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Abstract 
 
There is a growing acceptance amongst western sinologists, Chinese intellectuals and liberal-minded 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) members that, if pivotal political and economic reforms are not 
implemented, the CCP could collapse due to social unrest aggravated by a stagnation of economic 
growth. A key component to the legitimacy of the CCP is its capacity to deliver economic growth and 
ensure continuously improving standards of living. China is in the midst of an economic transition, 
where it is required to begin a new stage of development towards a modern economy if it is to maintain 
its current growth levels. However, multiple complicating factors within China have the potential to 
obstruct the successful implementation of necessary reforms. The Communist Party is struggling to 
mitigate a growing number of domestic issues and pressures while upholding their authoritarian rule. 
Without reform, there may be economic stagnation and a rapid increase in social discontent. The 
repercussions of this are likely to have dramatic implications for China, as well as far reaching 
geopolitical consequences, including significant implications for Australia and the surrounding region. 
 

Recommendations 
 

1. Pursue a whole-of-government approach to scenario based planning, which consider 
alternative future directions for China’s trajectory. Possible scenarios should include: 

 A repeat of the Tiananmen Square protests 
 The collapse of the CCP 
 An economic crisis 
 A military Coup d’état 
 Democratisation 
 Civil war 

 
2. Based on whole-of-government analysis, the Australian national sceuirty community should 

consider the possible security implications for Australia and the broader Asia Pacific region if 
China does not continue to rise as forecasted.  
 

3. Continue to engage with the CCP, encouraging China to become a responsible member on 
the international stage and open to assistance on matters concerning their domestic issues. 
 

4. Maintain and build relationships with influential PLA and Communist Party members. 
 

Introduction  
 
China has achieved unprecedented levels of economic growth in the last three decades, transforming 
itself into a major power. The general assumption has been that China will overcome its domestic issues 
and smoothly transition into a developed economy; there are predictions that China will overtake the US 
as the world’s largest economy by 2030 and in the next two decades challenge the US’ military 
capabilities.1 As a result, discussion within the region’s academic and governmental sphere has focused 

                                                        
1Lisa Karpova, 'China Threatens to End the Military Rule of the U.S. In Asia', pravada.ru,  (2013). 
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on the assumption that (i) China’s continued economic growth is inevitable, (ii) its military’s capability 
and presence will expand and (iii) the CCP will maintain the current, stable status quo as a system of 
government. 
 
As the 2013 White Paper demonstrates2, Australia incorporates a strong China as a fundamental factor 
in its long-term planning. This is compounded by Australia’s strategic alliance with the US, who, in order 
to balance China’s rise, has pivoted towards the Asia-Pacific. The US has also enhanced military alliances 
with the Philippines and Vietnam and reinvigorated its relationship with Japan, causing Beijing to feel 
increasingly contained.3 As a result of current strategic and political analysis forecasting China’s 
successful trajectory, Australian economic and military planning has neglected to consider a scenario 
where China’s political and economic transition to a developed nation is disrupted. If this eventuates, 
the potential consequences could range from an economic slowdown within China to the collapse of the 
CCP. It is important that Australia plan for this possibility, in order to avoid being caught by surprise, as 
was the case for the US when the Soviet Union disintegrated. 
 
This paper will explore the potential strategic future by examining the domestic issues that China is 
presently facing and depict how pivotal they are to the stability of China’s leadership and to the country 
itself. It will use the Tiananmen Square protests of 1989 to contend that, if a similar situation of social 
unrest was to unfold within China, the CCP’s legitimacy could be challenged. Finally, this paper will 
identify the key geopolitical and economic implications to the region if the CCP’s failure were to occur.4 
 

Domestic Issues 
 
China’s growth over the last three decades has primarily been the result of the mobilisation of the 
surplus rural populace. This, however, is no longer a viable option. China has reached the Lewisian’s 
turning point where there is no longer a pool of surplus rural workers to draw from. China is becoming 
less competitive in labour-intensive industries due to the rising cost of labour. This requires the country 
to harness new drivers of growth as they become uncompetitive, shifting its economy from a low-cost 
producer to producing more sophisticated goods and services. This transition involves a risk, known 
widely as the “middle-income trap” whereby a country may become permanently entrenched as a 
middle income earning nation, unable to compete against lower cost producers while also lagging 
behind advanced economies.5 Analysts have argued that China has an above average risk of falling into 
this “trap”,6 the implication of which is that they will no longer be able to maintain economic growth, 
challenging the CCP’s legitimacy. 
 
This transition of China’s economy to higher end goods and services is being impeded by multiple 
domestic issues including: an inefficient banking and financial sector; widespread corruption prevalent 
in all aspects of Chinese society; income inequality; and, an education system which is failing to produce 

                                                        
2Commonwealth Of Australia, 'Defence White Paper 2013', in Department Of Defence (ed.), (2013). 
3Liang Fook, 'China-Us Relations; Coping with a Us Pivot to the Asia-Pacific Region', in Wang Gungwu (ed.), China: 
Development and Governance (5 Toh Tuck Link, Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co. Pte. Ltd, 2013). 
4 Michael Auslin, 'Planning for China's Fall', The Diplomat,  (2012). 
5Michael Schuman, 'Can China Escape the Middle-Income Trap', TIME, http://business.time.com/2013/03/12/can-
china-escape-the-middle-income-trap/ (2013). 
6Akio Egawa, 'Will Income Inequality Cause a Middle-Income Trap in Asia?', Bruegel Working Paper,  (2013). 
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graduates that are capable of taking China to the next level of development. These economic issues are 
compounded by a set of social and political pressures, which are undermining China’s stability. These 
include: the rising tensions of ethnic minorities; significant environmental issues; and, finally, the 
expanding middle-class placing greater pressure on the CCP, who, historically, have been able to 
mitigate this problem with nationalistic dogma. 
 

Issues 
 

1. The banking and financial sector has a multitude of pressing concerns, largely due to the 
expansion of risky and complicated financial practices, including widespread bad loans and a 
shadow banking industry. Additionally, with distortions in interest rates, there has been an 
enormous misallocation of capital; state-owned enterprises (SOE) have been favoured and the 
banking sector has been shielded from the need to build a risk-management capacity. The result 
has stymied national employment by diverting China’s financial resources from the more 
efficient private sector.7 Some factions in the CCP see SOEs as vital to maintaining state control 
of economic development. 
 

2. China’s society and, more seriously, its political system suffer from deeply embedded and 
widespread corruption.8 An unconfirmed report leaked by the People’s Bank of China states, 
that between 1994 and 2008, 18,000 corrupt officials fled the country, taking with them an 
estimated US$120 billion in plundered assets.9 Furthermore, corruption, combined with China’s 
political problems, has prompted increasing numbers of China’s wealthy to emigrate due to the 
fear of economic collapse. 

 
3. Income inequality within China is accelerating quickly. In 2012, The National Bureau of Statistics 

published a report measuring inequality around the globe and placed China as one of the 
world’s most unequal societies.10Alongside corruption, the ‘Hukou’ household registration 
system is a large contributor to this problem, restricting citizens from rural areas sharing in the 
urban economic benefits.11 

 
4. The traditional education system operating throughout China, with its lack of academic 

freedom, is struggling to produce graduates with the required skills to upgrade its workforce. 
Combined with a backdrop of faltering domestic demand and a troubled world economy, 
companies operating in China have become more tentative when hiring young graduates.12 With 
approximately 6.99 million students graduating in 2013 from Chinese colleges and universities13 
there is an ever-increasing pool of frustrated and unemployed youth, who have the potential to 
increase social unrest throughout the nation. 

                                                        
7Mark Beeson, 'Out of the Shadows: China's Financial Problems Have International Implications', The Conversation, 
2014. 
8Nottingham Shujie Yao, 'Challenges in China's Next Stage of Development', EAST ASIA FORUM  
9Peng Wang Roderic Broadhurst, 'Corruption and Bo Xilai by-Products of China’s Bigger Problem', ibid. 
10Nottingham Shujie Yao, 'Challenges in China's Next Stage of Development', ibid. 
11Hitoshi Tanaka, 'China and Shared Regional Prosperity: Five Risk Factors', ibid. 
12Shuang Ren, 'Who Is to Blame for the Worst Graduate Job Market in China’s History?', EAST ASIA JOURNAL  
13Ibid. 
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Pressures 
 

1. China faces pressures emanating from Xinjiang, Tibet and, to a lesser degree, Inner Mongolia. 
Part of the reason behind hostilities, as seen in the 2009 riots within Xinjiang Province14, is the 
inequalities present between minorities and the predominant ethnic Han Chinese. Despite many 
efforts by the government to alleviate these issues15 there continues to be a sharp ethnic divide. 
Tensions with Tibet have been at their highest in years with displays of self-immolation.16 
Furthermore, in Inner Mongolia, the death of an ethnic Mongolian at the hands of a Han 
Chinese triggered street protests.17 In response to this tension, the CCP have deployed riot 
police and paramilitary troops using heavy-handed measures to disperse crowds and patrol the 
streets. 
 

2. Water scarcity and pollution have drawn increasing attention in China since the late 1990’s. The 
problems are severe and worsening, prompting questions about water and environmental 
sustainability, which will have implications for China’s long-term development.18 As a result of 
the severe water pollution in China, less than half of its water can be treated for human 
consumption and a quarter of surface water cannot even be utilised for industrial needs.19 The 
problem is compounded by rapid industrial development and the increased use of water-
intensive crops. In the Bertelsmann Foundation’s study, China received a score of two out of a 
possible ten for environmental policy.20 

 
3. China’s newly-prosperous, educated and expanding middle-class have increased expectations of 

the CCP and have a greater capacity to exert pressure. During 2012, there were over 200,000 
mass demonstrations within China, compared with 78,000 one decade earlier.21 Additionally, 
Chinese citizens are increasingly utilising online means to vent their political frustrations.22 
Concerns over corruption and the need for weiwen “keeping stability” have rapidly increased 
the costs of maintaining public order.23 The CCP can no longer alleviate the frustrations of the 
growing Chinese middle-class with assertions of democratic centralism and campaigns against 
corruption.24 

 

                                                        
14Weng Cuifen  Shan Wei, 'China's "New Deal" in Xinjiang and Its Challenges', in Wang Gungwu (ed.), China: 
Development and Governance (5 Toh Tuck Link, Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co. Pte. Ltd., 2013). 
15Ibid. 
16Ben Blanchard, 'China Says Tibet Policy 'Correct', No Turning Back', REUTERS, Oct 22, 2013. 
17Jaine Florcruz, 'Inner Mongolia Beset by Ethnic Conflict', CNN, June 3, 2011. 
18Zhuoying Zhang and Minjun Shi Honk Yang, 'The Impact of China's Economic Frowth on Its Water Resources: A 
Regional and Sectoral Assessmenrt In: Rebalancing and Sustaining Growth in China.',  (2012). 
19Scott Moore, 'Issue Brief: Water Resource Issues, Policy and Politics in China', 
(http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2013/02/water-politics-china-moore, Paper | February 12, 2013). 
20Sebastian Heilmann Aurel Croissant, Dirk Schmidt, Dirk Schmidt, 'Need for Reform and Governance Capacities in 
Asia: Country Report China', (http://news.sgi-network.org/uploads/tx_amsgistudies/China-report.pdf). 
21Shujie Yao, 'Challenges in China's Next Stage of Development',  
22Hitoshi Tanaka, 'China and Shared Regional Prosperity: Five Risk Factors', ibid. 
23Peng Wang Roderic Broadhurst, 'Corruption and Bo Xilai by-Products of China’s Bigger Problem', ibid. 
24Ibid. 
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These wide ranging domestic issues and pressures collectively pose a threat to China’s stability. 
Furthermore, these domestic issues are why China may struggle to proceed to the next level of 
economic development and maintain the country’s current growth rate. This could have significant 
implications for the Chinese leadership if it is to maintain the public’s confidence in its position as the 
governing body of China. For the CCP to preserve its legitimacy it must maintain one of its core 
promises, that is, to continue economic growth and improve living standards for the citizens of China.25 
Thus far, the CCP’s failure to provide social equality or political reform has been insufficient motivation 
to cause an eruption of destabilising social unrest. However, combined with a dire economic climate and 
minimal employment prospects, it may be enough to ignite greater social frustration, potentially having 
a detrimental impact on the CCP’s future.  
 
Thus, a key concern is whether the CCP can effectively implement the required reforms to transition to 
the next stage of economic development.26 With the release of the Communiqué in November last year, 
China’s leadership displayed a strong indication of the direction they wish to pursue over the next 
decade and the set of reforms needed to achieve it.27 However, analysts argue that today’s leaders lack 
the authority that Deng Xiaoping had in the 1980s and will be unable to lead China’s next stage of 
development.28 There is a stark contrast between the effective power both Mao and Deng wielded and 
the influence of China’s current leadership. Furthermore, implementing the reforms required to 
preserve modern China will be a far more difficult task.29 
 
The implementation of these reforms will involve a considerably more open and transparent set of 
institutional arrangements.30 It would require the CCP to loosen the reigns over many aspects of Chinese 
society. Powerful groups, who are favoured under the current system, will be averse to such immense 
changes occurring as it challenges their personal interests and privileges. For the current Premier, Xi, 
and his Party to be successful in implementing economic and political reform, they will need the full 
support of all factions within the Communist Party. This will clash with a deeply imbedded culture of 
resisting reform; for example, many in the CCP perceive that the collapse of the Soviet Union was the 
result of the liberal reforms implemented by Gorbachev prior to its demise. It reaffirmed the belief that 
maintaining party ideals is crucial to the CCP’s survival.31 Even recently, the Party has displayed their 
reluctance to effectively reform, with the “lurch to the left”, reasserting one-Party control and appealing 
to old Party principles.32 
 
With the growth rate slowly eroding, the need for effective, wide-ranging domestic reforms is pertinent, 
to stabilise the economy and maintain cohesion within society. Without reform, the CCP’s domestic 
issues will likely deteriorate and the Party’s political legitimacy, especially with China’s new middle-class, 
may falter. A plausible outcome of such inaction is an uncontrollable rise in social unrest. 
 

                                                        
25Hitoshi Tanaka, 'China and Shared Regional Prosperity: Five Risk Factors', ibid. 
26Peter Drysdale, 'Crossing This Chinese River Needs Building a Large Bridge', ibid. 
27Vikram Nehru, 'Some Hope for Reform from China’s Third Plenum', ibid. 
28Susan Shirk, 'Can China’s Leaders Harness Support for Change?', ibid. 
29Peter Drysdale, 'Crossing This Chinese River Needs Building a Large Bridge', ibid. 
30Ibid. 
31Auslin, 'Planning for China's Fall'. 
32Peter Drysdale, 'Left, Right or Straight Ahead on Chinese Reform', EAST ASIA FORUM  
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A repeat of the 1989 Tiananmen Square Protest 
 
Having established the multitude of political, economic and social issues affecting Chinese society, the 
question remains as to what the result of this rising tension may be. History may provide some insight, 
as this is not the first time that the rule of the CCP has been challenged by internal turmoil. The events in 
Tiananmen Square in 1989, demonstrate how widespread protest has previously been the result of the 
CCP’s inability to deal with domestic discontent. It is reasonable to conclude that, if the CCP is unable to 
resolve China’s current issues, widespread social unrest may again challenge their legitimacy and 
undermine internal stability. Furthermore, although the CCP was ultimately able to retain control of the 
country in 1989, there are three key differences between these two situations. Firstly, there has been a 
significant decrease in support for the CCP, as the issues affecting China today are more widespread and 
damaging than in 1989. Secondly, the rise of information technology and globalisation, despite the CCP’s 
attempts to censure, has allowed the spread of ideas, creating connections between dissidents in all 
levels of society. Finally, the changed nature of both China’s internal security forces and the military will 
play a fundamental role in the effectiveness of future internal peacekeeping. 
 
The first key distinction between past and present is that China’s current domestic issues are both more 
serious and affect a larger spectrum of the general public than the student/worker inspired movement 
of Tiananmen. In 1989, the public outcry did not gain enough momentum to challenge the CCP’s 
legitimacy. This is due, firstly, to the fact that Chinese protests were largely limited to the student- and 
working-classes in 1989. In contemporary China, all sections of Chinese society are facing credible 
issues: the disillusioned student-class continue to face the poor job prospects of their protesting 
forbears, the growing middle-class demand a greater say in both politics and economics and the 
working-class increasingly feel the effects of the growing economic inequality within society. Combined 
with the number of rural migrants flooding urban centers, with no work and few prospects, it has 
created a tinder box ready to ignite. Finally, those who have seen the benefits of the growing Chinese 
economy, the upper-class, are also apprehensive; ultimately, they have the most to lose should the CCP 
fall and the country destabilise. 
 
Secondly, the rise of information technology has allowed the spread of ideas, creating connections 
between dissidents in all levels of society. It may increasingly become a conduit for the people to unite 
and mobilize. Ongoing issues with the Chinese judicial system have resulted in a lack of recourse for the 
public to resolve their frustrations; information technology is filling this void. The result is the decrease 
in the public’s support of the CCP and its ideals.33 The lethality of this combination – a large number of 
discontents across all classes of society, facing legitimate and severe issues and armed with a method 
for communication and unification – has already been demonstrated by the Arab Spring. In1989, the 
possibility of Chinese revolution was not one commonly considered; very few dissidents explicitly 
advocated the violent overthrow of the CCP,34 preferring to lobby for reform of existing systems. Should 
public discontent erupt in China in the future, this may not be the case again. A growing proportion of 
the population no longer shares the Party’s idealistic values and has been empowered by watching the 

                                                        
33Jamil Anderlini, 'How Long Can the Communist Party Survive in China?', Financial Times, 2013. 
34Andrew Scobell, 'Why the People's Army Fired on the People', in Luo Ning Roger V. Des Forges, Wu Yen-Bo (ed.), 
Chinese Democracy and the Crisis of 1989 (State University of New York, 1993). 
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revolutionaries of Egypt and Libya over the last few years.35 It is possible, in the current climate, that any 
significant public outcry may be sufficient to ignite the spark of revolution. 
 
The final key issue that separates Tiananmen from the current situation is the fundamental changes 
which have occurred in the PLA; over the past two decades, it has become a more professional and less 
politicised military. This has forced the CCP to adopt new tactics for maintaining internal security. In 
1989, the PLA was the CCP’s key means of suppressing the student movement. However, many PLA 
senior officers publicly declared themselves against using troops for this purpose, with some going so far 
as to disobey orders to intervene. One senior general refused to march his soldiers into Beijing to clear 
students, directly disobeying the CCP’s directives, while many other military members petitioned against 
the PLA taking action.36 Despite its effectiveness, PLA intervention in 1989 was a very unpopular move 
within the military, severely affecting morale. 
  
It is reasonable to expect that this reluctance to intervene could manifest again in the future, as the PLA 
has undergone an extended period of modernization since Tiananmen. This is at odds with the CCP’s 
attempts to ensure the loyalty of their armed forces.The PLA is more self-confident than ever, with 2.3 
million men and women under arms. Xi’s injunction that ‘the Party comes first’ is a sign of the insecurity 
felt by modern Chinese leaders at the top of their nation’s huge and increasingly powerful armed forces. 
As it grows mightier, the PLA is becoming more complicated for the CCP to control. The CCP has 
endeavored to retain the loyalty of their generals, but the result has been mixed as best. Xi is on 
especially good terms with a number of senior military members, partly due to his father’s past position. 
However, most of the senior generals were appointed by his predecessors, leaving a question mark over 
their loyalties.37Additionally, many PLA officers are not happy with this renewed emphasis on political 
indoctrination and Party control or the nepotism exhibited in military appointments.38 
 
As a result, the Chinese military remains deeply divided, particularly with regards to the philosophical 
issue of how a military should interact with and serve the government. Some still seek to support the 
CCP, while others advocate for an army of the people. Many officers in the PLA feel the army must 
rescue the party from itself39 and, as a result, may decide it is time to take control of the Party, not 
unlike the recent events in Thailand. This division ultimately compromises the PLA to both outcomes – 
as an independent, professional army or as a loyal, Party-bound military force. Even more than during 
Tiananmen, the willingness and ability of the PLA to deploy to prevent social unrest is highly 
questionable. Any attempt by the CCP to force the PLA to heel may cause the final splintering of the 
army away from the regime. 
 
The CCP are all too aware of the depoliticisation of the military and fears that they may lose control over 
their generals and troops if they are pressed into another Tiananmen-like situation. As a result, the CCP 
has focused on strengthening the Chinese police and increasing monitoring capabilities, in the hope that 

                                                        
35Anderlini, 'How Long Can the Communist Party Survive in China?'. 
36Richard Mcgregor, '5 Myths About the Chinese Communist Party', Foreign Policy,  (2014). 
37Ibid. 
38Scobell, 'Why the People's Army Fired on the People'. 
39Ibid. 
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they will not have turn to the military to placate the increasing social unrest.40 However, in the long 
term, this focus on internal policing may exacerbate the existing issues. Firstly, tightening security in a 
country that has endured years of political and social repression will inevitably undermine any attempts 
to negotiate with dissenters or placate the populace with reform. Secondly, the CCP’s expansion of 
police power, to ensure they possess an effective and loyal shield against future discord, will serve to 
aggravate the existing issues of corruption and brutality within the police force. Finally, this tactic is 
recognized by the public as another band-aid solution to the plethora of issues faced by China. 
Ultimately, a focus on internal policing and security may give rise to greater dissatisfaction and 
resentment within the public, further undermining the stability of the regime.41 
 

Future Direction 
 
While there is a general consensus that China will face some significant challenges and changes in the 
near future, attempting to predict the potential outcome is a monolithic task. At one end of the 
spectrum it is entirely plausible that the CCP will successfully negotiate the next few years of economic 
transition, maintaining their legitimacy and power. This outcome will certainly result in an economic 
slowdown for China and, as a result, the rest of the world, as it is highly unlikely that China will be able 
to maintain its current growth rates. Despite the impact this would have upon the global economy and 
to Australia due to our close economic ties, this would probably be the least harmful outcome to China’s 
current issues. However, other outcomes are also foreseeable, including the disintegration of the CCP. If 
mass uprisings are sparked by China’s domestic issues, it is unlikely that intervention by the PLA (even if 
they are willing) or internal security forces will be sufficient to quell the tide. The question remains, 
however, about what would come next. There are five possible outcomes: democratization, the rise of a 
new autocratic leader or group, military governance by the PLA, the dissolution of the state into a 
number of factions or even civil war.  
 

1. Democratisation is a hazardous and less likely possibility for China. It is less likely simply due to 
the fact that there are too many other stakeholders who would seek to install themselves in 
power. Democracy would require a concerted effort from the vast majority of dissenters, who 
are often fundamentally divided in their perceptions of China’s future. Furthermore, it is a 
hazardous possibility due to the fact that nationalism has become such a powerful force in 
China; it is conceivable that a party or leader may seek to gain popular support through 
promises of foreign aggression.  
 

2. There are a large number of individuals and factions who may seek to seize power and replace 
the CCP as a new autocratic entity, with support of either the population or the PLA. A faction 
within the CCP itself may arise, ranging from local fiefdoms such as the "Shanghai Gang", to 
internal party networks. These include the previous Premier, Hu Jintao’s group, the “Chinese 
Communist Youth League”, or Xi’s group, the “Princelings”.42 Alternatively, a group may rise 

                                                        
40Xie Yue and Shan Wei, 'China Struggles to Maintain Stability: Strengthening Its Public Security Apparatus', in 
Wang Gungwu and Zheng Yongnian (ed.), China: Development and Governance (National University of Singapore: 
East Asian Insititute, 2013). 
41Ibid. 
42Bo Zhiyue, 'Political Reform in China: What's Next?', in John Wong and Bo Zhiyue (ed.), China's Reform in Global 
Perspective (National Univeristy  of Singapore, Singapore: East Asian Institute, 2010). 
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from the dissenting masses and seize power. Most importantly though, all of these autocratic 
groups may be equally vulnerable to the need to exert nationalist pressure externally to China in 
order to unite the country.  
 

3. Military rule by the PLA or a puppet leader installed by them is also not out of the question. The 
PLA would likely remain the most stable institution, surviving the CCP, and could coordinate 
more effective action in regaining law and order. Whether they would make drastic changes, 
such as enabling democratic elections, is debatable. They would most likely prefer to maintain a 
similar arrangement for the country’s governance. They would however be motivated to 
prevent the country from returning to a warlord-type situation. 
 

4. The final two outcomes, the breakdown of the country into a number of factions or into civil 
war, are the most dangerous, but hopefully the least likely to occur. However, it is possible that 
there would be an emergence of “different regional Chinas, democratic to greater of lesser 
extents, more loosely tied to Beijing”.43 If various factions were supported by different military 
elements, or generals took it upon themselves to carve out territory, it could mean a return the 
days of the warlord. However, despite the large number of factions, China’s long history of 
centralized control, its strong nationalistic sentiment and the presence of the large and 
comparatively cohesive PLA may be enough to keep the country together as a single entity. 

Implications 
 
Given the large number of possible outcomes it is difficult to predict with any accuracy the exact 
implications of a CCP breakdown to the international community or Australia in particular. Nevertheless, 
some general conclusions may be drawn. An economic impact may occur initially, although the degree 
would vary depending on the outcome within China. Indeed, with the level of economic integration 
between China and the rest of the world, the international economic ramifications of a major upheaval 
within the nation would be significant. A weak economy would undoubtedly put severe stress on China’s 
social and political systems and severely exacerbate the domestic issues of smaller nations, such as 
Indonesia. Furthermore, migration could increase both internally and to surrounding nations, causing 
tensions between settled residents and migrants44 and affecting Australia’s border security situation.  
 
Geopolitically, any fundamental change to Chinese governance would have an effect in the South and 
East China seas, where ongoing contention exists over a number of different islands. A China in disarray 
may see the relinquishing of these areas to Japan or other Southeast Asian nations. Alternately, a failing 
CCP or newly-formed government attempting to unite the people through nationalism could result in 
increased aggression in these areas. Additionally there may also be a destabilising impact upon North 
Korea. Less likely, although still feasible, would be an incursion into Mongolia. A breakdown in the 
financial sector of China may result in a need to attain resources elsewhere, leaving open the possibility 
of forceful occupation. This is especially important in light of Russia’s present incursion into Ukraine; 
although Mongolians aren’t ethnically Han Chinese, the territory was once part of the Chinese empire. 
 

                                                        
43Robert Kaplan, 'China's Geopolitical Fallout', Real Clear World,  (2013). 
44Ibid. 
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In terms of military implications, a stalled Chinese defence budget or a distracted PLA may allow the 
opportunity for the US to reinvigorate their dominance of the seas. Smaller players, such as Singapore 
and Vietnam could step up in the regional sphere and become middle-level powers and there would be 
an opportunity for India, Vietnam, Japan and Australia to assume a commanding position around 
Eurasia’s navigable southern area.45 Finally, it cannot be overlooked that China is a nuclear armed 
nation. The most disturbing possible consequences would be nuclear weapons becoming the property of 
a new and unknown government (be it a democratic, autocratic, military or non state actors), multiple 
warring factions or a country embroiled in civil war.  
 

Conclusion 
 
Ultimately, there are a variety of possible outcomes with potentially devastating consequences globally. 
What is important to note is that these are all entirely plausible trajectories for China, who is presently 
reeling under the weight of its domestic issues. Economic reform may be enough to stave off 
disintegration but with the potent combination of an increasingly technologically-empowered 
population, with little to lose and much to gain, and a more independent, less Party-bound military, 
uprising is a distinct possibility. Whether the CCP is able to survive the next few years remains to be 
seen, but, regardless of who retains power, it is imperative that the world and Australia recognise that 
change is possible. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                        
45Ibid. 
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