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PLA analysts. PLAAF colonel Dai Xu, for instance, argues that the primary mission of 

the elite forces controlled by the services and MRs is defense against foreign invasion. As 

a result, they are not organized, armed, or trained for disaster relief. China is prone to 

natural disasters, he noted, and using these forces regularly for such a mission will not 

only prove ineffective but could harm national security, at a time when China’s external 

security environment is still quite grim.70 

Toward the end of 2008 and, particularly, in a session with the PLA delegates to the 

National People’s Congress annual meeting on 12 March 2009, Hu modified his earlier 

instruction to the PLA, seemingly taking into consideration the implicit criticisms of 

fundamentally shifting its missions. Hu now instructed the PLA to place “emphasis on 

enhancing core military capabilities construction, while at the same time [to] handle well 

nonwar military capabilities construction in overall planning” (重点加强核心军事能

力建设，同时统筹搞好非战争军事能力建设). That is, the PLA was to continue to 

emphasize preparation to fight and win “local war under informatized conditions.”71 

This modification of policy has two implications. First, rather than requiring the PLA to 

shift its missions fundamentally, it points to a division of labor among the elite forces, 

the provincial MD–controlled reserve and militia forces, and the PAP. The elite forces 

would concentrate on traditional security missions, which also lay a solid basis for 

an ability to support nontraditional security missions. The MD reserves and militias 

would focus on preparation for nontraditional security missions or nonwar military 

Photo 8. Hu receives PLA delegates attending the second annual meeting of the 11th National 
People’s Congress on 11 March 2009.
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operations, including emergency and natural-disaster relief.72 The elite forces, however, 

would support these operations, particularly with transportation and logistics. More-

over, because the elite forces have become more technology-intensive and therefore need 

more systematic, lengthy, and uninterrupted training to translate informatized platforms 

into combat effectiveness, the PAP would take full responsibility for operations to main-

tain domestic social stability. As a result, more motorized infantry units of the PLA will 

likely be transferred to the PAP to reinforce its mobile units (机动部队).73 Second, the 

elite forces would designate units with appropriate specializations and expertise, arms, 

equipment, and training (those specializing in engineering, medicine, road construc-

tion, transportation, and nuclear, biological, and chemical defense) for nonwar military 

operations (flood and earthquake relief; nuclear, biological, and chemical disaster relief; 

transportation disaster relief; and international peacekeeping).74 

The Gulf of Aden Mission: A Success Story?

The PLA’s participation in fighting piracy in the Gulf of Aden appeared to be more 

successful in terms of civil-military interagency coordination. The fact that no sudden, 

unexpected incident (突发事件) was involved allowed more time for planning and 

preparation. Also, the PLAN seems to be interested in opportunities to expose itself to 

genuine maritime conditions in more distant seas, in order to gain operational experi-

ence. Both factors contributed to this success, but more forthcoming PLA cooperation 

and coordination with the state authorities to remedy deficiencies revealed in the Sich-

uan earthquake relief were clearly also important.

The Ministry of Transportation (MT) of China’s State Council first raised the issue of 

deploying naval ships to escort Chinese merchant ships against pirates in Gulf of Aden, 

at a meeting of the MT and MFA in mid-October 2008. The MT had two concerns. One 

was that the piracy issue had become so disruptive that Chinese shipping firms might 

have had to breach contracts and so lose global market share; relatedly, four hundred 

thousand Chinese merchant mariners needed to be protected. The second was that 

diplomatic efforts to resolve the issue through foreign governments and international 

organizations had been difficult and ineffective. The MT, MFA, and PLAN quickly 

reached consensus on the urgency and importance of the issue after intensive coordina-

tion and research on three key issues: capacity, logistic supply, and international law. The 

PLAN Military Art Studies Institute (海军军事学术研究所) in Beijing, for instance, 

analyzed legal issues concerning counterpiracy naval operations: whether it is legal to 

deploy naval ships against pirates; what they can do and how much force they can use; 

legal accountability if a warship fails to rescue a vessel under pirate attack; and what 

must be done if Chinese naval ships enter Somali territorial waters.75 By 26 December 

2008 a naval escort group had set sail for the Gulf of Aden. 
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A circular coordination chain has been 

introduced for interagency coordination 

in command and control in counterpiracy 

operations. It begins with voluntary ap-

plications of concerned ships, seven days in 

advance, to the China Ship Owners Associa-

tion. The applications are forwarded to the 

MT, which analyzes the capacities of the 

ships involved, holds coordination confer-

ences, and makes escort recommendations 

to the PLAN. The PLAN command decides 

on a final escort plan; the MT coordinates 

with the merchant ships, directing them to 

designated sea areas where the naval ships 

are deployed. To enhance effectiveness, a 

highly advanced maritime satellite–based 

ship-movement tracking system (船舶动态

跟踪系统) has been deployed with newly 

developed software that provides all- 

dimensional tracking (全方位跟踪) and video-based communications among all  

concerned ships.76 

Room for Improvement

The PLAN’s counterpiracy operation in the Gulf of Aden appears to be a success of civil-

military interagency coordination. The PLAN’s cooperative behavior here is in contrast 

to its earlier reluctance to get involved in the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami relief and in 

the evacuation of Chinese nationals threatened by civil unrest in the Solomon Islands in 

late April 2006.77 But major issues still exist and need to be resolved in order to reduce 

the cost of future crisis management. For instance, the issue of who pays for nonwar 

military operations remains unresolved. “Military budgets do not cover nonwar military 

operations. But under emergency, the military budget has to be used, and the equipment 

can be very expensive. If there is no compensation afterward, routine war preparation 

and training would be negatively affected.” Also, if they do not have to compensate the 

PLA, civilian authorities may develop the habit of considering military assistance in 

crises a “free ride,” making it more difficult for the PLA to cooperate in the future.78 

Also, the role of the Ministry of National Defense (MND) of the State Council is ceremo-

nial. It has no real organization or personnel; the putative functions are fulfilled by the 

PLA’s four general departments (staff, political, logistics, and armament). However, those 

departments answer to the CMC and its chair, not the premier of the State Council. There 

Photo 9. A Chinese warship patrols the sea-

lanes against pirates in the Gulf of Aden.
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may be coordination conferences with State Council ministries, but the senior officers 

who represent the PLA general departments are likely not to follow the instructions of 

the State Council but simply report the proceedings of these conferences to the CMC, if 

only for fear of being suspected of institutional disloyalty. Also, the State Council premier, 

Wen Jiabao, has no control over the career advancement of senior PLA officers, so the 

latter have little incentive to follow his orders. This partly explains why it is difficult for 

Wen to order the PLA to do things on his own authority; he has to go through Hu Jintao. 

Similarly, his predecessor, Zhu Rongji, had to go through Jiang Zemin to get the PLA out 

of business activities when they began to impact the national economy. 

Because the CMC is at the same bureaucratic level as the State Council, it is external to 

the State Council, answering only to the CCP Politburo and its Standing Committee (see 

figure 1).79 But the latter do not meet regularly to manage daily state affairs, and the State 

Council, which does, has no administrative jurisdiction over the PLA, making routine 

civilian oversight over PLA affairs clearly more difficult. Such a difficulty, however, can be 

eased by establishing a genuine, more civilianized MND, one within the State Council and 

answering to the premier. A real MND could absorb the majority of the PLA’s four general 

departments, which would in turn help streamline the PLA command structure and turn 

the CMC into a central, joint command institution of chiefs of services.

Naval Implications of Objective Control and Externalization

As discussed earlier, the sense of insecurity in dealing with military matters, arising from 

lack of personal military credentials and their technocratic backgrounds, have generally 

Party (党) = CCP
Politburo and its

Standing
Committee

State (政) = State
Council

MFA, MT, and other
Ministries and
Commissions

GSD, GPD, GLD, GAD

Military (    ) = 
CMC

Figure 1. China’s Civil-Military Bureaucratic Hierachy 
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motivated new leaders like Jiang and Hu toward objective control and externalization of 

the PLA. The PLAN is clearly the biggest beneficiary of this trend, partly because it is one 

of the most technology-intensive services and partly because of the specific environment 

in which it operates and of the functions it fulfills. Also, the promotion of the PLAN 

by Jiang and Hu and the leveraging of this promotion by the PLAN have combined to 

elevate the importance of the navy. 

Technology, Environment, and Functions 

Objective control allows for more institutional autonomy and military professionalism. 

To the extent that the PLAN is much more technology and capital-intensive than the 

ground force and therefore requires more systematic, intensive, lengthy, and uninter-

rupted training to translate technologies into combat effectiveness, institutional au-

tonomy without major political interference clearly benefits the PLAN more than it does 

the ground force.80 It is certainly true that objective control should also benefit greatly 

the PLAAF and the Second Artillery, because both are also technology and capital-based. 

Externalization, however, should benefit the PLAN more than the PLAAF and the Sec-

ond Artillery, for two major reasons.

One has to do with the operational environments of these services. The environment 

in which the PLAAF and Second Artillery operate is mostly nonphysical or one or two- 

“dimensional.” The second reason is a result of the first reason—that is, the functions of 

the PLAAF and the Second Artillery tend to be fewer and narrower, mainly in terms of 

providing operational support and strategic deterrence. But the environment that the 

PLAN operates in is mostly physical and multidimensional, involving the sea surface, 

the ocean depths, the air, space, the littoral, and the shore. As a result, the functions that 

the PLAN fulfills are more numerous and also broader, which explains why the PLAN 

is a comprehensive (综合性) service possessing its own surface combatant, submarine, 

air, sea-based strategic deterrence, amphibious assault, and coastal-defense arms. But 

whereas the physical environment of the PLA ground force is largely internal, that of 

the PLAN is often the high seas—that is, external to national territories—and therefore 

necessarily more international (国际性). Because of its comprehensive and international 

nature, the PLAN is also a versatile service that can be employed on its own for multiple 

tasks in distant areas. They range from traditional security tasks, such as strategic and 

local deterrence, sea control and denial operations, and surveillance and countersurveil-

lance, to nontraditional security tasks, such as sea-lane security and counterpiracy op-

erations, naval diplomacy, and international humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. 

As a result, the PLAN is also a strategic (战略性) service.81 On the whole, the PLAN is 

clearly more useful in fulfilling the “new historical missions” assigned by Hu to the PLA 

generally, missions that aim to externalize the PLA.
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Civil-Military Interactive Dynamics

The PLAN benefits from objective control and externalization also because Jiang and 

Hu have actively promoted the PLAN, which in turn has leveraged this priority position. 

Both Jiang and Hu have promoted the PLAN, though for different strategic priorities. 

For Jiang the top strategic priority, particularly after the 1996 Taiwan Strait crisis, was to 

deter Taiwan from declaring formal independence and the United States from interven-

ing militarily in a conflict over Taiwan. As a result, he promoted the PLAN by acquiring 

Sovremenny-class destroyers and Kilo-class submarines from Russia, as well as indig-

enously developed more advanced surface and undersea combatants. He paid particular 

attention to the East Sea Fleet, deploying the heavy, Russian-built antiship platforms 

in that fleet. Because air superiority in any military conflict over Taiwan can be gained 

by land-based combat aircraft, Jiang did not endorse the aircraft carrier program for 

which Admiral Liu Huaqing, who served as the PLAN commander from 1982 to 1988 

and CMC vice chair from 1989 to 1997, had actively lobbied, to provide air cover for 

naval operations over the more distant Spratlys, in the South China Sea.82 Instead, Jiang 

pursued diplomacy with Southeast Asian countries under his “new security concept,” 

leading to China’s signing of the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation with the Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and of the Declaration of Code of Conduct with 

ASEAN with regard to the South China Sea. Jiang even removed a commanding officer 

of the South Sea Fleet for advocating, directly to him during an inspection tour of the 

fleet, aircraft carriers to resolve the Spratlys issue.83

By the time Hu took over, the naval capabilities thought necessary to deter a formal dec-

laration of independence by Taiwan and U.S. military intervention in its support were 

largely in place. As shown in the second of his four new historical missions for the PLA, 

Hu wants the military to deter flash points on China’s margins such as the Taiwan issue 

from escalating into military conflict, so that China can leverage the twenty-year win-

dow of strategic opportunity from 2001 to 2020 to develop its economy.84 But as shown 

in the third and fourth historical missions, Hu has other strategic priorities on his mind 

as well. The election of the anti-independence candidate Ma Ying-jeou as Taiwan’s  

new president in March 2008 made it easier for the PLA to fulfill the second historical  

mission, making it possible for Hu to concentrate on the other two historical missions, 

in which the PLAN would play a major role, because these missions are largely external.

Hu, for instance, has been particularly concerned about China’s newly emerging national 

interests in terms of energy security. As early as at the Central Economic Work Con-

ference held in November 2003, Hu, as the new CCP general secretary, advanced the 

concept of oil security (石油安全), and stressed the need to develop a new energy- 

development strategy from a “strategic overall height” (战略全局高度) to achieve 
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national energy security.85 Because the South China Sea has potentially rich deposits of 

fossil fuels and natural gas and straddles major sea-lanes through the Strait of Malacca 

into the Indian Ocean, Hu seems to favor particularly the development of the South Sea 

Fleet. 

The first PLA unit that Hu inspected after becoming the CCP general secretary, for 

instance, was a destroyer flotilla of the South Sea Fleet, and this took place as early as 11 

April 2003.86 On 9 April 2008 he inspected the South Sea Fleet again. This time he visited 

the naval base at Sanya on Hainan Island, where he instructed: “The navy is a strategic, 

comprehensive, and international service. It holds an important position and plays an 

important role in safeguarding the security of state sovereignty and territorial integ-

rity and national maritime interests.” He particularly requested the PLAN to strive to 

develop “powerful” capabilities for accomplishing the new “historical missions” that he 

had assigned to the PLA.87 It is also important to note that the first two escort groups for 

the Gulf of Aden deployment in the first six months of the mission came from the South 

Sea Fleet.

The special attention that Hu has paid to the PLAN is also reflected in his other endeav-

ors. In December 2006, Hu attended the inauguration ceremony for a new-type nuclear 

Photo 10. Hu visits PLAN officers and sailors at Sanya Naval Base of Hainan on 9 April 2008.  
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submarine and conferred a PLA flag upon the captain of the boat.88 Finally, Hu attended 

the naval parade in Qingdao to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of the PLAN, on 

22 April 2009.89 

Another indicator of naval promotion by both Jiang and Hu is the increased naval rep-

resentation in China’s party and PLA central institutions under their rules. In September 

2004, for instance, the PLAN commander gained membership in the powerful CMC, 

together with the PLAAF and the Second Artillery commanders. This membership has 

surely enhanced the PLAN’s bargaining position (as well as those of the PLAAF and 

the Second Artillery) in negotiating budgetary allocations, force restructuring, senior 

personnel appointments, and weapons acquisition. 

Moreover, the navy’s representation in the CCP Central Committee has also increased 

under Hu’s tenure. Counting both full and alternate members and excluding the PAP 

members, PLA membership constitutes about 17 percent, or sixty-two out of 356, of 

the membership of the CCP Central Committee elected at the Sixteenth CCP Congress 

of November 2002.90 Out of sixty-two, five (8 percent of the PLA delegation) came 

from the PLAN. PLA membership declined to 15.6 percent of the membership of the 

CCP Central Committee elected at the Seventeenth CCP Congress of October 2007, or 

fifty-eight out of 371. Naval membership, however, grew from five to seven out of the 

fifty-eight, or 12 percent of the PLA delegation.91 

Finally, many senior positions within PLA central institutions have opened up to senior 

PLAN officers under Jiang and Hu. Vice Admiral Sun Jianguo, for instance, now holds 

the position of deputy chief of the PLA General Staff, while Vice Admirals Tong Shiping 

and Xu Yitian hold the positions of NDU political commissar and National Defense 

Science and Technology University political commissar, respectively. Rear Admiral Wang 

Zhaohai, on the other hand, held the position of vice president of AMS.92 

While Jiang and Hu have actively promoted the PLAN, the PLAN has also leveraged 

this promotion well to advance its own institutional interests. Only one month after Hu 

became CMC chair in September 2004, researchers from the Navy Military Art Studies 

Institute in Beijing published several articles in the October issue of the prestigious Mili-

tary Art Journal of AMS, arguing for shifting the PLAN strategy from one of “near-sea 

active defense” to “far-seas operations.” Their argument was based on the need to secure 

newly emerging Chinese interests with respect to increased dependence on maritime re-

sources, energy imports, external trade and investment, merchant fleets, and sea-lanes, as 

well as on the need to improve China’s unfavorable maritime strategic posture by break-

ing out of the narrow, long, and blocked “near seas” in order to gain the initiative.93 This 

was clearly an institutional effort of the PLAN to operationalize both Jiang’s and Hu’s 
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naval aspirations and promotions, and perhaps even more a response to Hu’s concern 

about China’s energy security. 

Similarly, in response to Hu’s instruction, given during his inspection tour of Sanya in 

April 2008, that senior naval officers follow his neo-Confucian concept of “taking people 

as the foremost” (以人为本) by paying particular attention to basic-level units, the PLAN 

launched a “Project of Warming Hearts and Benefiting Soldiers” (暖心惠兵工程), meant 

to improve the quality of life for PLAN sailors and officers. The project involves construc-

tion on shore of living quarters, study facilities, libraries, sports facilities, psychological 

counseling facilities, and battlefield-acclimatization facilities in all naval bases, with an 

emphasis on humanistic concerns, ecology, and personal privacy. Moving sailors from 

ships to land has helped to improve their health, because quarters on board are smaller, 

hotter, more humid, more crowded and noisy, and more subject to electromagnetic 

radiation, and as a result are more likely to make sailors physically and psychologically ill. 

The project has also saved energy costs and lengthened the service lives of ships, because 

generating energy on board ship is costly and takes a high toll on power plants. Moreover, 

it has helped to protect the environment, because trash disposal on land is easier to man-

age; there is less trash to pollute harbors and waterways. Finally, the project has helped to 

enhance morale, because sailors can eat and rest well on shore after long and exhausting 

sea tours.94 Undoubtedly, this quality-of-life improvement effort closely aligns with Hu’s 

priorities to improve genuinely both living standards and the environment.

Finally, among all PLA services, the PLAN appears to be most responsive to Hu’s call 

to cope with multiple types of threats and fulfill diverse missions, partly because, as 

discussed above, the PLAN is more versatile and therefore more appropriate for these 

missions. Senior naval officers, for instance, have published major analytical pieces to 

operationalize the PLAN role in these missions.95 But more important, the PLAN is 

clearly much more amenable to complex interagency cooperation and coordination, as 

demonstrated in the counterpiracy operations in the Gulf of Aden, and as compared to 

the PLA’s role in the Sichuan earthquake relief. 

Generally speaking, the civil-military interactive dynamics stemming from naval promo-

tion by the central civilian leadership and the PLAN’s skillful leveraging of this promo-

tion are likely to enhance the PLAN’s importance in China’s military modernization.

Conclusions and Analytical Implications 

This study shows that even though Jiang was successful in consolidating his power in 

the PLA, there is little evidence that he employed the PLA against domestic threats, from 

either Chinese society or within the CCP leadership. There were also major institu-

tional limits on the extent of this power consolidation and on Jiang’s use of this power. 
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Personnel appointments and budget increases, for instance, may have been driven by 

reasons other than an intention to consolidate power in the PLA, and Jiang may have 

been unsure that the military would follow his orders to fulfill functions other than 

its usual tasks. As a result, the central thrust of his policies to control the PLA was to 

enhance civilian governance or the CCP’s legitimacy to rule, through promoting eco-

nomic growth, and to confine the PLA to narrow, military-technical tasks. These policies 

prevented and preempted domestic crises and threats that might have provided excuses 

for the PLA to intervene in domestic politics. Jiang’s policies in this regard helped to 

maintain civil-military institutional boundaries and therefore increased the internal 

cohesion and combat effectiveness of the PLA. 

Hu’s policies are similar to Jiang’s. One exception is that Hu has not particularly focused 

on consolidating his power in the PLA. While inviting Jiang to help him to deal with the 

military, Hu has concentrated on enhancing the CCP’s legitimacy to govern, by pro-

moting more equitable income distribution and sustainable economic growth, and on 

adopting programs that confine the PLA to its narrow military-technical tasks. But more 

important, he has directed the military to fulfill new external missions, such as defend-

ing China’s newly emerging interests in outer, maritime, and electromagnetic space, and 

in international peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance. These policies have also 

helped him to consolidate power in the PLA.

While objective control benefits PLA modernization, it has also contributed to civil-

military bifurcation, which has complicated interagency coordination in managing 

crises and, as a result, increased the cost of crises. This complication is reflected in both 

foreign-policy and domestic crisis cases, including particularly the Sichuan earthquake-

relief episode. While policies have been adopted to remedy deficiencies, apparently with 

some success, unresolved issues remain. 

Finally, the PLA Navy is the biggest beneficiary of objective control and externalization, 

partly because it is one of the most technology-intensive services, and partly because 

the specific environment in which it operates is mostly physical, multidimensional, and 

external, as a result of which its functions are highly diverse. Also, the promotion of the 

PLAN by the central civilian leadership and the service’s leveraging of this promotion 

are also likely to contribute to the increased importance of the navy in China’s military 

modernization. 

The findings of this study have three analytical implications. One is that the convention-

al wisdom on party-army relations in China may be flawed. According to this view, the 

CCP leaders, highly insecure in the face of domestic threats both from within the party 

and from society, attempt to buy off the military with higher ranks and more money. 

In this way, it is often said, the leaders can consolidate their power by controlling the 



chinese civil-military relations in the post-deng era 41

military (or part of it) in order to employ it in power struggles against political threats 

and opponents; as a result, they can feel more secure. However, such linear thinking ne-

glects the possibility that by employing the military against domestic political opponents 

CCP leaders would no doubt reveal their own weaknesses or incompetence, which could 

be exploited by the military. As a result, they actually would create a new threat—the 

military itself—and thus make themselves feel even less secure. 

Roman emperors established the Praetorian Guard to protect them from domestic un-

rest. Over time, the unit gained independent power and became instrumental in install-

ing and deposing emperors. As its domestic political role increased, its effectiveness in 

war waned. The newer generations of CCP leaders may not be students of Greco-Roman 

history, but their sense of insecurity—arising from lack of charisma, military credentials, 

or close ties with the military—may have convinced them that there are major limits on 

how far they can go to consolidate power in the PLA and how they can use this power. 

They seem to have adopted an additional way to control the military—that is, enhancing 

civilian governance and thereby the CCP’s legitimacy to rule, to prevent and preempt 

domestic threats, on the one hand, and to confine the PLA to narrow functional- 

technical and external tasks, on the other. In this way the chances of undesirable military 

intervention in politics decline, and as a result the leaders should feel more secure.

Second, as the findings of this study show, an unintended consequence of a Leninist 

party-army structure is that if the military is given institutional autonomy and allowed 

to increase its professionalism, routine civilian oversight becomes difficult, mainly 

because state authorities have no administrative jurisdiction over the military, whereas 

the party, which controls the military, does not manage daily state affairs. The effects are 

particularly pronounced in unexpected crises. Accordingly, the extent of efforts to intro-

duce new institutional arrangements to ease this difficulty should be carefully analyzed; 

they may have important implications for China’s future crisis management. 

Finally, the extent of military involvement in domestic politics is closely related to the 

degree of the military’s institutional autonomy and level and types of its technological 

development. If this is true, research should continue to focus on the evolving relation-

ship between these two key variables in China. This is because such a focus may help to 

reveal both the level of civilian governance–based political and social stability and the 

degree and types of technological development of the military. But more important, if 

domestic political and social stability can be achieved and maintained in China, more 

analytical attention should be paid to technological development in the PLA. This devel-

opment has widened and deepened during the past twenty years, and it may have major 

implications for Asian and global security. 
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