinion would not sup-
porta long—term commitment to a Taiwan at war, or if a
division persists in Congress over what our policy should
be. For China, will comes down in practice to the will
of a single man: if Xi Jinping says they are committed to
“reunification” by force, if necessary, then no one doubts
that is what China’s policy will be, period.

Yet current U.S. actions have made the level and the
certainty of its commitments to allies unclear: the de-
bacle of the pull-out from Afghanistan, characterized
by the thousands upon thousands of allies left behind
despite the commitments made to them; the politi-
cal polarization and general dysfunction in Congress,
leaving our political leaders seemingly paralyzed and
the increased (and increasingly public) questioning of
support for the Ukrainians, culminating in a last-min-
ute funding deal to avoid a government shutdown char-
acterized by the removal of all funding for Ukraine,
despite explicit claims that the United States would
provide support for them to the end—and which was
enough to bring down the speaker of the house who
negotiated that deal. The combination of these issues
means that our will regarding a possible Chinese attack
on Taiwan cannot be taken for granted. The CCP will
not merely be questioning our will: once it sees our will
as a possible weak point, China will work to erode it, by
whatever means are at its disposal, certainly including
the use of propaganda.

While the Western allies currently believe
that they are in a state of “peace,” Chinese
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security planners have quite a different per-

ception. They believe that China is already

engaged in an intense struggle that they

often describe as a form of warfare—politi-

cal warfare. The primary instruments used

have been activist diplomacy, propaganda,

media manipulation, information campaigns,

intense cyber operations, subversion, political

corruption, economic coercion, facilitated

trade in fentanyl and other opioids to the U.S.

and the West, and the preemptive occupation

and militarization of contested territories.?®
Arguments regarding China’s weakness in a plausible
scenario for them taking Taiwan militarily in fact prove
the risk inherent to the moment. Given Xi’s apparent
commitment to the unification of the island with the
PRC, by force if necessary, and given the Chinese have
the same capability to assess the weakness of their
position that we do and may believe that the longer
they wait, the worse their position will become, the
window of opportunity for a Chinese military takeover
is closing in their perception. Some analysts argue that
China’s economic contraction is not going to be re-
versed, and data reflects that their demographic decline
certainly will not be.”

Therefore, the best bet for the Chinese is to deter us
from becoming involved, to convince us that in the event
they do move on Taiwan, the United States should sim-
ply stay out of it—not because we would lose necessari-
ly— but because of the questions they want us to ask: Is

CHINESE PROPAGANDA

this our fight? Is it worth what it would cost us in blood
and treasure? No one believes we could defend Taiwan
at this point without serious expenditures in casualties,
military equipment, and money, perhaps extended over
years. Simultaneously, the Chinese attempt to persuade
the Taiwanese not to fight—again, because resistance
simply is not worth the effort, the cost in lives, and the
inevitable damage to so much of Taiwanese society.

The videos the PRC is posting to mainstream
American sites about the strength (and capacities) of
its military should be read through this lens as attempts
to deter both American and Taiwanese responses to a
PRC move on Taiwan. Many of these videos, if posted
to sites intended for internal consumption, could easily
be read as part of recruitment drives for the Chinese
armed forces or as attempts to raise support and morale
for such a war, whatever the costs, hardships, or losses a
conflict might require.

But when posted to social media sites unavailable to
the average Chinese citizen, the same material must be
read differently. Posted to YouTube and thus unavail-
able to young Chinese men, the videos are hardly going
to serve as effective components of a recruitment drive
but instead as signs of capacity and will. ®
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Screen shot of Attu terrain in development. The
VSR technician is replicating the rivers and lakes as
they appeared in 1943.

New Virtual Staff Ride

The Battle of Attu (May 1943)

Combat Studies Institute is currently developing a virtual
staff ride (VSR) for the Battle of Attu, part of the campaign
in the Aleutian Islands against the Japanese in World War
Two. The VSR is set for release in 2024, and it will provide
insights into fighting on difficult terrain that includes the
tundra-like surface known as muskeg as well as a challenging
climate. The study will also offer relevant insights into numer-
ous aspects of warfare to include offensive and defensive
operations, joint operations, and mission command. This
staff ride will demonstrate how the 7th Division battled and
defeated nature’s obstacles as well as the Japanese.
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laser focused on answering exactly that question.
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29. Ibid., 1-11. Babbage argues that from the Chinese point of
view, the fear is that their own strategic power may have peaked,
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The Battle of Attu uses simulated 3D terrain presented in
front of the audience to help immerse participants in the
terrain. It serves as an excellent training event for units inter-
ested in fighting on difficult terrain and in a tough climate,
and also units that want to become better acquainted with

the Northern Pacific region.

To learn more about virtual staff rides, visit

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Educational-Services/Staff-Ride-Team-Offerings/
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MESSAGING

Table 1. Rap Style

CRITERION

SCORE

NOTES

AUDIENCE

Explicit Target Audience

Appeal

Target Delivery Success

Marketing

CONTENT

CHARACTER: Continuity (PLA
One=All)

CHARACTER: Identifiable, Empathy,
Quality of Acting

Content Organization

Narratives and Implication

SYMBOLOGY: Confuscist

SYMBOLOGY: Marxist

SYMBOLOGY: Nationalist

Visual/Artistic Sophistication

MESSAGE

Focused Valence of Message

Graphics

Intention

Media Element Delivery

Metadata

Scale of Message -- local, regional,
national, or international

Specific Message Success

MEDIA PRODUCTION

OVERALL TECHNICAL
IMPACT

Cinematography

Delivery Technique - Compression

DRC-A

DRC-V

Editing Craft Enhances Video/Story

Evidence of Pre-Production

Evidence of Production

Evidence of Post-Production

Image Framing (Scale: flattened to
3D or intention)

Resolution: audio/video

Set: Quality and Location

SOPHISTICATION OF AESTHETIC
CHOICES: A trained eye/hand exerts
standardized industry stylists
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Table 1. Rap Style (continued)

CHINESE PROPAGANDA

SOPHISTICATION OF AESTHETIC
CHOICES: Non-historically trained
aesthetic practice disrupting

the status quo of craft/media
production - successful breach

STANDARDS -- Location: local,
regional, national, or international

VISUAL AESTHETICS

CAMERA TECHNIQUES: Movement
& Angles

CAMERA TECHNIQUES: Tripod
vs. Non-Steady in the Majority --
Consistent and Uniform

Camera Type & Quality

Clear Evidence of Steadying
Algorithms

Composition - Rule of 3rds

CONTENT: Empathy - Navigates
Around Sadness, Pity

CONTENT: Limit Condition - Upsets
Status Quo

CONTENT: Thematic Continuity

Continuity

Equipment Knowledge (grain,
depth of field, etc.)

Flow & Movement of Images

GRAPHICS: Overall Quality

GRAPHICS: 2 D FX (AfterEffects,
Adherence to formalist design
principles)

GRAPHICS: 3 D FX (Cinema or Maya,
MOTION)

Intention

Intersection Points

Level and Sophistication of Mark

Lighting Type/Technique

Logo/Brand

Mechanics (sophistication of
technique and craft)

Mise-en-Scéne

AUDITORY AESTHETICS

Acquisition - Microphone

Audio Continuity

Audio Recording Devices

Asynchronous Audio

Craft Overall

Diegetic Representation

Foley

Mechanics (sophistication of
technique and craft)

Synchronous Audio

Timing
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Table 1. Rap Style (continued)

CULTURALLY SPECIFIC
AESTHETICS (category
name tentative???)

CRAFT EDITS: reinforces
spontaneity and impatience
informed by the democratization of
digital media

CRAFT EDITS: youth style (MTV
aesthetic) comprised of rapid edits,
flickering, flash edits, reverse, slow
motion

Culturally Informed Aesthetic
- aTrained Eye/Hand Exerts
Standardized, Historic Cultural
Stylistics

Poetic - Characterized by the
removal of -- Shift from strict
Chinese access points to more
universal

Reflects the entertainment maker is
most familiar with, given languages
world appeal and propogation over
movie marketing and filtering

Timing -- reflects target
demographic typical/pop forms
(games as example)

(Table by authors)
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Table 2. To the Blue Sea

CHINESE PROPAGANDA

CRITERION

SCORE

NOTES

MESSAGING

AUDIENCE

Explicit Target Audience

Appeal

Generally sophisticated but delivery
image comp, weak, not tremendous
- lower than others in series

- appeared

Target Delivery Success

Marketing

CONTENT

CHARACTER: Continuity (PLA
One=All)

CHARACTER: Identifiable, Empathy,
Quiality of Acting

Content Organization

Narratives and Implication

SYMBOLOGY: Confuscist

SYMBOLOGY: Marxist

SYMBOLOGY: Nationalist

Visual/Artistic Sophistication

MESSAGE

Focused Valence of Message

Graphics

Intention

Media Element Delivery

Metadata

Scale of Message -- local, regional,
national, or international

Specific Message Success

MEDIA PRODUCTION

OVERALL TECHNICAL
IMPACT

Cinematography

Delivery Technique - Compression

DRC-A

DRC-V

Editing Craft Enhances Video/Story

Evidence of Pre-Production

Evidence of Production

Evidence of Post-Production

Image Framing (Scale: flattened to
3D or intention)

Resolution: audio/video

Set: Quality and Location
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Table 2. To the Blue Sea (continued)

SOPHISTICATION OF AESTHETIC
CHOICES: A trained eye/hand exerts
standardized industry stylists

STANDARDS -- Location: local,
regional, national, or international

VISUAL AESTHETICS

CAMERA TECHNIQUES: Movement
& Angles

CAMERA TECHNIQUES: Tripod
vs. Non-Steady in the Majority --
Consistent and Uniform

Camera Type & Quality

Clear Evidence of Steadying
Algorithms

Composition - Rule of 3rds

CONTENT: Empathy - Navigates
Around Sadness, Pity

CONTENT: Limit Condition - Upsets
Status Quo

CONTENT: Thematic Continuity

Continuity

Equipment Knowledge (grain,
depth of field, etc.)

Flow & Movement of Images

GRAPHICS: Overall Quality

GRAPHICS: 2 D FX (AfterEffects,
Adherence to formalist design
principles)

GRAPHICS: 3 D FX (Cinema or Maya,
MOTION)

Intention

Intersection Points

Level and Sophistication of Mark

Lighting Type/Technique

Logo/Brand

Mechanics (sophistication of
technique and craft)

Mise-en-Scene

AUDITORY AESTHETICS

Acquisition - Microphone

Audio Continuity

Audio Recording Devices

Asynchronous Audio

Craft Overall

Diegetic Representation

Foley

Mechanics (sophistication of
technique and craft)

Synchronous Audio

Timing
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Table 2. To the Blue Sea (continued)

CHINESE PROPAGANDA

CULTURALLY SPECIFIC
AESTHETICS (category
name tentative???)

CRAFT EDITS: reinforces
spontaneity and impatience
informed by the democratization of
digital media

CRAFT EDITS: youth style (MTV
aesthetic) comprised of rapid edits,
flickering, flash edits, reverse, slow
motion

Culturally Informed Aesthetic
- aTrained Eye/Hand Exerts
Standardized, Historic Cultural
Stylistics

Poetic - Characterized by the
removal of -- Shift from strict
Chinese access points to more
universal

Reflects the entertainment maker is
most familiar with, given languages
world appeal and propogation over
movie marketing and filtering

Timing -- reflects target
demographic typical/pop forms
(games as example)

(Table by authors)
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