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Xi	Jinping	and	the	Latest	Round	of		
People’s	Liberation	Army	(PLA)	
Reforms	
	
You	Ji,	Professor	of	international	relations	and	Head	of	Department,	Department	of	
Government	and	Public	Administration,	University	of	Macau	
	
	
This	ThinkChina.dk	Policy	Brief	on	Xi	Jinping’s	control	of	China’s	armed	forces	and	
the	reform	of	the	People’s	Liberation	Army	(PLA)	comes	at	just	the	right	time.	
Against	a	backdrop	made	up	of	the	Trump	administration’s	questions	concerning	
China’s	presence	in	the	South	China	Sea	and	the	nature	of	the	One	China	Policy,	
Professor	You	Ji	details	the	major	elements	of	the	ongoing	reform	of	PLA	and	the	
central	aspects	of	Xi’s	reform	approach.		
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Introduction		
In	November	2015,	President	Xi	
Jinping	announced	a	new	five-year	
plan	of	People’s	Liberation	Army	(PLA)	
reform.	Once	it	is	fully	realized	in	
2020,	the	PLA	will	take	on	a	
completely	new	look.	This	short	paper	
will	analyze	two	major	aspects	of	this	
round	of	deep	transformation:	1)	the	
politics	of	PLA	reform	in	the	context	of	
Xi’s	political	leadership,	2)	the	
organizational	regrouping	assessed	
from	tactical	perspectives.		

	

The	politics	of	the	Central	
Military	Commission’s	
reforms:	The	major	items	
The	latest	round	of	PLA	reform	is	
comprehensive,	but	it	is	politically	
centred	on	four	major	changes:	

● The	overhaul	of	the	PLA’s	chain	
of	command	and	control,	
especially	at	the	apex	of	power	
–	the	Central	Military	
Commission	(CMC)–	with	
creation	of	a	supreme	joint	
command	headed	by	Xi	Jinping	
himself.	

● Changing	the	balance	between	
the	civilian	control	of	the	
commander-in-chief	over	
professional	soldiers	and	the	
latter’s	autonomy	in	PLA	
administration	and	operations,	
in	favour	of	the	former.	

● Reshaping	of	the	PLA	force	
structure	paves	the	way	for	
Politburo/CMC	leadership	
reshuffle	in	the	forthcoming	
19th	National	Congress	of	the	
CCP.	

● Emerging	structured	factions	
for	Xi’s	political	leadership	in	
the	PLA	and	beyond.	

Now	that	the	new	CMC	system	has	
been	institutionalized	with	new	
personnel	lineup,	managerial	structure	
and	commanding	procedures	are	in	
place	to	implement	Xi’s	orders.	New	
matching	reform	schemes	continue	to	
be	announced,	including	creation	of	
new	services,	troop	reduction	of	
300.000	men,	elimination	of	all	PLA	
commercial	interests,	revised	national	
mobilization	mechanisms,	the	PLA	
legal/disciple	organs	under	direct	CMC	
control,	strategic	and	combat	logistical	
bases	and	further	integration	of	
national	defense	and	civilian	
industries.		

The	People’s	Armed	Police	(PAP)	will	
also	undergo	sweeping	reforms	to	
assume	more	internal	state	security	
missions	so	as	to	relieve	that	of	the	
standing	army,	a	major	change	in	the	
transforming	civil-military	relations	
that	reorients	the	combat	forces	more	
towards	external	threats.	The	central	
thrust	is	to	place	PAP	command	more	
tightly	under	the	CMC	rather	than	the	
State	Council.	As	a	result,	the	PLA’s	
political	influence	embedded	in	its	
special	relations	with	the	commander-
in-chief	(General	Party	Secretary)	will	
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be	boosted	amidst	intensified	external	
security	challenges.		

The	newly	established	CMC	supreme	
joint	command	follows	Xi’s	conceptual	
guidance	for	the	reform:	the	CMC	
takes	the	overall	charge	in	unifying	the	
PLA’s	operational	and	administrative	
command.	Thus,	CMC	authority	in	
daily	management	of	PLA	affairs	has	
been	enhanced	to	an	unprecedented	
level	and	so	has	Xi’s.		Behind	this	move	
is	Xi’s	strategic	move	to	centralize	
CMC	control	over	the	whole	armed	
forces,	which	was	highly	politically	
motivated.	Until	recently	the	PLA	had	
carried	out	a	combined	CMC-
headquarters	command	system.	
Although	the	CMC	was	the	ultimate	
decision	locus,	the	headquarters	were	
also	entrusted	with	major	decision-
making	power	in	running	PLA	affairs.	
They	routinely	issued	policies	and	
orders	to	PLA	units	in	CMC	name	and	
on	CMC	behalf.	Often,	and	especially	
under	a	weak	CMC	chair,	the	CMC’s	
control	was	weak	when	it	came	to	
policy	initiatives	and	processes,	if	not	
approval	authority.	Now	the	role	of	
Headquarters	is	rendered	to	be	
functional	for	implementing	CMC	
orders.	This	one	stone	kills	two	birds:	
First,	PLA	power	agencies	below	the	
CMC	are	stripped	of	authority	to	make	
strategic	decisions.	Secondly,	the	CMC	
chair’s	control	is	more	direct	and	
detailed,	as	it	is	easier	for	him	to	
control	a	small	body	of	the	CMC	both	
institutionally	and	personally	rather	
than	controlling	four	giant	PLA	
headquarters.	

The	key	to	realizing	effective	control	
is,	however,	to	reiterate	the	supreme	
authority	of	the	CMC	chair.	
Institutionally,	this	is	about	reinforcing	
the	personalized	power	of	the	CMC	
chair	in	the	‘responsibility	system’	
which	is	the	basis	for	the	chair	in	
running	PLA	affairs	and	guaranteed	by	
the	PRC	Constitution.	This	authority	
was	visibly	eroded	by	Hu	Jintao’s	way	
of	chairmanship	–	reign	without	rule	(
����)	–	that	stimulated	top	
soldiers	to	abuse	power	of	
consequences.	Since	the	18th	Party	
Congress,	the	Politburo	has	issued	a	
number	of	directives	stressing	
inviolability	of	the	CMC	Chair	
responsibility	system	and	equated	it	
with	the	Party’s	absolute	control	of	
the	PLA.		

Enhancing	CMC	chair’s	responsibility	
system	is	always	a	political	act,	and	it	
was	emphasized	each	time	Mao	
Zedong	and	Deng	Xiaoping	perceived	
an	internal	challenge	to	their	rule.	
Clearly	Xi’s	reiteration	of	it	is	more	
political	than	military/managerial	in	
that	such	an	endeavor	is	meant	to	
accord	unchallengeable	personal	
power	to	the	CMC	chair,	which	can	in	
turn	be	extended	to	his	control	of	
Party	agenda	and	elite	factional	
activities,	especially	when	there	is	
major	elite	disagreement	on	CCP	
political	line,	personnel	arrangement	
(i.e.,	choice	of	the	successor)	and	
strategic	policies.	

One	specific	move	to	personalize	Xi’s	
exclusive	power	is	to	let	him	take	
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practical	charge	of	PLA	operational	
command,	which	is	the	ultimate	
personal	authority	any	leader	can	get.	
With	his	personal	signature,	the	CMC	
chair	has	the	power	to	declare	war,	
deploy	troops	and	press	the	nuclear	
button.	By	directly	controlling	military	
operations	his	commander-in-chief	
position	has	been	further	
substantiated.	In	the	meantime,	the	
headquarters’	status	in	military	
operations	has	been	downgraded,	
another	move	to	highlight	the	CMC	
chair	responsibility	system	and	CMC	
chair’s	personal	grip	of	strategic	PLA	
activities.		

	

PLA	reform	and	Xi	Jinping’s	
political	leadership	
The	on-going	CMC	reform	has	further	
testified	Xi’s	strong	political	leadership	
in	running	China,	facilitated	by	an	
assertive	personal	style	and	adherence	
to	the	motto:	“leadership	matters”.	
His	political	leadership	is	in	sharp	
contrast	to	his	predecessor’s	
technocratic	obsession	that	valued	
more	bureaucratic	consensus	and	
collegiality	(don’t	rock	the	boat	��
�)	than	strategic	innovation	and	
necessary/inevitable	elite	debate,	and	
is	reflected	by	distinctive	dialectics	in	
wielding	power	by	striking	a	subtle	
balance	between	initiating	
bold/controversial	reforms	with	
resolve	and	managing	
negativity/constraints	with	available	
means.			

Specifically,	Xi’s	political	leadership	is	
reflected	by	the	features	listed	below:	

● Calculated	risk-taking.	The	
sweeping	reform	pursued	in	a	
“big-bang”	approach	proves	his	
style	of	handling	the	risks	of	
reform	failures.	

● Political	resolve.	Every	reform	
entails	redistribution	of	vested	
interests,	a	source	of	zero-sum	
strife	in	the	CCP,	and	thus	
requires	tremendous	personal	
resolve	to	carry	it	through.	

● Strong	sense	of	responsibility	
and	urgency	for	PLA	
transformation.	

● Combat	discipline	applied	to	
the	control	of	the	gun.	This	on-
going	reform	is	driven	by	the	
need	to	uplift	war	preparation	
and	combat	readiness,	a	
mechanism	politically	
employed	by	Xi	to	tighten	force	
discipline,	officer	obedience,	
soldier	moral,	and	troop	
cohesion.	

	

PLA	reform	and	Xi	Jinping’s	
succession	design	
The	latest	PLA	reform	opens	a	big	
window	for	leadership	reshuffle	for	Xi	
to	further	enlarge	his	personnel	
followings	in	the	PLA.	Establishing	a	
personal	core	in	the	top	brass	has	
been	a	major	feature	of	Xi’s	political	
leadership	driven	by	both	an	
institutional	and	a	personal	
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imperative.	Xi’s	strategy	to	effect	total	
control	over	this	process	is	sound	and	
cost-effective.	It	has	started	from	
building	a	structured	personal	
following	in	the	18th	CMC	through	
which	the	on-going	PLA	reform	was	
initiated.	On	this	basis	a	CMC	
consensus	on	the	personnel	lineup	of	
the	19th	CMC	can	be	easily	forged.	This	
in	turn	will	strengthen	Xi’s	hands	to	
pick	up	his	successor	or	ensure	Xi’s	
third	term	if	necessary.	

This	is	the	personnel	context	of	the	
PLA	reform	in	a	political	sense.	In	a	
way	PLA	support	is	essential	for	Xi	to	
translate	his	historical	ambition	into	
the	reality.	Specifically,	the	reshuffle	
has	been	made	available	in	the	
following	areas:	

● The	18th	CMC	is	a	transitional	
team,	particularly	true	to	
deputy	commander-in-chief	
Fan	Changlong.	Xi’s	reform	has	
laid	down	a	stepping	stone	for	
their	replacement.	

● The	appointment	of	the	PLA	
Chief,	commanders	of	war	
zones,	the	Strategic	Support	
Force	and	new	legal/disciple	
commissioner	served	as	likely	
pool	of	the	candidates	for	the	
next	CMC	membership.	Xi	
exercised	exclusive	final	say	to	
their	selection	and	structured	
the	appointments	into	the	
formation	of	the	next	CMC.	

● The	reshuffle	of	officers	at	the	
corps	level	has	been	extensive	
and	served	as	Xi’s	tiered	CMC	

membership	reserve	list.	This	
means	that	Xi	would	have	his	
men	in	the	CMC	well	beyond	
his	retirement	in	2022.	

	

PLA	reforms	analyzed	from	a	
national	defense	perspective	
The	overall	guidance	for	the	reform	is	
to	highlight	the	need	of	war	
preparation.	Thus,	aligning	it	with	Xi’s	
general	emphasis	on	war	preparation	
–	an	emphasis	which	is	significantly	
different	from	his	predecessor’s	
emphasis	which	was	merely	on	
preparation	without	the	distinct	focus	
on	‘war’.	Organizationally,	the	
following	are	the	highlights	of	the	
reforms:	

● Swapping	the	military	region	
system	with	a	theater	
command	system	with	three	
levels	of	operational	
command,	reduced	from	seven	
to	five	of	the	previous	system	
for	the	sake	of	streamlining	the	
tiers	of	order	and	information	
relays	to	suit	the	new	types	of	
informatized	warfare.	

● Reshaping	of	the	PLA	force	
structure	with	creation	of	the	
PLA	headquarters	and	new	
service-equivalent	forces	in	
order	to	tighten	the	combat-
oriented	training	and	
administration,	leaving	the	war	
zone	commandants	the	locus	



	
	

	 6	

as	strategic	and	campaign	
command.		

● Suitable	separation	of	military	
operational	and	administrative	
systems	below	the	CMC	level	
commands.	Therefore,	daily	
force	administration	would	not	
interfere	with	war-preparation	
combat	activities	of	each	
service	now	embedded	in	the	
war	zones.	

	

These	reforms	will	boost	the	overall	
PLA	transformation	with	the	following	
objectives	to	be	achieve	by	2020	when	
the	reforms	are	scheduled	to	
conclude:	

● Reduce	overwhelming	US	
military	superiority	to	one	that	
is	relative.	In	PLA	calculus	
Pentagon	would	balk	at	
initiating	direct	confrontation	
against	China	when	it	does	not	
enjoy	overwhelming	
superiority.	

● Changing	the	PLA	from	a	
military	of	quantity	to	that	of	
quality	measured	by	
capabilities	of	network	centric	
warfare	(from	being	army-
centric	to	one	that	suits	joint	
operations	with	the	special	
Services).	

● Re-posturing	the	PLA	from	
being	defensive-offense	
(home-land	defense)	to	one	
that	is	capable	of	offensive-
defense	(sustained	operations	

of	long-range	power	projection	
in	‘far	seas’	areas).	

● Restructuring	the	PLA	from	
being	army-centric	to	one	
fitting	in	joint	operations	with	
the	special	services	playing	the	
central	role.		

● Reprioritizing	the	PLA’s	
weapons	R&D	from	high-tech	
hardware	modernization	to	
one	that	combines	both	
platform	upgrade	and	IT-
software	advancement	for	
future	warfare.	

	

Summary	
Seen	from	political	perspectives,	the	
on-going	PLA	reform	has	accelerated	
the	tempo	of	Xi	Jinping’s	power	
consolidation,	centralization	and	
personalization.	Positively	to	the	CCP,	
Xi’s	political	leadership	compensates	
for	inadequacies	of	post-Deng	power	
institutionalization,	which	cannot	
prevent	zero-sum	power	struggle	at	
the	top	levels.	However,	the	efforts	
along	these	lines	will	generate	new	
uncertainties.	For	instance,	factional	
equilibrium	can	be	broken,	which	may	
weaken	internal	checks	and	balances	
against	the	top	leader.	

There	is	little	doubt	that	the	on-going	
reforms	will	enhance	the	PLA’s	
combat	readiness	through	
restructuring	the	PLA	according	to	the	
newest	development	of	military	
science,	military	technologies	and	
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above	all	the	modes	of	combat	
engagement.	However,	the	risks	are	
also	definite,	as	the	transitional	
challenges	may	undermine	the	force	
coherence	and	command	
effectiveness	at	various	levels.	More	
profoundly,	a	China	that	is	in	
peacetime,	but	persistent	on	
emphasizing	war	and	reorienting	the	
armed	forces	for	war	may	not	only	eat	
into	the	national	resources	but	also	
into	people’s	mentality	–	nationally	as	
well	as	internationally.	
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