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T

he People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is currently undergoing a series
of organizational reforms unprecedented in its 90-year history.
Beginning in September 2015, Chinese Communist Party (CCP)

General Secretary and Central Military Commission (CMC) Chairman Xi
Jinping announced a force reduction of 300,000 PLA personnel, kicking off
a rapid-fire sequence of organizational and structural reforms. The PLA has
undergone significant revisions to multiple levels of its command structure,
constituent branches and services, and force structure that broadly conform
to a dictum that the CMC will handle general management, newly formed
theater commands (TCs) will focus on operations, and the services will handle force building [junwei guanzong, zhanqu zhuzhan, junzhong zhujian, 军
委管总, 战区主战, 军种主建].1 These are major changes, and their complete

impact may not be fully understood and appreciated for some time to come.
Changes in China’s external security challenges, altered perceptions
of the character of warfare, and new political directives all likely played
critical roles in driving these latest adaptations in the PLA ground forces.
These drivers, however, appear better suited for explaining the gradual,
spasmodic pace of PLA Army reform that has taken place over the past 25
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years rather than the sweeping changes enacted over the past 2 ½ years. If
these three main drivers offer only partial explanations, what explains the
dramatic and unprecedented changes in the ground forces announced in
the latest organizational reforms?
This chapter argues that the army’s organizational and bureaucratic
interests are a valuable lens for interpreting the 2015 reforms and that
these same considerations may have contributed to the recent disruptive
changes aimed at fielding a PLA ground force that serves as a true ground
component of a joint force. To the extent that organizational interests prove
to be important steering factors of the future army, they may push the PLA
ground forces toward a more offensive-oriented role for a PLA ground force
that has previously been tasked to defend and deter.
This chapter proceeds in four parts. The first section summarizes
several possible drivers for change within the PLA ground forces since the
collapse of the Soviet Union, briefly outlining a variety of motivations and
the expected “new type of army” [xinxing lujun, 新型陆军] that would result
from each. The second section examines past and present changes in the
army, arguing that while each driver has some explanatory value, the existing explanations for adaptation are incomplete. The third section identifies
organizational incentives and behavior as a valuable lens for explaining the
drawn-out nature of army reforms. The final section describes the implications of army organizational behavior as a possible explanation for the
latest tranche of PLA reforms.

Drivers for Changes
Many of the existing explanations for the 2015 reforms fall into three broad
categories: changes in China’s external security environment, changes in
Chinese views on the character of warfare, and response to new political imperatives. While these categories of drivers are typically offered in
explanation of change in the PLA writ large, they are equally applicable to
changes in the ground forces.2
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Changes in External Security Outlook
Changes in China’s external security outlook could have motivated significant changes to the PLA ground forces. A broader reorientation of security
threats along China’s land borders, or a change in enemy war plans along
those borders, could have led to major changes in the ground forces. Any
change in threat perception from China’s surrounding waters would also
have had an impact on the ground forces. If changes in China’s overall
external security outlook are the main determinant for changes in the
PLA Army, new doctrinal thinking, force structures, and training patterns
should emerge following any new assessment of China’s land security situation. Conversely, relative continuity in China’s security situation should
trigger no major changes in the ground forces.
The most consequential change in China’s external security outlook
in the last three decades was the disappearance of the Soviet Union as
a major land threat. Shortly after the December 1991 dissolution of the
Soviet Union, top Chinese leaders assessed that a major land invasion of
the Chinese homeland from the north no longer posed an existential threat.
This relative confidence in the security of China’s land borders is reflected
in the 1993 Military Strategic Guideline for the New Period [xinshiqi junshi
zhanlüe fangzhen, 新时期军事战略方针], which called for the PLA to shift
its attention away from defending the Chinese mainland from large scale
invasion to preparing to fight local wars under high-technology conditions
along China’s periphery.3 The 1993 guideline held that the most likely
sites of local wars were on China’s land borders, along with near seas and
associated airspaces.4
The dissolution of a major land threat on China’s northern border has
been accompanied by an intensified emphasis on offshore threats. Military
scholars argued that future wars would increasingly threaten targets along
China’s coastline and involve maritime and air operations,5 and the 2004
defense white paper called for increased prioritization of naval, air, and
missile forces in accordance with this new threat perception.6 The most
recent defense white paper, published in 2015, reiterated the need to shift
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emphasis away from land and toward the sea, arguing that China “must
break the traditional thinking that land outweighs sea” [bixu tupo zhonglu
qinghai de chuantong siwei, 必须突破重陆轻海的传统思维].7 This language
was a prominent part of the development of the latest iteration of China’s
military strategy.8 The overall intent was clear: the PLA as a whole would
focus less of its resources and attention on land threats.
These altered views on China’s external security outlook had a clear
impact on reshaping the PLA ground forces. The dramatic decrease of the
land threat to China led to a reduction in the PLA Army’s end strength,
while the increasing priority placed on sea threats nudged the army toward
becoming the ground component of a joint force. The introduction of
the 1993 military strategic guideline was followed by a force reduction
of 500,000 personnel in 1997 that reduced the ground forces by some 19
percent, while only trimming the navy by 11.6 percent and the air force by
11 percent;9 further reductions in 2005 and 2015 also disproportionately
impacted the ground forces.10 The losses in end strength have been accompanied by increasing emphasis on maritime threats and joint training in
the years following the 1993 military strategic guideline, with the army
increasing the size of its amphibious forces after the 1997 troop reduction by
transforming the first army division to an amphibious mechanized infantry
division in 2000 and adding other amphibious units to the order of battle
in the former Nanjing and Guangzhou military regions (MRs).11 The army
began discussing and implementing its interpretation of “integrated joint
operations” [yitihua lianhe zuozhan, 一体化联合作战], which inevitably
broached an increasing maritime orientation when it was established as
the main form of operations beginning in 2004.12
Changing Views on the Character of Warfare
A second explanation for changes in the PLA ground forces could be that
broader changes in views on new technology and the character of warfare
drove military reforms within the PLA and its ground forces. The rise of
new warfighting technologies and their implications for force structure
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and employment may be driving adaptations in the ground forces, and
new technology may drive new tactics and ways of conducting warfare.
Increased emphasis on technological developments, changes in force structure, and rapid integration of new technologies into the force following
new assessments of the character and conduct of warfare would indicate
that the PLA ground forces are adapting to changes in the way warfare is
carried out. Relative continuity within the ground forces during perceived
periods of fundamental change in the character of war, especially in doctrinal thinking, would suggest that any army changes are responding to a
different determinant.
PLA strategy documents have envisioned at least three notable shifts
in the character of warfare over the past 25 years, namely “local war under
high-technology conditions” [gaojishu tiaojian xia de jubu zhanzheng, 高技术
条件下的局部战争], “local war under informationized conditions” [xinxihua
tiaojian xia de jubu zhanzheng, 信息化条件下的局部战争], and “informationized local war” [xinxihua jubu zhanzheng, 信息化局部战争]. Two of
these fundamental changes in how the PLA views the character of warfare
were strongly influenced by recent conflicts: local war under high-technology
conditions was informed by the 1991 Persian Gulf War, and local war under
informationized conditions was informed by the 1999 Kosovo War and the
2003 Iraq War.13 Scholars have argued that the third, informationized local
war, was not influenced by any particular past conflict.14
The lessons derived by PLA academicians from these conflicts place
a premium on mobility, range, command of information, and increased
operability in multiple domains, including land, sea, air, space, and the
electromagnetic spectrum. High-technology warfare is “focused on superior weapons technology; battlefield integration between air, land, and sea;
high-speed, all-weather operations; new modes of long-range warfare, especially missile, electronic, and air warfare; and a premium on [command,
control, communications, and intelligence] dominance.”15 War under
informationized conditions is characterized as an intermediate step toward
informationized war, using “information systems and a defined degree of
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informationized weapons to carry out war.”16 Informationized warfare
“relies upon networked information systems and informationized weapons,
fighting on air, land, sea, space, and in the electromagnetic spectrum.”17
These lessons have not been lost on the PLA ground forces, which
have translated them into ground forces more capable of meeting the
requirements of high-technology and informationized warfare, especially
by emphasizing increased mobility and more multifunctional [duoneng
hua, 多能化] units. Army transformation theorists argued that future
PLA ground forces would need diverse capabilities to enable army units to
fight under different conditions of informationization.18 Accordingly, PLA
ground forces began to stress mobility and more organic cross-domain
capabilities like aviation and electronic countermeasures units. Army
training has placed special emphasis on transregional mobility and operations in complex electromagnetic environments since at least 2008.19 The
ground forces have been adding aviation units and building them in size
and capability since the first formation of an army aviation brigade in
2009.20 These changes in force structure and training strongly suggest that
the PLA ground forces have been gradually adapting to a shift in the character of warfare that has called for better mobility and multifunctionality.
Response to New Political Directives
The PLA’s role as a Leninist military organization subject to CCP command means that military reforms could alternatively be the direct result
of military obedience to new political directives emanating from the Party.
Political directives that could have spurred doctrinal and organizational
change in the ground forces could include anything from the articulation
of new missions for the ground forces to exhortations to embrace joint
warfare. Timely changes in PLA ground forces in direct response to CCP
orders would suggest that obedience to Party directive is the main driver of
reform in the ground forces. On the other hand, delays in implementation
or repeated CCP orders would suggest that changes in the ground forces
are not necessarily responses to Party commands.
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Hu Jintao’s 2004 articulation of a set of New Historic Missions [xin
de lishi shiming, 新的历史使命] for the PLA is one obvious example of a
new political directive shaping PLA ground forces. Hu’s speech called for
the PLA to protect CCP rule, guarantee strategic opportunity for national
development, provide strategic support for defending national interests, and
protect world peace and security,21 and thereupon laid the groundwork for
increasing prioritization of military operations other than war (MOOTW).
The MOOTW concept made its first appearance in the 2008 defense white
paper, signifying its elevation in status to that of a critical military task.22
The PLA ground forces have made adaptations in accordance with
these New Historic Missions, with many of the changes falling in line with
the new political directive. Doctrinally, the PLA ground forces began to
embrace their newly articulated MOOTW role in a series of research works
detailing the army’s role in a variety of MOOTW operations, including
counterterrorism, protection of social stability, peacekeeping, and disaster
relief.23 Force structure concepts like “modularity” [mokuai hua, 模块化]
were originally intended to create more independent, deployable army units
capable of quickly adapting to a wide variety of missions in combat,24 but
quickly proved applicable for units training for different types of MOOTW
operations and yielded obvious utility for units rotating into and out of
peacekeeping operations abroad.25 At home, PLA ground force units routinely practiced rapid-reaction maneuvers to the point where the official
distinction between designated “rapid-reaction units” and “regular units”
has been mostly dissolved.26 Abroad, army soldiers make up the majority
of China’s peacekeeping forces,27 and some have gained combat experience
during their time overseas.28
Taken separately, these three drivers for army reform would have
resulted in three distinct types of ground forces, each with different projected opponents, force compositions, geographic orientation, and types of
operations. The characteristics of these different types of ground forces are
summarized briefly in table 1.
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Table 1. Drivers of PLA Army Changes and Resultant Types of PLA Ground
Forces
Changes in External
Threat Environment

Changes in Nature of
Warfare

New Political
Directives

Change

Land threat perception
greatly reduced;
maritime threat
perception increases

Shifting from large land
conflict to long-range,
noncontact warfare

Focus on New Historic
Missions and military
operations other
than war

Role

Ground component of
joint force

Defend and deter;
survive and thrive in
noncontact warfare

Guarantee Party
rule; secure China’s
overseas interests

Required Force
Size and
Structure

Reduced size,
increased amphibious
capabilities

Multifunctional, mobile

Modularity, mobile

Training

Joint training with
other services;
amphibious training

Cross-domain training;
joint training with
other services

Rapid deployment,
experience overseas

In reality, however, all three of these drivers have stimulated adaptations
in the PLA ground forces in the past and continue to manifest themselves
in the 2015 reforms. The PLA ground forces appear to have responded to
changes in China’s external threat environment, changes in views on the
character of warfare, and new political directives by implementing many
of the changes in table 1 to varying degrees over the past 25 years. Many of
these changes are still under way as a direct result of the 2015 reforms: the
army continues its seaward orientation,29 revisions to force structure have
stressed multifunctionality in army units by creating combined arms brigades
[hecheng lü, 合成旅] from divisions,30 and the army continues to play a large
(and increased) role in peacekeeping operations overseas.31
Yet an explanation that attributes the 2015 changes in the army solely
to some combination of the three drivers identified here would be incomplete. None of the specific factors described were especially pressing or
unique to the period immediately preceding the 2015 reforms. The explanatory gaps associated with each of these drivers are covered in more detail
in the following section.
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Gaps in Explaining the 2015 Reforms
Despite the fundamental nature of the existing explanations for reform,
none of these three main drivers is sufficient explanation for the 2015
reforms. Many of the critical indicators of change in the PLA ground forces
were present long before the 2015 reforms came about. Changes in doctrinal
thinking, force structure adjustments, and new training regimens all suggest that the three main drivers for changes in the ground forces have been
motivating a number of different adjustments in the army for some time.
Changes in Threat Environment?
Changes in China’s external threat environment are unlikely to have been
the primary determinants of the 2015 changes to the PLA ground forces.
Current analysis indicates that the 2015 reforms were designed to enhance
the PLA’s ability to conduct joint operations,32 which would strongly suggest that PLA leaders envisioned a change in China’s external security
environment or in the character of warfare dramatic enough to warrant a
major reorganization of the PLA ground forces—and yet no such tectonic
shifts are obvious in the period immediately preceding the 2015 reforms.
In fact, many of the factors driving the 2015 reforms have been unvarying
components of army transformation for years.
The 2015 force reductions that might be correlated to a shifting threat
assessment are not unique to the latest tranche of reforms. While these latest
troop reductions undoubtedly help reorient the army away from land and
toward the sea, they are better understood as part of a long-running effort
dating back to the 1990s to create a much smaller [xiaoxing hua, 小型化]
army. The 1999 Science of Military Strategy noted that combat forces were
trending toward smaller and lighter formations, and the 2001 Science of
Military Strategy called for the PLA to reduce the size of the armed forces
as much as possible without compromising victory.33 By early 2008, army
researchers had called for overall force reductions and specifically cited
army reductions as a key component of ground force transformation.34
Force reductions to implement this new type of ground force have taken
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place intermittently since the 1993 military strategic guideline, with reductions announced in 1997, 2005, and 2015.35
Although the latest reforms purport to push the army toward a maritime orientation, they have not yet added amphibious capabilities to the
army commensurate with a substantial reorientation toward a maritime
threat. Some army capabilities, like special operations, aviation, and electronic warfare units, are useful for offshore maritime operations, but PLA
and army leaders have been calling for more of these units since at least
2011, as noted in the 2013 Academy of Military Science (AMS) edition of
the Science of Military Strategy, which called for reductions in “traditional”
army units in favor of expansions in special operations, electronic countermeasures, network attack and defense, tactical guided-missile, and army
aviation units.36 These types of units have been growing in size and number
since at least 2009.37 If anything, rumors about the conversion of army units
in Northern China to navy-controlled marine brigades seem to suggest that
other services with more relevant maritime capabilities will benefit at the
expense of the army.38
Most importantly, the highest-level strategic articulations of army
missions have remained consistent since the early 2000s, coalescing around
regional threats including Taiwan, Korean Peninsula, and various forms of
territorial disputes along China’s borders. These missions are expressed in
the 2004 and 2015 defense white papers, which represent close approximations of revised military strategic guidelines, but are also reflected in more
granular PLA texts from the years dating back to at least 2004 and preceding
years.39 For instance, army academic research confirms the service’s previously anticipated roles in addressing regional threats: a 2011 AMS volume
identified several regional threats that China was likely to face, including potential land conflict hotspots like the Korean Peninsula to the east,
Afghanistan and Central Asia to the west, and Kashmir to the south. Tibetan
independence and Xinjiang independence were also specifically identified
as security challenges within Chinese land borders.40 For their part, army
researchers regularly stressed “anti-Taiwan separatist” operational training41
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and emphasized preparations for potential border conflict with India.42 The
2015 white paper repeats almost all of these regional land security threats,
with an added emphasis on threats to the security of Chinese overseas energy
resources, overseas personnel and assets, and strategic sea lines of communication.43 In short, past doctrinal thinking on the army’s main missions
roughly matched the thinking immediately prior to the 2015 reforms, albeit
with an additional emphasis on maritime threats in recent years.
Changes in the external security outlook certainly affected army
modernization, but the nature and scope of those changes may have been
insufficient to force large-scale, organizationally disruptive reforms. The
reduction of the Soviet military threat permitted change but did not compel
the PLA to adapt quickly to confront a major new threat. The rise of the
threat of Taiwan independence in the mid-1990s created the need for army
capabilities to deter Taiwan via the threat of punishment, a relatively modest
goal. Building the capability to successfully invade Taiwan in the face of
U.S. military intervention was a much more ambitious goal, but one that
lacked urgency given the acceptability of the status quo, so long as Taiwan
did not move toward de jure independence.
Changes in the Character of Warfare?
A fundamental shift in views regarding the character of warfare is similarly unlikely to have been the primary driver of the 2015 reforms. Many
of the indicators of such a shift predate Xi Jinping’s rule and have been in
play for many years before the 2015 reforms, suggesting that other factors
combined to push the 2015 reforms through. Although evidence suggests
that PLA theorists believe informationized warfare [xinxihua zhanzheng,
信息化战争] to be a departure from warfare under informationized conditions [xinxihua tiaojian xia zhanzheng, 信息化条件下战争], the changes
in the army instituted by the latest reforms have been undergoing trial and
experimentation for a decade or more, suggesting that a new conception of
the character of warfare among army leaders may not be a primary reason
for the 2015 reforms.
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The PLA ground forces have been pushing toward the multifunctionality [duonenghua, 多能化] associated with changes in the character
of warfare since long before 2015, suggesting that it was not a substantial
change in the way Chinese leaders perceived warfare that directly precipitated the 2015 reforms. The effort to build a “multifunctional” army has
been justified by a perception that the PLA’s ground forces must adapt to
a variety of different missions since the early 1990s. For instance, the 1999
Science of Military Strategy argued that “local wars” were by nature “diverse
situations,” and called for the PLA to better prepare for missions on land, at
sea, and in air.44 A 2011 AMS work called for the development of multifunctional forces to fulfill the needs of a “mission-oriented” combat structure.45
This attitude had filtered down to operational army units by mid-2013,
when a deputy commander of the former Shenyang MR emphasized the
importance of being able to complete a wide variety of missions.46 These
same views were expressed in various authoritative PLA writings leading
up to the 2015 reforms47 and have been implemented in the restructuring
of group armies to accommodate combined arms brigades.48 This implementation, however, is the culmination of years of efforts that predate the
2015 reforms, suggesting that it was not a fundamental change in PLA views
of the character of warfare that drove the increased multifunctionality in
the latest reforms.
An emphasis on increased mobility emblematic of a shift in the character of warfare has likewise been a consistent feature of army training
for more than a decade before the 2015 reforms. Doctrinally, the army
has stressed increased mobility and flexibility since before 2000: the 2000
defense white paper noted that the army was moving toward smaller,
modularized, and multifunctional forces as the army “reoriented from
theater defense to trans-theater mobility.”49 The army began to implement
some of these concepts by adding aviation units in 2009, while exercises
beginning in 2006 emphasized transregional mobility and operations in
complex electromagnetic environments.50 The 2015 reforms may have accelerated implementation of these concepts, but the reforms are implementing
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changes suggested in response to a shift in PLA views of warfare that was
elucidated many years before.
Army views on the character of warfare have evolved in the past 25
years, but there is no evidence that a major change in the Army’s view of
warfare occurred immediately prior to the 2015 reforms to prompt major
organizational changes. Many of the changes implemented in the reforms
were experimented with and agreed on long before they were actually executed, suggesting that other factors were at play in determining the timing
of the reforms.
New Political Directives?
Some analysts argue that a new political directive from Xi Jinping may have
driven the 2015 reforms, but the issuance of a new political directive alone
is unlikely to have prompted such swift and sweeping change in the ground
forces. Past political directives have not always been fully heeded or executed
in a timely fashion. While a new political dictum was issued in March 2013
calling for the military to obey CCP command, fight and win wars, and
develop an excellent work style (that is, not be corrupt) [ting dang zhihui,
neng da sheng zhang, zuofeng youliang, 听党指挥, 能大胜仗, 作风优良],51
this broad formulation did not imply a specific organizational structure or
translate directly into distinctive guidance for PLA reforms. The outlines of
the military reforms were unveiled in the third plenum decision document
approved by the CCP Central Committee in November 2013,52 but it took
an additional 2 years of work within the PLA to flesh out the details, some
of which are still being refined as the reforms are implemented. The new
military strategic guideline that eventually resulted (which was announced
in the 2015 white paper on China’s military strategy) was a minor adjustment
rather than a major change. (See the chapter by Wuthnow and Saunders in
this volume for discussion of Xi’s role in the reforms).
While the 2015 reforms were undoubtedly accompanied by a new
political urgency, the actual military content of the latest political directive appears to be based on longstanding past appeals by PLA reformers,
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including the emphasis on improving the PLA’s ability to plan and execute
joint operations.53 (See the chapter by Finkelstein in this volume.) Immediately after the reforms were announced at the end of 2015, newly anointed
commander of the army Li Zuocheng called for the service to dispense with
the “Big Army Mentality” [da lujun siwei, 大陆军思维], avoid the belief that
“land warfare is outdated and the army is useless” [luzhan guoshi, lujun
wuyong, 陆战过时，陆军无用], and construct a “new type of army,”54 ostensibly marking a new political directive to the army endorsed by Xi Jinping
himself.55 These expressions, however, are not new. A 2009 AMS volume
on army command in joint operations listed “countering the influence of
the Big Army” [kefu da lujun de yingxiang, 克服大陆军的影响] as the first
among many steps to establish better coordination among the services,56
and a 2011 volume noted that the PLA should abandon Big Army tradition
in order to better embrace integrated joint operations.57
Even if the most recent political directive had significant new content,
the PLA’s track record of executing political orders in a timely manner is
mixed. Hu Jintao’s New Historic Missions were announced in 2004, but the
PLA ground forces did not appear to fully embrace the study of MOOTW
operations until an extensive series of instructional materials were published in 2008.58 The details of Xi Jinping’s new type of army are likely being
interpreted in a similarly delayed approach: the flurry of recently published
articles by army officers “studying” Xi’s new type of army suggests that the
ground forces are still translating this latest political directive in ways that
may yield additional changes further in the future.59 Hu Jintao reportedly
contemplated organizational reforms to establish joint command structures
in 2008–2009, but was unable to push the reforms through against opposition by the ground forces.
These examples indicate a distinctive new political directive was not
the primary driver of recent army reforms. Hu’s inability to carry out
reforms may have been thanks to a lack of political capital or the resistance
of corrupt senior army officers, such as CMC vice chairmen Guo Boxiong
or Xu Caihou. The familiar content of the latest political instructions to
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the PLA suggests that that Xi Jinping’s personal involvement in the reforms
and use of a multifaceted political strategy to see them through likely
affected the timing and implementation of the reforms, but the content of
the reforms was largely derived from ideas about joint operations that had
been advocated by PLA reformers for years.
The main body of available PLA literature suggests that army theorists
arrived at a clear answer for their service’s modernization by the end of the
first decade of the 21st century at the latest: the future army was to be a smaller,
modular, multifunctional force shaped to conduct informationized joint
operations with a primary focus on threats emanating from the sea. Many
of these concepts were well-worn and not unique to the immediate period
leading up to the 2015 reforms. Even the new political directive to abandon
the Big Army Mentality was based on previously articulated exhortations.
The existing explanations for the 2015 reforms fail to account for the
timing and implementation of the most recent changes to the army. What
explains the time lag between development of army reform concepts and
the actual implementation after the 2015 reforms, and what could explain
the timing of the actual implementation of these concepts within the army
at scale once the 2015 reforms began?

Army Changes from an Organizational Perspective
The inadequacies of several existing explanations for the timing and implementation of the 2015 reforms leave at least one major question unanswered.
If many of the changes that comprise the 2015 reforms are not substantively
new ideas, what explains the long lag time between the genesis of these
ideas and their actual implementation in 2015, and what may have caused
the changes to actually happen? Though direct evidence of organizational
motivation to reform is hard to find, examining the changes from the organizational perspective of the army yields several compelling insights and
possible explanations for the long delay and the timing of the 2015 reforms.
The rough typology of PLA ground force organizational interests that
follows is based on past studies of organizational behavior that chart the
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typical organizational interests of a bureaucracy, as well as evidence of army
concern about these broad categories of organizational interests. It is neither
exhaustive nor necessarily fully borne out by direct evidence that may be
difficult to obtain; instead, the sections below provide a useful framework
for evaluating army changes from an organizational perspective.
Uniqueness and Identity
Like any other military organization, the PLA ground forces appear to
place a premium on a unique service identity driven by unique service
capabilities and a monopoly of expertise. Early scholars of bureaucracies identified monopoly of expertise as a formidable and indispensable
source of bureaucratic power.60 Monopoly of expertise and a bureaucracy’s
“technical superiority over any other form of organization” ensure that a
bureaucracy is the only unit capable of executing a task and virtually forces
society to rely on that organization to execute policy.61
PLA Army scholars view the service’s unique capability to seize and
hold territory as the defining hallmark of its identity, even as the advent
of integrated joint operations carves out even greater roles for the other
services. Army theoreticians have argued that even though naval, air, and
missile capabilities have replaced many of the army’s traditional strengths,
the army continues to have a special role even in the context of joint warfare, namely to seize, hold, and control strategically important territories.62
Autonomy
The army’s unique capabilities and identity are inextricably linked to
autonomy, which is a critical organizational interest for the service. This
emphasis on autonomy is particularly pronounced when related to control
of the budget, as the expenditure of funds determines the essence and
priority of an organization’s activities. Organizations frequently seek total
operational control over the personnel and resources required to carry
out a mission.63 Autonomy is valued by bureaucracies “at least as much as
resources” and signals that the agency “has a supportive constituency base
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and a coherent set of tasks that can provide the basis for a strong and widely
shared sense of mission.”64
One proxy for the army’s relative autonomy is its relationship with the
other PLA services, which is theoretically moving away from single-service
thinking and toward more interservice cooperation as a result of increased
emphasis on joint warfare. Army researchers openly acknowledge that
the service’s relative freedom to act on its own singular objectives is fast
waning as the rest of the PLA adopts joint warfare as the primary mode of
operations and the other services gain in prominence.65 On top of that, PLA
theorists have noted that army commanders must increasingly understand
and consider the requirements, strengths, weaknesses, and specialties of
other services, especially in the era of joint operations.66 This rhetoric suggests a steadily decreasing amount of autonomy for army commanders and
units, especially when engaged in joint operations or exercises.
Budget
A third army organizational interest is budget. An organization’s budget
may be the most important of the metrics of bureaucratic power, as money
enables a bureaucracy to hire personnel, buy equipment, gain prestige,
and otherwise increase an organization’s capabilities and strengthen its
ability to get what it wants.67 Scholars have compared bureaucracies to
firms, articulating a vision of bureaucracies as budget maximizers (instead
of profit maximizers). The problems of making changes and managing
a bureaucracy are at least partially alleviated by an increase in the total
budget, and organizations will frequently maximize their budget relative
to the production output expected of them by the sponsor of the organization’s budget.68 In brief, money is important to the extent that it enables
production and eases management, and organizations (and their leaders)
will pursue higher budgets as rational actors.
Available army writings almost never explicitly reveal budget-maximizing behavior, but the importance of the army’s budgetary disposition
is not lost on PLA researchers. Past researchers have called for increased
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overall defense expenditures to enable more investment on army weapons,69
while more recent articles have argued that overall army expenditure is
excessive in comparison to the spending of other services.70 These contrasting viewpoints illustrate that service budgets have long been a point of
debate within the PLA, in spite of an overall lack of budgetary transparency.
Presence in Command Billets
A final organizational interest is the number of influential positions held
by army personnel. Scholars have argued that in order for a bureaucracy to
provide governance, its officials must “occupy the most important positions
in policy making, and further, they must be in sufficient numbers to be
able to make their decisions effective.”71 Quantity of positions held has a
quality all its own, in that sheer preponderance of positions held may itself
increase bureaucratic power.72 Staffers, ad hoc players, and lower level officials are also critical, wielding substantial influence over action channels
and agenda-setting.73
PLA Army theorists understand the importance of having qualified
personnel occupying key billets in a given command structure. Army
researchers have recognized the importance of developing relevant army
talent to occupy billets that might require army expertise,74 and past analysis has identified the lack of qualified army technical personnel in key
billets as a major bottleneck for the advancement of transformation.75 One
prominent researcher proposed the establishment of an army command
organ, among other specifically army-controlled organizations like military academies, research units, and logistics support units, to remedy this
problem as far back as 2009.76

Becoming a Joint Force Component: Choosing the
“Least Bad Option”
While organizational and bureaucratic interests (some would say pathologies) may have held up the reforms until 2015, these same interests could
also have enabled the reforms by helping the army to evaluate its future
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force choices. Interpreting the army’s menu of options for its future force
through the lens of the service’s organizational interests yields an interesting perspective: of the three variants of a new type of army, becoming the
ground component of a joint force may have been the least objectionable
option for the army as an organization. The contours of these three different
models for a future ground forces are summarized briefly in table 2 and
described in more detail in the sections that follow.
Table 2. Future PLA Ground Force Roles
“Defend and Deter”

Constabulary Force

Ground Component
of Joint Force

Missions

Deterrence

Military operations
other than war

Taiwan

Unique
Capabilities

Defend homeland

Defend Chinese
Communist Party at
home

Seize and hold
territory

Relationship with
PLA Partners

Reliant on naval,
rocket, and air forces
for protection
and strike

Reliant on naval and
air forces for overseas
transportation

Reliant on naval and
air forces for transportation and support;
naval, rocket, and air
forces for strike

Budgetary
Implications

Limited budget;
investment in equipment for defensive
and deterrence
operations

Smallest budget;
limited investment
for personnel and
minimum necessary
equipment

Comparatively
reduced budget;
investment in heavy
power-projection

Command
Implications

Stay at home; limited
role in command of
high-end combat
operations

Stay loyal; little to
no role in command
of high-end combat
operations

Reduced but continued role in command
of complex combat
operations

Defend and Deter
The PLA ground force is currently shaped as a force designed to defend and
deter, largely thanks to China’s longstanding strategic posture and periodic
modifications in the way PLA leaders perceived the character of warfare.
The PLA and its ground forces place a heavy emphasis on deterrence and
defense of China; offense is typically referenced in the context of “active

103

Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

defense,” in which China would task its armed forces to attack only when
threatened.77 Force modernization resulting from changes in perceptions
about warfare under high-technology conditions to informationized conditions laid the groundwork for a force that is increasingly mechanized
and informationized, with growing but limited-range power projection
capabilities in its special operations and aviation components.78 Taken
together, these components represent the army’s status quo, forming the
basis for an army shaped primarily to defend the Chinese homeland and
deter any violations of Chinese territory.
A ground force shaped for defense and deterrence confers specific
bureaucratic advantages, capitalizing on the army’s unique capability
among the PLA’s services to hold territory in defense of China’s landmass.
While the navy and air force each have ground force components, and the
Rocket Force is based on land, the army alone has sufficient numbers and
heavy weapons to assure China’s territorial integrity on land.
At the same time, however, an army shaped for defense and deterrence
is saddled with distinct bureaucratic disadvantages. While the army could
benefit from interior lines for transportation and logistical support, it would
be heavily reliant upon the PLA’s naval and air forces and Rocket Force for
protection and strike, even while operating inside friendly territory. PLA
academics acknowledge this reliance, commenting that army operations
are “near impossible without reliable air cover”79 and that the army should
make maximum use of long-range firepower strikes from the other services
to achieve its goals.80
This reliance generates some significant potential budgetary and command limitations for the PLA Army. Comparatively greater portions of the
defense budget would go to the navy, Rocket Force, and air force to buy highend equipment needed for their operations. Meanwhile, with limited power
projection capabilities and missions, army commanders would gradually be
given commands limited to homeland defense and would only participate
in high-end joint combat operations to the extent that they are needed to
coordinate with other services tasked with protecting the ground forces.
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The PLA ground forces have already run up against many of these
limitations. The army does not command strategic air defense assets,
which belong to the air force, and the long-range strike weapons used to
keep China’s enemies far afield are under the command of the Rocket Force
and air and naval forces, which are perceived to be naturally better suited
to use long-range firepower.81 These trends have contributed to an army
with limited power projection capabilities designed primarily to secure
Chinese territorial integrity.
A Constabulary Force
Hu Jintao’s New Historic Missions offered the army a glimpse at a future
bureaucratic disposition far worse than the one army leaders were accustomed to during the runup to the 2015 reforms. A PLA ground force that fully
embraced Hu’s New Historic Missions would have focused more of its time and
resources on MOOTW missions like antiterrorism, peacekeeping, and internal
security, at the expense of training and equipping for complex combat operations against peer adversaries. The result would have been an army that more
closely resembled an enhanced constabulary force with limited expeditionary
capabilities instead of one designed to defeat the militaries of peer competitors.
While the call to participate in MOOTW missions under the aegis
of Hu’s New Historic Missions offered bureaucratic opportunities for the
army, the unique and most politically important of these was not one that
the PLA ground forces especially savored. Party leaders have continued
to champion the army as the final line of defense for ensuring continued
CCP rule,82 but internal security was a mission that army leaders did not
especially want. Some officers have candidly expressed their distaste for this
particular duty.83 Indeed, the existence of the People’s Armed Police helps
distance the PLA from this internal security mission.84
A constabulary army could have expected a greatly reduced share
of the budget and significantly lessened command responsibility for the
types of complex combat operations that armies typically embrace. Its
unique role as the defender of the CCP would not have required extensive
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modernization that could justify budgetary largesse, and modernization
funds would likely be funneled to selected units tasked with overseas
peacekeeping, antiterrorism, and other MOOTW operations, eschewing
the advanced capabilities needed to fight peer adversaries in favor of lighter
rapid reaction forces. The increased emphasis on MOOTW would divert
training time and resources away from more intensive combat operations,
which would ultimately diminish the number of army officers holding
prestigious command billets charged with executing complex combat
operations against peer adversaries offshore from China.
It is no surprise that the PLA ground forces have not fully embraced
the constabulary model that MOOTW missions would have foisted upon
the service. Some evidence suggests that army theorists increasingly
conceive of MOOTW operations within the context of larger, more complex operations rather than a set of separate, dedicated missions.85 This
is preliminary evidence that army theorists appear inclined to include
MOOTW missions as lesser included tasks, even though MOOTW
operations remain enshrined as one of the “three basic ways to use military power” cited in the 2013 Science of Military Strategy 86 and offer
unique opportunities for the army to gain experience in combat support
skills.87 Given the significant bureaucratic disadvantages, army leaders
are unlikely to endorse or adopt anything resembling the constabulary
model if they can help it.
Ground Component of a Joint Force
Given the options described here, becoming the ground component of a
joint force appears to be the best option from the perspective of the army’s
bureaucratic interests. While a full embrace of joint warfare would reduce
the service’s budget allocation, control over command billets, and leave the
army reliant on other services for transportation and support, it nonetheless
presents the strongest case for continued force modernization, making it the
best option for the ground forces from the standpoint of organizational and
bureaucratic interests.
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Fully transforming into the ground component of a joint force would
result in a bureaucratic retreat on multiple fronts, damaging the army’s
organizational interests and priming the way for significantly reduced
influence. The army would lose some of its monopoly of expertise as other
services begin to absorb or compete for army roles, such as amphibious
operations. Accordingly, the army’s share of budgetary appropriation
relative to other PLA services would fall as the navy, air force, and Rocket
Force funnel money toward costlier systems and training needed for complex joint operations. Army dominance of command billets would end as
officers from other services increased their proficiency in joint operations
and begin to rise through the ranks, demanding greater control commensurate with the rising importance of the other services.
Many of these bureaucratic retreats have already come to fruition
during the recent reforms, though the army lost at least some of these
bureaucratic battles more than a decade ago. Recent changes have captured
the most attention. For instance, key chief of staff and theater commander
billets in the newly formed theater commands are increasingly being filled
by officers from other PLA services.88 If true, rumors that an army brigade
would be converted to a marine corps unit would have dealt a further blow
to the army’s weakening monopoly of expertise on amphibious operations.89
Still, it is clear that the army likely lost some important bureaucratic clashes
years before—the prioritization of informationization over mechanization
and the announcement that the navy, air force, and Second Artillery would
have modernization priority in the 2004 defense white paper hinted at
major bureaucratic defeats for the army.90
In context, however, becoming the ground component of a joint force
entails comparably fewer bureaucratic concessions than the other two
options. Should the army ultimately be tasked with a future invasion of
Taiwan, for instance, it would reap the budgetary benefits of continued
modernization directed at defeating a technologically advanced Taiwan
military and the U.S. military might that the PLA expects to confront in
such a scenario. The aggregate number of officers occupying command
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billets responsible for joint operations would fall, but the army would still
retain a legitimate claim to a substantial number of critical command
positions given its continued role in a joint PLA. An army that is an equal
participant in joint operations could ameliorate its reliance on other PLA
services for protection and transportation by contributing niche capabilities
to joint operations with other PLA services.
Given the comparatively lesser bureaucratic losses to the army, it is
not entirely surprising that the undeniably painful transition toward a
joint force is fully under way. This transition, evinced by numerous blows
to the army’s bureaucratic standing, will likely continue to be shaped by
not only the army’s organizational interests but also broader strategic and
political directives described in previous sections of this chapter. In the end,
however, organizational interests may have helped push army leaders and
experts toward making the best of a worsening bureaucratic environment.

Explaining Incremental Change: Organizational Backsliding with
Chinese Characteristics, or Risk Aversion?
If the transition to a ground component of a joint force was ultimately in the
army’s best organizational interest, what explains the lag time between the
introduction of reform concepts in the 2000s and actual implementation
in 2015?
The first and most simple explanation for the delay is that the army
simply saw no strategic imperative for dramatic changes to its fighting force
after the 1993 military strategic guideline, which marked a new era in how
the PLA and the ground forces should have perceived land security challenges—a shift toward fighting local wars under high-technology and later
under informationized conditions called for a smaller, more versatile, and
mobile ground force. According to this explanation, the army’s changes, or
lack thereof, were a response to the new strategic directives laid down by the
1993 guideline, and subsequent modifications were appropriate responses
to comparatively minor adjustments in China’s national military strategy.
The army continues to implement the directives handed down to them by
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higher authorities and does so with sufficient speed and effectiveness.91
The consistency in the army’s perceptions of land security challenges
is a function of the enduring nature of China’s remaining land security
challenges, which is an especially plausible explanation given that China
has mostly settled its territorial disputes, save for a select few outstanding
trouble spots.92
But the evidence suggests that this “strategic” explanation is incomplete. If the PLA and its ground forces were as responsive to higher level
strategic directives as the CCP and the military would have observers
believe, one might expect quicker and more pronounced changes in doctrine or force structure than those described in the previous sections of this
chapter. One prominent example of this explanatory gap is the apparent
multiple attempts to adopt the smaller ground force structure that is consistently upheld and reiterated seemingly ad infinitum as a key pillar of army
modernization. Since the introduction of the 1993 guidelines, the PLA has
undergone several troop reductions: 500,000 personnel in 1997, 200,000
more in 2005, and an additional 300,000 announced in 2015.93 The latest
reductions were reportedly completed in March 2018,94 nearly a full 25 years
after the strategic need for a smaller ground force was first articulated in
1993 and 20 years since the first personnel reduction under the “military
strategic guideline in the new period” was undertaken. Are these reductions
deliberate and precise responses to changes in China’s land security threats
and views on the character of warfare, or have they been conducted in a
delayed and piecemeal fashion because the PLA (and especially its ground
forces) was unwilling or unable to reduce the size of the force? How much
of the delay can be attributed to the consensus-driven nature of the PLA’s
organizational culture, and how much is due to opposition or resistance?
Given the relative consistency in China’s views on land security threats
since 1993, the timing of the iterative, piecemeal force reductions cannot
be readily explained by adjustments in perceptions of land security threats.
A second explanation involves PLA (and especially ground force)
resistance to implementing its conclusion that smaller, modular, and
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multifunctional forces were necessary because these changes went against
parochial organizational interests within the ground forces. Seasoned
PLA experts point out that the PLA does not always respond rapidly to
decisions it does not like. There is ample scholarship supporting the idea
that the PLA and its ground forces may be less than fully willing to follow
through on CCP directives,95 and history is replete with concrete instances
of serious friction between the Party and army. One recent example is the
November 2015 announcement of a 3-year phase out of PLA commercial
businesses, which came nearly two decades after the famous 1997 divestiture of PLA businesses ordered by Jiang Zemin, which was apparently not
as effective or complete as civilian leaders had hoped.96 Through this lens,
one might attribute the slow and small-scale changes in army priorities to
organizational backsliding and unwillingness to break “iron rice bowls”
within the service. The army’s professional role as land warfare experts
gives the service excellent bona fides upon which to execute this particular form of doctrinal disobedience, as with any other service. The long
series of experimental exercises in the former Jinan MR may have been an
expression of this resistance, serving as an excuse to put off implementation of needed reforms rather than a genuine effort to change the army.97
Was the army’s laggard pace of change actually a result of a deliberate
campaign of military slow walking?
A third possible explanation for the army’s relative failure to adapt
to a new type of force centers on a potential organizational inability to
do so, or at least do so in a radical way. Military organizations, like their
nonmilitary counterparts, are typically deeply resistant to change, except
under conditions of competition or doctrinal innovation from a foreign
opponent.98 A review of scholarly literature on organizational behavior
suggests that organizations rarely adopt radical change, preferring instead
to engage in incremental innovation characterized by the adoption of policy
options that bear a strong resemblance to choices adopted in the past.99 On
its face, the main body of PLA and army literature regarding land security
threats appears to conform to these patterns of behavior—views on regional
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challenges and the future shape of the force have remained nearly identical,
while changes to emphasize amphibious operations use many of the same
intellectual language and constructs employed before the latest revision to
China’s military strategic guideline.100 This suggests that the ground forces
may have previously been organizationally unable to innovate, hindered by
a particular brand of organizational pathology that emphasizes hierarchy
and consensus-driven processes.101
Evidence to assess the relative weight of these explanations is difficult
to come by, but some details from the PLA reforms give hints that all three
of these explanations may be valid to varying degrees. Some of the latest
reforms appear to be directed at remedying selected residual outcomes
that could have resulted from the above three explanations, especially
any deliberate slow-rolling or inability to foster doctrinal innovation.
For instance, the reduction of army influence at the highest levels of
administrative and operational command, exemplified by the reassignment of several former General Staff Department functions to competing
organizations102 and the formation of joint operations command centers
[lianhe zuozhan zhihui zhongxin, 联合作战指挥中心] at the new theater
commands,103 would likely reduce any army-led efforts to obstruct or
hinder the development of a “joint” PLA. The heavier presence of air force
and navy officers at the theater commands is likely to force their army
counterparts to interact more with other doctrinal schools of thought.104
The bevy of first-time military delegates to the latest Party congress may
also hint at a broader displacement of army personnel who were professionally disinclined toward change.105
While it remains difficult to determine precisely which of the above
explanations best describes the army’s pace and scope of change, the
relative validities of these explanations nonetheless have much larger
implications for the army, the PLA writ large, and the state of Partymilitary relations in China.
If the army failed to adjust in the past based on limited adjustments
in strategy or views on the character of warfare, the latest changes in the
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ground forces suggest that a dramatic reorientation in the army’s future
force is coming to fruition. Many of the changes that army theorists have
discussed at length over the past 20-odd years are finally being realized,
shortly after the issuance of a new military strategic guideline strongly
emphasizing maritime threats. Reforms from the “neck down” [bozi yixia
gaige, 脖子以下改革] have resulted in significant reductions and changes
to army units, including the elimination of five group army headquarters
and the redistribution and reassignment of many of their subordinate
units, personnel, and equipment. The remaining group armies command
combined arms brigades instead of divisions, and have been redesignated,
reduced in size, and completely reorganized.106 If the army is responsive
to the latest military strategic guideline, it will continue to work toward
developing smaller, modularized, and multifunctional forces, primarily
for use in joint maritime operations.
If the ground forces were backsliding, some elements of the reforms
may be better interpreted as deliberately disruptive measures. The process
of “discarding Big Army Mentality” may have motivated the removal of
individual leaders and precipitated the abolition of certain institutions and
departments, and any further perceived Big Army Mentality may result
in further disruption within the PLA ground forces. A concerted move
against the army would bode ill for the Party-army relationship, and analysts should expect to see much more stringent efforts at political control of
the army in particular. Ground force personnel associated with corruption
may be drummed out of the force en masse, and the remaining forces and
their commanders will likely experience a sharp uptick in political work
emphasizing political and personal loyalty to Xi Jinping. For career army
personnel, it will likely pay to be “Red.”
If the ground forces are simply risk averse and organizationally incapable of articulating a radically different view of land security challenges,
the process of discarding Big Army Mentality is likely to be gentler and
more gradual, although just as jarring in the end. Party and military
leaders may increase the army officers’ exposure to other components
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of the PLA, namely the air force, navy, and Rocket Force, in an attempt
to diversify army doctrinal and operational thinking. Older officers will
be ushered out of their posts in order to be replaced by a new generation
that is more inclined to value joint operations with other services. One
obvious price of becoming more accepting of change in the army, however, is that the service’s bureaucratic status and influence are likely to
continue to decrease as a result of any “radical” changes in views on land
security challenges.
These three paths are not necessarily mutually exclusive, and some of
the recently announced changes from the reforms could be indicators of all
three explanations of army theoretical and actual change. One major issue
going forward is that absent better data, much of the evidence gleaned from
the reforms can be interpreted as supporting evidence for multiple theories
explaining the army’s views on land security challenges. For instance, army
leadership reductions and reassignments resulting from the group army
reorganization could be part of the service’s response to a new strategy,
serve as a punishment to some backsliding officers, or remove organizational and bureaucratic obstacles to needed change. On balance, such a
leadership change probably achieves all three of those objectives, which
makes it difficult to determine which explanation is most valid.
As it stands, the key findings of this chapter suggest that while changes
in China’s external security challenges, altered perceptions of the character
of warfare, and new political directives all likely played critical roles in driving these latest adaptations in the PLA ground forces, these explanations
for reform neglect the army’s organizational interests as a potential driver
and enabler of reform. While an organizational explanation may still be
unable to account for exactly what happened to push the 2015 reforms to
fruition, the existing body of literature on bureaucratic behavior in general
and on the ground forces suggests that army organizational interests almost
certainly influenced the scale and timing of reforms.
To the extent that army organizational interests prove to be important
determinants of the future service, they may push the PLA ground forces
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toward a more offensive-oriented role for a PLA ground force that has previously been tasked to defend and deter. This is not to say that the PLA or the
highest CCP leadership will opt to use the ground forces in an offensive manner,
but rather to imply that a more joint PLA ground force would have a greater
organizational preference for offensive actions within the context of the PLA’s
broader posture of active defense. This may be especially true in a Taiwan
scenario in which the ground forces may be called upon to invade the island.
Ultimately, the ongoing transformation of the army into the ground
component of a joint force is still not good for the service’s bureaucratic
standing. An altered strategic paradigm will likely precipitate a continued
decline in army bureaucratic power and influence. Organizational opposition or simple organizational pathology is likely to trigger similar outcomes,
albeit with varying degrees of disruption. Given these possible explanations
and outcomes, the other PLA services and branches will likely continue to
gain at the expense of the ground forces as the PLA continues to implement
the next slate of reforms. Nonetheless, the army’s embrace of joint warfare
will likely continue to be its “least bad” organizational choice, especially
in light of its other options.
The author is indebted to Dennis J. Blasko, Morgan Clemens, and
Phillip C. Saunders for their generous help in reviewing previous
versions of this chapter. Any errors are the author’s alone.
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