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Abstract 
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The reform process that has been underway in China the past 30 years has affected most parts 

of Chinese society. In regard to core branches of the civilian state administration, public 

administration research provides evidence of far-reaching decentralization, marketization, and 

a relaxation of direct political control within many policy areas. Despite the fact that the 

military in any Marxist-Leninist state is an indispensable part of the state administration, it is 

rarely included in research on the Chinese state administrations. In this dissertation, it is ar-

gued that the military is intrinsically linked to the overall political stability of the Chinese 

state not only because it constitutes one of the most central branches of the Chinese cadre 

administration, but also given its close connection to the ruling communist party. Hence it 

deserves greater research focus. 

   The overarching focus of this study is political control and governance vis-à-vis the Chinese 

military. Contrary to previous studies that have approached the issue of control by investigat-

ing military infringement on civilian policy making, the analysis here illustrates that the struc-

tures and the underlying logic of control are better captured by a study of the professional 

autonomy of the Chinese military officer corps. Professional autonomy is investigated within 

the military education system, given that education is a central undertaking for any profession. 

   By suggesting a new approach to the study of the relationship between the political entities 

of the state and the military, an approach which makes use of insights from both the political 

science subfield of public administration and the sociology of professions, this dissertation 

makes important theoretical and analytical contributions to the field of civil-military relations. 

Yet the usefulness of the actor-centered approach put forward here, which focuses on the 

autonomy of the profession within the organization, is not limited to studies of the military 

but can be used in any analysis of power relations between the political entities of the state 

and its administrations. 

This dissertation also contributes to increase the understanding of Chinese military education, 

which is one of the military’s most important peace time undertakings.   
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1. Introduction 

Two decades after the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the concurrent 

political transformation of the socialist states in Eastern Europe, the People’s 

Republic of China stands out as an exception among the remaining handful 

of communist states.1 Not only has it escaped the political faith of its Marx-

ist-Leninist peers, but it has also avoided the economic stagnation experi-

enced by many of the post-communist states in the early transition period. 

China’s remarkable economic transition from planned to market economy 

and its appearance as “an important engine of global economic growth,”2 

have been the subject of a vast number of scholarly studies and journalistic 

reports.3 Given that it is within the arenas of trade and finance that China’s 

reforms have had the greatest international reach, the preoccupation with 

these issues in media reports and forecasts is understandable. Yet the eco-

nomic reforms were, at least initially, seen as a means to strengthen social-

ism in China and enhance the power of the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP),4 which is why the accompanying transition in the political sphere is 

equally or perhaps even more intriguing, at least from a political science 

perspective.5  

                               
1 Cuba, Laos, Vietnam and North Korea are, together with China, generally regarded as the 
five remaining communist states worldwide.  
2 Quote by Caroline Atkinson, Director of external relations, International Monetary Fund, in 
“Can China Become the World’s Engine for Growth?,” International Economy, Winter 2010, 
p. 15 
3 For example: Fang Cai, Transforming the Chinese Economy (Leiden: BRILL, 2010); Elias 
C. Grivoyannis, The New Chinese Economy: Dynamic Transitions into the Future (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012); Xiaohui Liu and Wei Zhang, China's Three Decades of 
Economic Reforms (London: Routledge, 2010); Barry Naughton, The Chinese Economy: 
Transitions and Growth (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2007); Huizhong Zhou, Guanzhong 
Wen, and Shang-Jin Wei, The Globalization of the Chinese Economy (Edward Elgar, 2002); 
The Economist, “Special Report on China’s Economy,” May 26, 2012; Asia Program Special 
Report, “China’s Economy: Will the Bubble Burst?,” June 2003, Woodrow Wilson Center for 
scholars; Roberta Benini and He Liping, “Special Issue on China: Re-Thinking China’s Eco-
nomic Transition and Development in the Post-Crisis Era,” Economic Change and Restruc-
turing 46, no. 1 (2013); Song Shunfeng, ed. “Chinese Economy: Issues and Challenges,” 
Special Issue, The Social Science Journal 48, no. 3 (2011); Andreas Von Lorenz and Wieland 
Wagner, “Die Rotchina AG,” Der Spiegel 2007, to mention but a few. 
4 Bruce J. Dickson and Chien-min Chao, “Introduction: Remaking the Chinese State,” in 
Remaking the Chinese State: Strategies, Society and Security, ed. Chien-min Chao and Bruce 
J. Dickson (London: Routledge, 2001), 4-7. 
5 According to Dickson and Chao, economic reforms that were originally seen as a means to 
strengthen the CCP and the Chinese socialist system, have been transformed into a goal in 
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In a state built on Leninist principles of organization, a centrally planned 

economy constitutes but one of three indispensable pillars. Equally essential 

for the socialist system is a political system based on one-party rule and, for 

the execution of policy, a state organized as a politicized cadre administra-

tion.6 These three pillars of the Leninist state are intimately linked, and fun-

damental changes in one part of the system, in this case the planned econo-

my, are therefore likely to trigger changes, both intentional and unintention-

al, in the others. Consequently, in the case of China, “embracing the market 

economy has inevitably challenged the way socialism is practiced.” 7  By 

marketizing and privatizing parts of the state, and by increasing the autono-

my for both executors of public service and lower administrative levels (as 

described below) the reforms have altered the preconditions for how the 

CCP governs China and how political control is exercised. The use of ideol-

ogy and indoctrination as a means of political control, which is central in a 

politicized cadre administration, has by and large played out its role. The 

growing complexity of the Chinese state and society also makes micro-

management by the CCP virtually impossible, pointing to the need for modi-

fications in the political control system. So whereas the question of one-

party rule is intrinsically of a yes/no character, the means and methods em-

ployed to uphold such a system naturally vary. 

How China is governed and how political control is exercised are over-

arching questions that this thesis addresses. It does so by examining the Chi-

nese military administration, an administration that, compared to the civilian 

part of the state administration, is given limited attention in the literature 

which focuses on the Chinese reform process. The rich body of literature that 

examines how reforms have affected the civilian state administration, there-

by addressing the unprecedented maneuverability within the social policy 

sector and the growing autonomy of regional and local administrative units 

with respect to policy implementation either excludes the military admin-

istration, or devotes a chapter to it, almost it would seem, out of obligation.8  

                                                                                                                             
itself. This goal requires the socialist system to change, thereby reversing this system to a 
means to achieve reform. Ibid., 6.  
6 Bálint Balla, Kaderverwaltung: Versuch zur Idealtypisierung Der Bürokratie Sowjetisch-
Volksdemokratischen Typs, Soziologische Gegenwartsfragen, N.F., 37 (Stuttgart: Ferdinand 
Enke Verlag, 1972) 169. 
7 Martin Painter and Ka Ho Mok, “Reasserting the Public in Public Service Delivery: The De-
Privatization and De-Marketization of Education in China,” Policy and Society 27, no. 2 
(2008): abstract. See also Dali L. Yang, Remaking the Chinese Leviathan: Market Transition 
and the Politics of Governance in China (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2004), 
Cheng Li, “Introduction: Assessing China's Political Development,” in China's Changing 
Political Landscape: Prospects for Democracy, ed. Cheng Li (Washington, D.C.: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2008), 2. 
8 Including: Chien-min Chao and Bruce J. Dickson, Remaking the Chinese State: Strategies, 
Society and Security, Asia's Transformations (London: Routledge, 2001), Cheng Li, ed., 
China's Changing Political Landscape: Prospects for Democracy (Washington, D.C.: Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2008), Shiping Zheng, Party vs. State in Post-1949 China: The Institu-
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Studies on the Chinese military are instead carried out within the political 

science subdiscipline of civil-military relations. Such studies generally ap-

proach and interpret political control through the theoretical lenses of profes-

sionalism and professionalization.9 This analytic focus brings with it a num-

ber of methodological and theoretical weaknesses that are discussed later in 

this chapter. Yet perhaps the greatest problem inherent in the preoccupation 

with military professionalism within the civil-military subfield is that it has 

effectively hindered other approaches to the study of control and governance 

from being taken in this context. The limited theoretical and methodological 

development in this subdiscipline is also acknowledged by leading scholars 

on the Chinese military who lament that they have “taken current ideas as far 

as they can go.”10  

In the study at hand, the Chinese military is seen as part of the encom-

passing cadre administration. This opens up the possibility of a new and 

productive research approach to the study of political control, one which 

places the autonomy of the military at the center of the analysis. Many rigor-

ous and fine-tuned analyses on political governance and control within the 

civilian state administration have contributed new insights into how China is 

governed and how political control is exercised. Yet the exclusion of the 

military administration means that the most important state administration is 

absent from the analysis. In this thesis, I attempt to address this gap with a 

study of the Chinese military as a core administration within the Chinese 

state. Within the large Chinese military organization, I focus on the military 

education system. 

This introduction starts with a discussion as to why the military should be 

viewed as part of the cadre administration. I then outline some key effects of 

the reform process in regard to governance and political control over the 

civilian state administration, which, as argued later, constitutes another part 

of the cadre administration. The subsequent sections provide an overview of 

                                                                                                                             
tional Dilemma, Cambridge Modern China Series (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1997). 
9 See for example, Harlan Jencks, From Muskets to Missiles: Politics and Professionalism in 
the Chinese Army 1945-1981 (Boulder, Col.: Westview Press, 1982), Ellis Joffe, Party and 
Army: Professionalism and Political Control in the Chinese Officer Corps, 1949-1964, Har-
vard East Asian Monographs (Cambridge, Mass.: 1967), James C. Mulvenon, “Professionali-
zation of the Senior Chinese Officer Corps: Trends and Implications,” (Washington D.C: 
RAND, 1997), You Ji, “China: From Revolutionary Tool to Professional Military,” in Mili-
tary Professionalism in Asia: Conceptual and Empirical Perspectives ed. Muthiah Alagappa 
(Honolulu: East West Center, 2001). 
10 Thomas Bickford, “A Retrospective on the Study of Chinese Civil-Military Relations since 
1979: What Have We Learned? Where Do We Go?” in Seeking Truths from Facts: A Retro-
spective on Chinese Military Studies in the Post-Mao Era, ed. James C Mulvenon and An-
drew N. D. Yang (Santa Monica: RAND, 2001), 2. This argument is seconded by David 
Shambaugh on page 39 in the same publication. The literature on Chinese civil-military rela-
tions is discussed briefly further ahead in this chapter, and more extensively in chapter 2 of 
the thesis. 
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how the issue of political control over the military is generally studied within 

the discipline of political science, how the Chinese military has been ana-

lyzed in previous research, and a criticism of the way in which earlier studies 

address these issues. The approach used here to study control and autonomy 

is then introduced, together with the contributions of this study, both with 

respect to the empirical findings and analytic approach. The chapter con-

cludes with an outline of the rest of this thesis. 

State and military: two sides of the same coin 

The close integration of the various parts of the Leninist system is also an 

argument for placing the Chinese military in the same administrative context 

as the civilian state administrations. Indeed, as Carol Lee Hamrin argues, 

“[i]n theory, the system of Chinese leadership was separated into party, gov-

ernment, and military bureaucracies, but in fact these were a single political 

bureaucracy divided into functional systems…”11 In regard to the state, the 

degree to which the state and the CCP are intertwined is made explicit in the 

very concept of the “party-state” and, “exactly where the party stops and the 

state begins remains anybody’s guess.”12 Organizationally, however, they are 

two different political structures with different organizational logics. The 

state may indeed be depicted as the executive branch of the CCP, responsible 

for executing the will of the dominating party.13 As such, the Chinese state 

apparatus is the main tool of governance of the communist party, the tool 

through which it rules the country.14  

Similarly, the role of the military may be used to illustrate the intercon-

nectedness of this state system. Whereas the military forces of democratic 

states are subordinate to the state constitution, and serve the function of na-

tional defender regardless of what political party is in power, the military in 

a Leninist state is the armed branch of the communist party. Just as the state 

apparatus can be seen as the main governance tool of the CCP, so can the 

military be depicted as the CCP’s instrument for execution of military poli-

cy. The roles of both the state and the military are thus highly central to the 

Leninist state, and closely interconnected with the ruling communist party. 

Whereas their functions and the division of labor between them overlapped 

to a greater extent in the past, the reform process has made them more dis-

                               
11  C.L. Hamrin, China and the Challenge of the Future: Changing Political Patterns 
(Westview Press, 1990) 22. 
12 Frank N. Pieke, The Good Communist: Elite Training and State Building in Today's China 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) 16. 
13 Ng Ka Po, “Critical Developments in Chinese Politics” in Critical Issues in Contemporary 
China, ed. Czeslaw Tubilewicz (London: Routledge, 2006), 25. 
14 Pieke, The Good Communist 26. This is consistent with Leninist party politics. See also 
Alfred G. Meyer, The Soviet Political System: An Interpretation (New York: 1965) 198, Gert-
Joachim Glaessner, Herrschaft Durch Kader: Leitung Der Gesellschaft und Kaderpolitik in 
der DDR am Beispiel Des Staatsapparates (Opladen: Westdeutscher Vlg 1977) 69. 
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tinct. Today, the civilian state and the military administration can be depict-

ed as two facets of the cadre administration, responsible for different policy 

areas. They are, moreover, permeated by communist party organizational 

structures in the same fashion.  

Yet the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) should be viewed as more than 

an expression of the cadre administration comparable with any other civilian 

organization. By constituting the armed branch of the communist party, it is 

also an essential component of the one-party rule. It is therefore, after the 

party structure itself, arguably the most critical organization in China in re-

gard to continued CCP rule. This underlines the importance of not only stud-

ying how political governance and control are exercised in civilian state 

organizations, or when and how autonomy is allowed in policy implementa-

tion within “civilian” policy areas of central importance of the state. These 

matters should also be studied in regard to the military, an administration 

that is at the very core of the Chinese state.  

Thus far, I have argued that an analysis of political governance and con-

trol in China not only requires that the Chinese military administration be 

studied, but also that it is placed in the proper context. This means that it 

should be studied as a part of the overall Chinese cadre administration, and 

that studies on other parts of this administration may provide guidance in 

regard to both how these issues can be studied, and what results can be ex-

pected.  

Reforms of the Chinese state administration 

In terms of political reality, the interconnectedness of the communist party 

and the cadre administration, both in regard to the state and the military, has 

had at least one evident disadvantage: it has produced a constantly expand-

ing and, by and large, ineffective bureaucratic apparatus. In relation to the 

civilian state administration, this was seen as impeding sought-after econom-

ic reforms and development.15 In the words of then CCP Chairman Deng 

Xiaoping, the problems included “the present overstaffed and overlapping 

Party and state organizations”… “without clearly defined duties and with 

many incompetent, irresponsible, lethargic, under-educated and inefficient 

staff members.”16 Consequently, from the outset of the reform process, Deng 

Xiaoping argued for a separation of state and party (党政分开) to increase 

                               
15 See for example, Dali L. Yang, “Rationalizing the Chinese State: The Political Economy of 
Government Reform,” in Remaking the Chinese State: Strategies, Society and Security, ed. 
Chien-min Chao and Bruce J. Dickson (London: Routledge, 2001), Zheng, Party vs. State in 
Post-1949 China chapter 8, Lan Xue and Kaibin Zhong, “Domestic Reform and Global Inte-
gration: Public Administration Reform in China over the Last 30 Years,” International Re-
view of Administrative Sciences 78, no. 2 (2012). 
16 Deng Xiaoping, “Streamlining Organizations Constitutes a Revolution,” January 13, 1982, 
Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping. Vol. 2, (1975-1982) (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 
1995). 
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efficiency.17 Yet this did not amount to a separation of powers, which Deng 

opposed, but was rather a vision of a more clear-cut division of labor be-

tween the government and the party.18 The ineffectiveness of the bureaucracy 

caused Deng to call for a “revolution” in the form of streamlining state or-

ganizations.19 According to Deng, the same problems were found in the PLA, 

which therefore was also in need of streamlining, although no calls for a 

separation of party and military were made.20 Rather, Deng called for struc-

tural reforms of the army, a reduction in the number of staff, enforcement of 

rules and regulations, and an improved system for promotion.21 These re-

forms were thus by and large compatible with those implemented on the 

civilian side. 

A rich body of scholarly work analyzes both the execution and implica-

tions of the reforms of the administrative units of the Chinese state, such as, 

for example, central ministries and the administrative departments of central 

and local governments; organizations for public service and welfare; and 

state-owned enterprises.22 These studies have contributed to a better under-

                               
17 John P. Burns, “Strengthening Central CCP Control of Leadership Selection: The 1990 
Nomenklatura,” The China Quarterly, no. 138 (1994): 463, Lowell Dittmer, “Three Visions 
of Chinese Political Reform,” Journal of Asian and African Studies 38, no. 4-5 (2003): 350, 
Zheng, Party vs. State in Post-1949 China chapter 8, Yang, “Rationalizing the Chinese State.” 
18 Dittmer, “Three Visions of Chinese Political Reform,” 350, Po, “Critical Developments in 
Chinese Politics,” 26. 
19 Deng, “Streamlining Organizations Constitutes a Revolution.” 
20 Yet there are writers within the field of Chinese party-army relations who argue that the 
effort to separate state and party also has had effects on the relationship between the CCP and 
the PLA. See Andrew Scobell, “China's Evolving Civil-Military Relations: Creeping 
Guojiahua,” Armed Forces & Society 31, no. 2 (2005): 233. 
21 See for example, Deng Xiaoping,“Speech at a Forum of the Military Commission of the 
Central Committee of the CPC,” July 4, 1982, Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping. Vol. 2, 
(1975-1982). 
22 See for example, Oscar Almén, Authoritarianism Constrained: The Role of Local People's 
Congresses in China (Göteborg: Department of Peace and Development Research, Göteborg 
University, 2005), John P. Burns, “Public Sector Reform and the State: The Case of China,” 
Public Administration Quarterly 24, no. 4 (2001), Hon S. Chan and Jean-Pierre Cabestan, 
“Administrative Transformation in the People's Republic of China: A Symposium,” Public 
Administration Quarterly 24, no. 4 (2001), Tom Christensen, Dong Lisheng, and Martin 
Painter, “Administrative Reform in China's Central Government — How Much ‘Learning 
from the West’?” International Review of Administrative Sciences 74, no. 3 (2008), Yijia Jing, 
“Outsourcing in China: An Exploratory Assessment,” Public Administration and Develop-
ment 28, no. 2 (2008), Peter Nan-Shong Lee and Carlos Wing-hung Lo, eds., Remaking Chi-
na's Public Management, (Westport, Conn.: Quorum Books, 2001), Kinglun Ngok and Guo-
bin Zhu, “Marketization, Globalization and Administrative Reform in China: A Zigzag Road 
to a Promising Future,” International Review of Administrative Sciences 73, no. 2 (2007), Xue 
and Zhong, “Domestic Reform and Global Integration,” Kaifeng Yang, “China’s 1998 Ad-
ministrative Reform and New Public Management: Applying a Comparative Framework,” 
International Journal of Public Administration 30, no. 12-14 (2007), Xiaodong Zhang, “New 
Public Management for China's 1998 Administrative Reform,” Journal of Comparative Asian 
Development 1, no. 1 (2002). In the literature, these three administrative components are 
referred to as administrative agencies (行政机关), service delivery units (事业单位), and 
enterprises (企业). Painter and Mok, “Reasserting the Public in Public Service Delivery,” 
140. Lam and Perry refers to the service delivery units as “service organizations,” Tao-Chiu 
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standing of Chinese politico-administrative relations. Given the sheer size of 

the Chinese state bureaucracy, and the 30-odd years of reforms since the 

historic Third Plenary Session of the 11th CCP Central Committee in 1978, 

which marked the beginning of China’s reform and opening up (改革开放), 

it is hardly surprising that there is not one answer as to how the reform pro-

cess has affected China’s administrative and political system. Yet a brief 

examination of studies on these reforms since the late 1970s, early 1980s, 

makes clear the visible changes in the pattern of political control, both be-

tween the various hierarchical levels of the government structure and be-

tween the CCP and government administrations. 

Central and local government departments and ministries 

Given their importance for policy implementation and, consequently, matters 

of control and autonomy, studies focusing on changes within the administra-

tive units of the Chinese state and the providers of public service and welfare 

are relevant to the current study. The administrative system and welfare 

providing organizations arguably fulfill core functions of the state, just as the 

military does. In regard to the administrative agencies, such as people’s con-

gresses and administrative units, it is clear that the speed and scope of re-

forms, as well as the political inclination to implement them, have been im-

pacted by political events such as the Tiananmen crack-down and China’s 

accession to the World Trade Organization. In regard to the delegation of 

power within the state organization and the size of the cadre administration, 

it is thus not possible to speak about a linear process towards a smaller, more 

rationalized and decentralized state bureaucracy, although this has been a 

stated goal of the reforms.23 If looked at over a longer time period, however, 

some general tendencies can be discerned.  

Perhaps the most noticeable trend within the administrative agencies of 

the state is the decentralization of authority to lower government levels. Ac-

cording to the World Bank, China is today, “by a variety of conventional 

measures… the most decentralized country in the world.”24 In the context of 

a history of strong local leadership, the success of economic reforms also 

necessitated allowing increased discretion on the part of local governments 

                                                                                                                             
Lam and James L. Perry, “Service Organizations in China: Reform and Its Limits,” in Remak-
ing China's Public Management, ed. Peter Nan-Shong Lee and Carlos Wing-hung Lo (West-
port, Conn.: Quorum Books, 2001), 19, and the World Bank labels them “public service 
units,” World Bank, “China: Deepening Public Service Unit Reform to Improve Service 
Delivery, World Bank Report No. 32341-CHA,” (World Bank, 2005). 
23 When it comes to bureaucratic rationalization, the literature describes the change process as 
cycles of “reduction-expansion” Zheng, Party vs. State in Post-1949 China 200. Or “stream-
lining – bloating – more streamlining – more bloating,” Yang, “Rationalizing the Chinese 
State,” 23. 
24 World Bank, “China: Deepening Public Service Unit Reform to Improve Service Delivery,” 
11. 
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in areas such as trade and investment.25 Since the provinces and lower level 

authorities were seen as being best equipped to handle local matters, decen-

tralization within the economic sector increased their planning authority.26 

Simultaneously, there has been an ongoing push by local governments for 

more authority, for the very same reason.27 As compared to the decentraliza-

tion of economic issues, the effects of reforms in areas not related to eco-

nomics are harder to measure. In regard to the nomenklatura system – the 

Leninist system for official appointments, described further in chapter 5 – 

the changes have been less fundamental than within the economic sector. 

This is perhaps not surprising since control over leadership positions is gen-

erally seen as the most important control mechanism of the CCP. Even so, in 

the mid-1980s, the authority over certain personnel decisions was transferred 

to lower levels and the provinces were consequently allowed to fill positions 

within the provincial government and service units at their level with little 

interference from the central authorities.28 Despite these and other adminis-

trative changes, local discretion and deviations are tolerated to a greater ex-

tent in the economic realm so long as local governments continue to promote 

system-level growth. In the political and administrative realm, this freedom 

is more limited.29  

The functional separation of party and state that was promoted by Deng 

early in the reform process has been extended to include activities within the 

government. In the latest (2008) round of administrative reforms, efforts 

were made to separate the decision making, the executive and the superviso-

ry functions of the government.30 Another long-term outcome of the adminis-

trative reforms is that government behavior has become more standardized 

and subject to laws and regulations.31 Somewhat paradoxically, this means 

that the CCP itself, given its involvement in these administrative structures, 

is now constrained by these same rules and regulations.32 

Organizations for public service and welfare 

As mentioned above, the second category of administrative state units of 

interest for this study is the providers of public service and welfare. In 2002, 

there were more than one million such organizations employing almost 30 

                               
25 Burns, “Public Sector Reform and the State,” 432, Jae Ho Chung, “Reappraising Central-
Local Relations in Deng's China: Decentralization, Dilemmas of Control, and Diluted Effects 
of Reform,” in Remaking the Chinese State: Strategies, Society and Security, ed. Chien-min 
Chao and Bruce J. Dickson (London: Routledge, 2001), 46. 
26 Chung, “Reappraising Central-Local Relations in Deng's China,” 54. 
27 Xue and Zhong, “Domestic Reform and Global Integration,” 296. 
28 Burns, “Public Sector Reform and the State,” 432. 
29 Chung, “Reappraising Central-Local Relations in Deng's China,” 65. 
30 Xue and Zhong, “Domestic Reform and Global Integration,” 300. 
31 Ibid.: 294. 
32 Barry Naughton and Dali L. Yang, “Holding China Together: Introduction,” in Holding 
China Together: Diversity and National Integration in the Post-Deng Era, ed. Barry Naugh-
ton and Dali L. Yang (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 14. 
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million professionals, and accounting for approximately 30 percent of the 

state budget.33 They are involved in a range of activities, but the largest sec-

tors, by far (70 percent), are health and education.34 During the reform pro-

cess, one of the main objectives was to separate these organizations from the 

state. 35 In order to facilitate revenue generation, the heads of these organiza-

tions, including, for example, managers of hospitals and research groups, 

have been given substantial authority over planning, budgeting and the inter-

nal organization of their institutions.36 The greater responsibility for budget-

ing has also obliged these organizations to compete with other actors to gen-

erate revenue, thereby making them dependent on market forces for survival. 

In addition to the marketization of these public service/welfare organiza-

tions, another strategy applied by the central authorities has been to increase 

the number of private providers of welfare.37 These trends have been espe-

cially noticeable within the education system. 

Since military education is being examined here, the civilian education 

system is especially pertinent. With the introduction of economic reforms, it 

soon became evident that the educational system needed to improve in order 

to meet the needs of the marketized economy.38 It was also clear that gov-

ernment funding had to be supplemented or substituted to meet growing 

costs. Taken together, the reforms of the education sector have been marked 

by clearly articulated aims to decentralize, delegate autonomy to lower lev-

els, and to find alternative ways of financing.39 Or, in the words of Painter 

and Mok, “China’s education has undergone diversification, marketization, 

privatization, commodification and decentralization.”40 

To increase the overall output in educational services, new actors have 

been encouraged to become involved and the expansion of private institu-

tions in China since 1996 has been described as “spectacular.”41 Consequent-

ly, a number of hybrids, such as “transformed schools,” “publicly-owned and 

publicly-run” schools, and “independent colleges” have made their way into 

China’s education sector.42  

                               
33 World Bank, “China: Deepening Public Service Unit Reform to Improve Service Delivery,” 
1. 
34 Ibid., Painter and Mok, “Reasserting the Public in Public Service Delivery,” 140. 
35 Lam and Perry, “Service Organizations in China,” 20. 
36 World Bank, “China: Deepening Public Service Unit Reform to Improve Service Delivery,” 
5. 
37 Ibid. 
38 John N. Hawkins, “Centralization, Decentralization, Recentralization: Educational Reform 
in China,” Journal of Educational Administration 38, no. 5 (2000): 443. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Painter and Mok, “Reasserting the Public in Public Service Delivery,” 142. 
41 World Bank, “China: Deepening Public Service Unit Reform to Improve Service Delivery,” 
5. 
42 Ibid., 6. 
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In regard to curricula and the content of schooling, the central authorities 

have been less keen to decentralize, especially during the first nine years.43 

At the higher levels, especially in regard to the so-called “transformed uni-

versities,” the degree of autonomy is greater and encompasses both student 

admissions and design of curricula.44 In addition to the influence exerted by 

educational entities and the central authorities, the “market” and its per-

ceived needs is also becoming a factor of growing importance in curricula 

design.45  

The results of the reforms vary as to types and levels of education, but it 

is clear that the central government has delegated a portion of the funding 

responsibility, as well as supervision, to lower levels.46 In terms of the impli-

cations of the reforms for the average citizen, they have without doubt 

served to increase the social and economic disparities within the country. 

The unequal access to education resulting from the introduction of school 

fees and the concentration of high quality schools in the richer coastal areas 

has caused the central government to modify its policy. However, this has 

not meant that the market-model has been abandoned or that the autonomy 

of local governments has been curtailed. The central government has instead 

attempted to reduce the adverse effects of previous reforms through regula-

tions and additional funding to socioeconomically needier regions.47 

In the context of education providers, an interesting parallel can be made 

to developments within cadre training at party schools. This is where the 

Chinese Communist Party administers and trains its civilian cadres, who are 

current and future party leaders. This education corresponds to officer educa-

tion within the military, except that it is for civilian jobs within the cadre 

administration. Frank Pieke’s anthropological study shows that, within cadre 

training, an undertaking that is central to the CCP and the Leninist state sys-

tem, marketization is allowed to play a major role. Today, cadre training is 

far from the theoretical and political undertaking it once was, and a number 

of actors in addition to the party schools now offer cadre training.48 Just as it 

has proved to be a lucrative business for the most successful schools, the 

party schools have also sought to expand their mission by offering a wide 

                               
43 Hawkins, “Centralization, Decentralization, Recentralization: Educational Reform in Chi-
na,” 449. 
44 Ka Ho Mok, “Riding over Socialism and Global Capitalism: Changing Education Govern-
ance and Social Policy Paradigms in Post-Mao China,” Comparative Education 41, no. 2 
(2005): 226. 
45 Ibid.: 231. Mok discusses five different aspects of the interconnectedness of the market and 
the educational system. 
46 Hawkins, “Centralization, Decentralization, Recentralization: Educational Reform in Chi-
na,” 447. 
47 Painter and Mok, “Reasserting the Public in Public Service Delivery,” 147. 
48 Pieke, The Good Communist 127. 
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range of courses, not only to party cadres, but to business people and foreign 

students as well.49 Pieke concludes that: 

Not only has successful capitalist development replaced revolutionary trans-
formation as the party’s mission, legitimizing and enabling continued Lenin-
ist rule. The CCP has also nurtured markets and patterns of globalization that 
have penetrated the very core of the party-state itself.50 

Pieke’s study shows that marketization and diversification is not confined to 

the delivery of public services or higher education. It has also found its way 

into the education of civilian cadres within the politicized administration. 

According to Pieke, this does not mean that the local governments or party 

committees have lost control over the cadres within their jurisdiction.51 Con-

tinued control is assured through control of curricula and the appointments 

of the cadres. Even so, these changes point to the relevance of studying au-

tonomy as it pertains to the military side of the cadre administration. Despite 

the reforms described above, China remains a centralized state in many re-

spects, and the center has proved reluctant to cede decision-making power to 

lower levels in areas of national priority.52 Yet compared to the early 1980s, 

when the city of Beijing needed to seek permission from the politburo of the 

CCP to increase the price of matchboxes from two to three cents, the decen-

tralization of authority has come a long way.53 As Naughton and Yang put it, 

“There is a universal agreement that the 1980s witnessed a historic retreat of 

the Chinese central government.”54 Indeed, China’s administrative reform is 

in many ways the result of a trial-and-error approach by the central authori-

ties under which local officials have been encouraged to find solutions to 

policy challenges in their vicinity, solutions that thereafter were included in 

the formulation of national policy.55 

As illustrated in the brief summary above, the reforms of the Chinese 

state apparatus, including both the administrative agencies and the service 

delivery units, have produced a delegation of authority, both horizontally to 

additional actors, and vertically to lower levels of the administration. This is 

sometimes referred to as a “dual decentralization” in the literature.56 In the 

social policy sector there has been a clear shift from a centralized to a decen-

tralized governance model.57 That being said, it should be stated that a major-

ity of these welfare providers are dependent on the agencies of the party-

                               
49 Ibid., 90. 
50 Ibid., 191. 
51 Ibid., 126. 
52 Dickson and Chao, “Introduction,” 9. 
53 This example is taken from Dali Y. Yang, “Rationalizing the Chinese State,” 20. 
54 Naughton and Yang, “Holding China Together: Introduction,” 1. 
55 Xue and Zhong, “Domestic Reform and Global Integration,” 298. 
56 Painter and Mok, “Reasserting the Public in Public Service Delivery,” 139. 
57 Mok, “Riding over Socialism and Global Capitalism,” 223. 
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state to which they are linked, for example, in regard to funding.58 Without 

passing judgment as to how the quality, or effectiveness, of political control 

has been impacted, it is clear that the way control is exercised has been al-

tered. This alteration may be depicted as a move from micro- to macro-

management of state affairs.59 This has been an explicit strategy applied to 

escape the “over-administration and over-intervention” of the pre-reform 

era.60 Consequently, many of the core activities of the state have been out-

sourced, for example the provision of certain public goods, whereas direct 

control has remained CCP’s continued strategy in regard to, for example, the 

nomenklatura. Consequently, in many areas of state activity, control today is 

exercised in a more indirect way than previously.61  

The effects of the reforms for the military administration 

The previous description of the changes in key functions of the civilian state, 

including outsourcing of state functions, decentralization of decision-making 

authority within given boundaries, and the marketization of education and 

cadre training, prompts the question of whether similar or corresponding 

developments have taken place within the military. As argued above, the 

military, together with the state, constitutes the core administrations of the 

Leninist cadre administration and provides functions just as central to the 

Chinese state. Similarly, the military administration suffered from the same 

ineffectiveness and over-staffing as the civilian administration in the pre-

reform period, and reforms were introduced to address these issues.  

The military administration is generally excluded from the studies dis-

cussed above or only devoted limited attention. Literature on the Chinese 

military, on the other hand, studies the many phases of reforms and their 

implications but generally fails to place the PLA within its administrative 

context and does not connect with studies on the civilian side of the admin-

istration. Here it needs to be stressed that, if related to the idea of the all-

encompassing cadre administration, it is clear that these reforms were not 

military reforms, but administrative reforms that were implemented to the 

state system as a whole. Yet a greater problem with the literature on the Chi-

nese military is that, compared to studies on the civilian state administra-

tions, it lacks both a comparable systemized methodological approach and 

nuanced and balanced discussions in regard to findings. This means that, 

although these military studies take an interest in how the reforms discussed 

affect political control and governance, and often discuss their findings from 

                               
58 Lam and Perry, “Service Organizations in China,” 21. 
59 This is visible, for example, in regard to economic planning where the state has moved 
from micro-quotas to long-term growth strategies. See Chung, “Reappraising Central-Local 
Relations in Deng's China,” 53. See also Xue and Zhong, “Domestic Reform and Global 
Integration,” 291.  
60 Mok, “Riding over Socialism and Global Capitalism,” 232-33. 
61 Burns, “Public Sector Reform and the State,” 433. 
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a “control-autonomy” perspective, they do not analyze these specific is-

sues.62 Studies on the Chinese military generally maintain that the PLA is 

now enjoying a higher degree of autonomy than before, which is in line with 

the findings of studies of the civilian sector of the state administration.63 Yet 

such conclusions are based not on empirical studies, but rather on theoretical 

reasoning, which means that any such discussions are lacking about what 

kind of autonomy is implied, or in what areas this autonomy is evident. This 

criticism is developed further below and in chapter 2.  

The main obstacle, which makes these weaknesses difficult to overcome, 

is the starting point of these studies. In other words, the military is treated as 

a “special case,” so different from other administrations that it must be dealt 

with in a subdiscipline of its own. This problem is not confined to studies on 

China’s military, but it is symptomatic of how the military is addressed with-

in the discipline of political science as a whole, and is further discussed be-

low.  

The study of the military within political science 

The partial neglect of the military in the overall discussion of political re-

form and development in the Chinese state system is illustrative of a general, 

and in my view unfortunate, disregard of the military as a central and there-

fore important part of the state administration in the discipline of political 

science. Its absence from the general public administration literature be-

comes even more curious given that monopoly over military power is con-

sidered to be an essential characteristic of the modern state64 and territorial 

control is seen as a key determinant of state sovereignty.65 The relationship 

between the political entities of the state and the military thus cuts through 

the very foundation of state politics. According to this interpretation, mili-

                               
62 See for example, Ellis Joffe, “Party-Army Relations in China: Retrospect and Prospect,” in 
China's Military in Transition, ed. David Shambaugh and Richard Yang (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1997), Nan Li, “Chinese Civil-Military Relations in the Post-Deng Era: Implications 
for Crisis Management and Naval Modernization,” U.S. Naval War College, China Maritime 
Studies, no. 4 (2010). 
63 Such studies include Li, “Chinese Civil-Military Relations in the Post-Deng Era,” Scobell, 
“China's Evolving Civil-Military Relations,” You, “China: From Revolutionary Tool to Pro-
fessional Military,” David Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military: Progress, Problems, 
and Prospects (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 2002) chapter 
1. 
64 See for example, Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, 
ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, trans. Ephraim Fischoff, vol. 1 (New York: Bedminster 
Press, 1968) and Anthony Giddens, A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism. Vol. 
2, the Nation-State and Violence (Cambridge: Polity, 1985) 20. 
65  For different interpretations and understandings of state sovereignty, see for example: 
Stephen D. Krasner, Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1999) chapter 1. 
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tary power becomes a requirement for state survival in the international sys-

tem. Nation states may differ in their organization and political system but, 

with few exceptions, they all have standing military forces, a reality which 

reinforces this interpretation.66 In many states, the military also constitutes 

the largest administration, both in terms of employees and share of state 

budget, a fact which underlines the error in not treating it as a significant 

object of study. 

Instead of including the military in general studies of public administra-

tion, political science studies on the military are confined to the academic 

subdiscipline of civil-military relations. It is also to this field that studies on 

the Chinese military relate. As a result, studies of the military organization in 

China generally utilize the theoretical discourse developed within the civil-

military subfield, rather than theoretical approaches from within the litera-

ture on civilian administrations in China, or elsewhere.  

Studies within the field of civil-military relations generally focus on the 

question of control. Given the perceived importance of the state’s ability to 

control the use of force within its borders, and the general interest in power 

relations within political science, this focus on control is understandable. 

Political events in the form of military coups and armed takeovers of states 

have further reinforced the focus on civilian control. The political science 

subfield of civil-military relations thereby shares a research interest with 

studies on other state administrations within the field of public administra-

tion. The main difference between these two disciplines is thus not so much 

the issues that are being studied (control and autonomy), but rather the man-

ner in which or how they are studied.  

The issue of control in civil-military relations is studied from a number of 

perspectives, including the importance of civilian control over the military 

for democratic consolidation;67 the linkage between forms of civilian control 

and military effectiveness;68 and the reasons behind an incapacity to secure 

                               
66 In 2005, 158 out of 191 states had standing military forces. Several of the 33 exceptions to 
this rule are microstates, i.e., states only in name. Theo Farrell, The Norms of War: Cultural 
Beliefs and Modern Conflict (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 2005) 34-35. 
67 See for example, Aurel Croissant and David Kuehn, “Civilian Control of the Military and 
Democracy: Conceptual and Theoretical Perspectives,” in Democracy under Stress: Civil-
Military Relations in South and Southeast Asia, ed. Paul Chambers and Aurel Croissant 
(Bankok: ISIS Thailand, 2010), David Pion-Berlin, “Military Autonomy and Emerging 
Democracies in South America,” Comparative Politics 25, no. 1 (1992), Zoltan Barany, 
“Democratic Consolidation and the Military: The East European Experience,” Comparative 
Politics 30, no. 1 (1997). 
68 See for example: Suzanne C. Nielsen, “Civil-Military Relations Theory and Military Effec-
tiveness,” Public Administration and Management 10, no. 2 (2005), Thomas S. Szayna [et 
al.], The Civil-Military Gap in the United States: Does It Exist, Why, and Does It Matter?, ed. 
RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, Arlington, Pittsburgh: RAND Corporation, 2007), Robert 
Egnell, Complex Peace Operations and Civil-Military Relations: Winning the Peace (Abing-
don: Routledge, 2009).  
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civilian control over the military.69 Although the military constitutes a key 

state institution in most states, the approach taken toward political govern-

ance and control naturally varies. According to the discipline of civil-

military relations, the Chinese Communist Party is expected to use different 

means and control methods, with different consequences, than those used by 

governments in democratic states. Political control in the relationship be-

tween the CCP and the PLA instead shares overlapping features with civil-

military relationships in other socialist people’s republics. Given that the 

military in these states is generally subordinate to the communist party and 

not the state, civil-military relations in these states are generally referred to 

as party-army relations in the literature. In my discussion of this field of 

research, I use civil-military and party-army relations interchangeably. 

Studies on the military in China 

As in other studies of civil-military relations, the issue of control is central in 

the party-army literature focusing on the relationship between the CCP and 

the PLA. A military coup does not seem imminent in the case of China70 and 

the scholarly stress on control in the study of Chinese civil-military relations 

should rather be seen in light of the many reforms that have been carried out, 

both within the military and in society at large, which were touched upon in 

previous sections. Unfortunately, the empirical richness of these studies is 

not matched by their theoretical approaches. The weak connection of mili-

tary studies to other research areas within political science that was men-

tioned above is indeed even more apparent in the study of Chinese civil-

military relations. A majority of the theory-driven studies on China’s mili-

tary focuses on how civilian control over the military, and the preconditions 

therefor, should best be understood. It is not uncommon for a new interpreta-

tive model to be suggested, which is then discussed based on a number of 

                               
69 See for example, Eric A. Nordlinger, Soldiers in Politics: Military Coups and Governments, 
Prentice-Hall Contemporary Comparative Politics Series (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, 1977), J. Craig Jenkins and Augustine J. Kposowa, “Explaining Military Coups D'état: 
Black Africa, 1957-1984,” American Sociological Review 55, no. 6 (1990), Robert H. Dix, 
“Military Coups and Military Rule in Latin America,” Armed Forces & Society 20, no. 3 
(1994). 
70 Although coups are rare phenomena in Leninist states, the Chinese leaders consciously 
study the implosion of the USSR, including the military coup against Boris Yeltsin in 1991. 
One recent example is the research project on the disintegration of the Soviet Union undertak-
en by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS). This project resulted in an eight-
episode long documentary that was broadcast in 2006 with the title Preparing for Danger in 
Times of Safety – Historic Lessons Learned from the Demise of Soviet Communism. In 2011, a 
book entitled居安思危—苏共亡党二十年的思考 [Preparing for Danger in Times of Safety, 
20 Years after the Disintegration of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union] was published 
by the same institution, see对苏联亡党亡国的现实思考 [Reflections on the demise of the 
Soviet Party and State], Xinhua News Agency, March 24 2011, 
 <http://news.xinhuanet.com/2011-03/24/c_121228155.htm> (2011-04-05). 
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case studies. 71  Few of these models are operationalized or presented in 

enough detail to make them analytically useful, and their application remains 

on the level of general discussion. 

The dominant trend in regard to studies of the Chinese military has been 

to describe the changes within the military as an ongoing professionalization. 

Military professionalism has remained a key research focus within the civil-

military field of study since the publication of Samuel Huntington’s seminal 

study The Soldier and the State, in 1957.72 Huntington argues for a causal 

relationship between the professionalization of the military officer corps and 

civilian control. Professionalization, according to Huntington, requires fur-

ther that the officer corps enjoys high degrees of autonomy. He has been 

criticized repeatedly for this understanding of professionalism, a topic which 

is further discussed in chapter 2. Despite criticism of his perceived link be-

tween professionalization and civilian control, and the fact that empirical 

studies have proved him wrong, Huntington’s text remains highly influential. 

His legacy has been especially strong in the field of communist civil-military 

relations, and studies on China are no exception. Indeed, military profession-

alism was the dominant paradigm in the study of Chinese civil-military rela-

tions, both before and after the reform process.73 Even studies that endeavor 

to move the field beyond the paradigm of professionalism or professionaliza-

tion assign it explanatory value.74 

Recent reforms of the Chinese military are thus generally interpreted by 

both Western and Chinese sources as signs of a growing professionalism or 

professionalization. Based on the theoretical assumptions put forward by 

Huntington, i.e., that professionalization requires autonomy, these institu-

tional changes are often interpreted as contributing to a higher degree of 

autonomy for the PLA. This, in turn, is seen as leading to a growing bifurca-

tion between the CCP and the military and possibly pointing to changing 

preconditions for civilian control over the PLA.75 The problem is that these 

                               
71 See for example, James C. Mulvenon, “China: Conditional Compliance,” in Coercion and 
Governance: The Declining Political Role of the Military in Asia ed. Muthiah Alagappa 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001), Ellis Joffe, “Party-Army Relations in China: 
Retrospect and Prospect,” The China Quarterly 146 (1996), Michael Kiselycznyk and Phillip 
C. Saunders, “Civil-Military Relations in China: Assessing the PLA's Role in Elite Politics” 
INSS China Strategic Perspectives, National Defense University, no. 2 (2010). 
72 Samuel Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military 
Relations (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1957). For an overview of the central 
discourses within the civil-military field, see Peter D. Feaver, “Civil-Military Relations,” 
Annual Review of the Political Science 2 (1999).  
73 For an overview, see for example, Bickford, “A Retrospective on the Study of Chinese 
Civil-Military Relations since 1979.” 
74 For examples, see David Shambaugh, “The Soldier and the State in China: The Political 
Work System in the People's Liberation Army,” The China Quarterly, no. 127 (1991), Joffe, 
“Party-Army Relations in China,” Mulvenon, “China: Conditional Compliance.” 
75 See for example, Mulvenon, “China: Conditional Compliance,” Li, “Chinese Civil-Military 
Relations in the Post-Deng Era.” 
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conclusions are arrived at through theoretical reasoning rather than through 

systematic analyses and make no differentiation between autonomy and 

functional specialization. The existence of decision-making power and other 

expressions of autonomy should first be empirically verified. Only after do-

ing so can conclusions be made regarding the possible causality of the al-

leged institutional separation of the two organizations and any indications of 

military autonomy. This demonstrates the need for new theoretical ap-

proaches and empirical strategies.  

My starting point therefore is that alternative ways of analyzing political 

control and power in regard to the military administration are needed, in 

China as well as in other states. As the study at hand illustrates, investigation 

and analysis of the military has much to gain by reconnecting with other 

political science and sociological disciplines. By treating the military as one 

branch, among many, of the state administration, theoretical and methodo-

logical insights can be drawn, for example, from the subdisciplines of public 

administration and the sociology of professions. As a result, the hope is that 

the findings of this study will serve to form a better basis on which interpre-

tations of political governance and control over the military in today’s China 

can be made.  

Analytic approach and research question of the study 

The division into academic subfields and subdisciplines, like civil-military 

or party-army relations, need not in and of itself be considered a problem, 

especially not if cross-fertilization between research areas is encouraged. Yet 

in regard to civil-military relations, including studies that focus on China, 

this division has over time come to constitute a problem, not least of all due 

to limited theoretical and methodological development. Yet I do not argue 

that studies of the Chinese military should necessarily use corresponding 

studies on the Chinese civilian administration as their point of departure. My 

aim, rather, is to illustrate the benefits of connecting this type of study to a 

broader and more general tradition within the political sciences.  

Also, the overarching focus of this study is control over the military. Yet 

this study is different from previous studies in a number of ways, which are 

described below. Indeed, even in regard to its starting point, this study’s 

approach to the issue of control sets it apart, both from other civil-military 

studies on China and from studies focusing on other states. I question the 

usefulness of the common conceptualization of control as the ability of the 

state to prevent the military from infringing on civilian policy making. 

Granted, this conceptualization may well be justified in states with recurring 

military coups or open armed intervention in opposition to political deci-

sions, or in states governed by military juntas. However, in states with rea-

sonably stable civil-military relations, and where the study of an eventual 
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political role of the military requires access to the apex of civil-military 

power, its usefulness is questionable. It is therefore more fruitful to study the 

maneuverability, or autonomy, of the military, which is also in keeping with 

other studies on public administrations. This results in my approaching the 

issue of control from the opposite direction than that which is commonly 

taken in studies on the military. To put it in a simplified way, I suggest that 

instead of focusing on military meddling in civilian politics, it is more pro-

ductive to look at civilian infringement on military autonomy. As this study 

shows, a study of military autonomy also effectively reveals the structures 

for control, their scope and depth. 

Autonomy is also a reoccurring theme in the civil-military literature, 

where it is often assigned explanatory value. It is therefore paradoxical that 

only a limited number of studies explicitly analyze military autonomy as a 

means of understanding civilian control. Studies that do include autonomy 

generally treat it as an institutional variable that is credited with having ex-

planatory value in regard to military coups. As such, the conceptualization of 

autonomy is not given priority. 76  Similarly, in studies on Chinese civil-

military relations, assumptions about autonomy are made, hypotheses are 

formed, and it is included as a defining criterion of a military officer corps.77 

And yet these studies do not undertake the study of autonomy in an explicit 

way. It is therefore hardly surprising that such studies fail to provide any 

clear definitions or operationalizations of autonomy, or any significant con-

tribution to the discussion of its degree or scope.  

Within the academic field of public administration, on the contrary, au-

tonomy is a central research focus, as illustrated by the short review of the 

literature on reforms within the civilian state apparatus in China at the be-

ginning of this chapter. Studies that focus on the civilian administrations of 

the state generally approach the question of control and autonomy from a 

perspective of institutional effectiveness and performance in policy imple-

mentation.78 This field of research contributes to this thesis by illustrating the 

advantages of depicting control and autonomy as relational concepts. These 

studies of public administration, especially the discussions on policy and 

managerial autonomy, offer guidance as to within what areas that autonomy 

may be studied. These are explored further later in this chapter. 

                               
76 Aurel Croissant and David Kuehn, “Patterns of Civilian Control of the Military in East 
Asia’s New Democracies,” Journal of East Asian Studies 9, no. 2 (2009), Pion-Berlin, “Mili-
tary Autonomy and Emerging Democracies in South America,” Richard Snyder, “Explaining 
Transitions from Neopatrimonial Dictatorships,” Comparative Politics 24, no. 4 (1992). See 
also Muthiah Alagappa, “Introduction,” in Coercion and Governance: The Declining Political 
Role of the Military in Asia, ed. Muthiah Alagappa (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001). 
77 This is discussed further in chapter 2.  
78 Koen Verhoest et al., “The Study of Organisational Autonomy: A Conceptual Review” 
Public Administration and Development 24 (2004), Kutsal Yesilkagit and Sandra Thiel, “Po-
litical Influence and Bureaucratic Autonomy,” Public Organization Review 8, no. 2 (2008). 
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There are nevertheless a number of differences between this study and 

studies on autonomy within the field of public administration referred to 

above. First, it is not uncommon for public administration studies on auton-

omy to classify autonomy on a numeric scale, based on formalized criteria.79 

Yet the process of organizing findings about autonomy into clearly separated 

categories arguably creates just as many questions as it resolves. The sup-

posed precision of such scales can indeed be questioned, for example, due to 

the unavoidable arbitrariness that result from the separation into different 

categories. Furthermore, the purpose here is not to measure the degree of 

autonomy, but to use it as a tool to gain a deeper understanding of political 

control, thus the use of scales and other types of numeric measures is 

deemed inappropriate for this study. It may, however, still be rewarding to 

talk about more or less autonomy in general terms. Given this background, 

the “degree” of professional autonomy that the Chinese military may or may 

not enjoy is discussed here based on the general claims about military auton-

omy made by previous studies as well as the understanding of what profes-

sional autonomy would entail within the different issue areas being investi-

gated. Yet the degree of autonomy is of interest in regard to variations found 

within the profession since these reveals the underlying logic according to 

which autonomy is granted. 

Another feature that sets this study apart from public administration stud-

ies on autonomy is that I focus on professional as opposed to institutional 

autonomy. This challenges the general bias toward institutions and struc-

tures, as opposed to actors, in the political science subdiscipline of public 

administration. Even when public administration studies display a range of 

focuses, including legal and financial autonomy, the analyses remain on the 

level of the institution. Studies that do include an actor-centered approach 

generally only investigate the autonomy of top-level managers. Yet as will 

be argued in greater detail in chapter 3, neither the focus on institutional 

autonomy, nor the focus on top managers, is suitable for a study of the Chi-

nese military. There are two main reasons for this. First, the cadre admin-

istration, which is the type of bureaucracy found in socialist people’s repub-

lics, is based on centrality and unity within the system. Great institutional 

overlaps are therefore to be expected. In the cadre administration, the domi-

nance of the party over all state institutions also means that existing regula-

tions remain subordinate to the will of the party, just as party law takes prior-

ity over formal law.80 A study of de jure or financial autonomy in the CCP-

PLA relationship would thus, most likely, be fruitless and any findings diffi-

cult to interpret. Second, another result of the interconnectedness of the ca-

dre administration is the dual roles found among the elites. This means that 

                               
79 Verhoest et al., “The Study of Organisational Autonomy,” Yesilkagit and Thiel, “Political 
Influence and Bureaucratic Autonomy.” 
80 Balla, Kaderverwaltung 182-83. 
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top generals who are members of the Central Military Commission81 (CMC) 

and the directors and deputy directors of the four general departments direct-

ly below it concurrently hold seats at China’s top political institutions, such 

as the Politburo and the Central committee of the CCP.82 These leaders are 

thus both party leaders and military leaders, which serves to undermine the 

picture of top managers as key representatives of the institution, the assump-

tion that underpins studies of managerial autonomy. This is not a problem 

confined to the Chinese military leadership, and such assumptions may also 

produce biased results in studies focusing on other organizations.83 

Taken together, this implies that a study on autonomy in the Chinese mili-

tary administration should not be conducted on the level of the organization. 

Instead, a focus on professional autonomy should be adopted, by which I 

mean:  

 

the right of the profession as a collective, and its members as individuals, to 

exercise professional competence and judgment in the execution of its work 

and in decision-making processes regarding matters of central importance 

to it.  

The military profession in this study refers to the officer corps, as opposed to 

the conscripts. The focus on the military profession effectively links the 

study to previous studies focusing on the professionalism of the military 

officer corps. These studies generally draw upon the theory of military pro-

fessionalism formulated by Samuel Huntington and, in so doing, repeat the 

weaknesses of his paradigm. One problem with Huntington’s approach, 

which he shares with many writers participating in the discourse of the soci-

ology of profession, rests with the definitions of profession and professional-

ism. It is common to include characteristics of maneuverability, i.e., auton-

omy and discretionary power, in the definition of a profession, which I argue 

is problematic, especially in studies taking an interest in power relations.84 

                               
81 The CMC is the highest military body in China and is headed by Xi Jinping, the Chairman 
of the CCP  
82 See for example, James C. Mulvenon, “The New Central Military Commission,” China 
Leadership Monitor, no. 40 (2013). 
83 These arguments are further developed in chapter 3. 
84  See for example, Harold L. Wilensky, “The Professionalization of Everyone?,” The 
American Journal of Sociology 70, no. 2 (1964), Richard H. Hall, Occupations and the Social 
Structure, Prentice-Hall Sociology Series (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 1969), David Sciulli, 
“Structural and Institutional Invariance in Professions and Professionalism,” in Sociology of 
Professions: Continental and Anglo-Saxon Traditions, ed. Lennart G. Svensson and Julia 
Evetts (Göteborg: Diadlos AB, 2010), Wendy Maycraft Kall, The Governance Gap: Central-
Local Steering and Mental Health Reform in Britain and Sweden (Uppsala University, 2010), 
Mirko Noordegraaf, “From ‘Pure’ to ‘Hybrid’ Professionalism: Present-Day Professionalism 
in Ambiguous Public Domains,” Administration & Society 39, no. 6 (2007): 767, as well as 
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Other defining criteria of a profession are, according to Huntington, confined 

to expertise and corporateness.85 On their own, characteristics like expertise 

and corporateness hardly affect the power relationship between the civilian 

politicians and the profession or the conditions for political control. Auton-

omy, on the contrary, can be seen as a form of power and, as such, is ex-

pected to impact the relationship between the ruling political elite and the 

military.86 It should therefore not be included in the definition of a profes-

sion, but should rather be singled out and analyzed. This is not to deny that 

professions may enjoy both discretionary decision-making authority and 

degrees of autonomy, only that the connection between a profession and 

autonomy is not deterministic and therefore should not be presupposed. 

Here, autonomy is seen as a possible consequence or effect derived from the 

status as a profession. One advantage of such an approach is that it makes 

possible studies of variations, within and between state systems and periods 

of time, in the degree of autonomy and hence the power vis-à-vis the civilian 

government that a profession enjoys. Another advantage of making autono-

my the focus of the analysis is that findings in regard to discretion and au-

thority become more detailed and accurate.  

The overall interest here is the power relationship between the political 

leadership and the military institution, and more specifically the conditions 

for political control. A study on professional autonomy within the PLA not 

only accommodates this interest but also has a number of additional ad-

vantages. It effectively reveals the power distribution within the military 

officer corps and between the officer corps and other actors within the mili-

tary. It also provides results that can be used in an overall comparison of 

how political governance and control is exercised in different parts of the 

Chinese cadre administration. Finally, this approach avoids the troublesome, 

in my view, starting point of drawing a clear separation between the party 

and the army. To address the overarching question of how political control is 

exercised over the military, the additional research interests that were spelled 

out above, and the arguments raised against previous studies on the military, 

the following research question has been formulated:  

Does the Chinese military officer corps enjoy professional autonomy? And if 

so, how should this professional autonomy be understood?  

 

These two questions are obviously interconnected and are addressed in a 

parallel fashion in this study. An affirmative answer to the first question is, 

indeed, a precondition to addressing the second, more central, research ques-

                                                                                                                             
Occupations with Professional Organizations: Risks and Opportunities,” in Sociology of 
Professions, ed. Lennart G. Svensson and Julia Evetts (Göteborg: Daidalos, 2010). 
85 Huntington, The Soldier and the State 8-10. 
86 See Pion-Berlin, “Military Autonomy and Emerging Democracies in South America.” 
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tion. The stress on system unity within the Leninist cadre administration 

means that the presence of professional autonomy cannot be presupposed, 

which necessitates posing the first question. The answer to the second ques-

tion, which addresses how officers enjoy autonomy, is more directly con-

nected to the overall aim here, which is to gain a better understanding of the 

way in which political control is exercised. Indeed, the answer to this ques-

tion supplies information needed to draw conclusions as to the logic underly-

ing political control.  

These are the main research questions posed in this thesis, but they are far 

from the only questions being asked and answered. Other things can be de-

rived from this study as well, including the advantages of treating the mili-

tary as a state administration that can be studied in the same manner as other 

public administrations. The analytic approach in the thesis can also be ap-

plied to address the aforementioned weaknesses regarding the study of con-

trol and autonomy in the academic discipline of public administration. From 

an empirical perspective, by bringing to light new data, it also furthers the 

understanding of internal structures of the Chinese military education system 

and illuminates an important part of the mission of the PLA in peacetime. 

Case selection, research approach and methodology 

The interrelated research questions posed above are answered through a 

study of the Chinese military education system. One reason for this case 

selection is that education, including both research and teaching, is central to 

a profession. It is through education that the ideals and expertise of the pro-

fession are transmitted within the group, and education is also of key im-

portance in regard to professional socialization.87 This study includes the 

three institutions at the very top of the military education pyramid in China: 

the National Defense University (国防大学) and the Academy of Military 

Science (军事科学院) in Beijing and the National University of Defense 

Technology (国防科学技术大学) in Changsha.  

Based on public administration literature that focuses on control and au-

tonomy, and literature on professions and professionalization from within 

the sociology of professions, the following three areas within military educa-

tion have been selected: organization of work, quality control, and promo-

tion. In both of the academic discourses that this thesis draws upon, these 

elements are considered important for institutional and professional autono-

my respectively. The motivation behind this choice is outlined in chapter 3. 

In order to capture the role of the profession within these three areas, the 

                               
87 See for example, Bengt Abrahamsson, Military Professionalization and Political Power 
(Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Cop., 1972) 29-35, Julia Evetts, “The Sociological Analysis of 
Professionalism: Occupational Change in the Modern World,” International Sociology 18, no. 
2 (2003): 401, Huntington, The Soldier and the State 8, David Sciulli, “Structural and Institu-
tional Invariance in Professions and Professionalism,” 34-35. 
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analysis is structured around three questions: how, what and by whom. These 

questions are applied to encompass the role of the military officer corps 

when it comes to the organization of research and teaching, quality control 

and the promotion and demotion of officers. This enables an analysis of the 

role of officers as a group, as well as any variations found in the hierarchi-

cally structured environment of the military organization.  

This actor-centered approach, which analyzes the maneuverability of the 

officers, naturally has a bearing on the methodological choices made. To 

fully encompass the autonomy of the officers, as individuals and as a group, 

I have conducted interviews at the three military institutes above. In addition 

to interview material, I also use primary sources, such as textbooks, Chinese 

newspaper articles and legal documents, as well as secondary sources from 

within the academic community that study similar issues in China and be-

yond.  

A study on professional autonomy is both theoretically and empirically 

motivated. The applied analytic approach helps overcome a number of per-

ceived weaknesses in the previous literature on the Chinese military and 

within the general field of civil-military relations. This is the focus of the 

second chapter of this study. Yet as the discussion below illustrates, the con-

tributions to be made by such a study are not confined to this immediate 

field of study. 

Contributions of the study 

The way in which the analysis is conducted in this study sets it apart from 

previous studies on political control over the military. This new analytic 

approach is one of the main contributions of this study, and its value is illus-

trated by the detailed and well-structured empirical investigation that it ena-

bles as well as the findings that it produces. The advantages of my starting 

point were outlined above and are discussed more thoroughly in chapter 3. In 

this section, they are summarized into four interconnected points of rele-

vance for any intra-state studies on political governance and control. First, I 

demonstrate that autonomy can be constructive to any study attempting to 

understand control. This means that the issue of control and autonomy is 

approached from a direction that is the opposite of the one commonly taken 

in the literature. Second, I argue that a study on autonomy should not be 

limited to the inter-institutional level. Instead, an actor-centered approach to 

the study of autonomy should be applied. Third, I illustrate the importance of 

not making the level of top managers the focus of such an actor-centered 

approach. An approach which is confined to examining the autonomy of top 

managers only, a common practice in previous studies, rests on a problemat-

ic understanding of institutions as coherent actors. I argue that focus should 

be placed instead on the profession staffing the organization. Yet to study 

professional autonomy within the military organization also involves chal-
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lenging previous conceptualizations of what a profession is. Therefore, the 

fourth contribution of this new analytic approach is that it does not include 

autonomy or discretionary power in its definition of a profession. Autonomy 

is instead seen as a form of power, one which should not be presupposed but 

investigated, thus the focus here on professional autonomy.  

The usefulness of this analytic approach is made evident by detailed and 

comprehensive empirical findings. Previous studies on the relationship be-

tween the Chinese military and the political leadership have concluded that 

the autonomy of the PLA is increasing.88 Yet these studies do not study au-

tonomy so much as make assumptions as to its existence, based on either 

fragmented empirical data seeming to support such claims, or on Hunting-

ton’s theoretical paradigm, or a combination of both. My analysis is thus the 

first systematic study of the autonomy of the Chinese military that uses em-

pirical data to arrive at its conclusions. It is therefore not unexpected that my 

findings do not support previous interpretations of autonomy within China’s 

armed forces. Rather, they by and large point in the opposite direction. The 

growing expertise and the evident corporateness of the Chinese armed forces 

do not automatically translate into autonomy for the profession as a group in 

regard to the work it conducts. On the contrary, the military profession en-

joys little maneuverability in its daily work, especially within areas that are 

regarded as central to the military. Education and research are marked by 

extensive ex-ante and ex-post control, in addition to the control over promo-

tion that remains firmly under CCP authority. The analysis illustrates that the 

autonomy that does exist is tied to leadership positions, and as such is 

pegged to the position rather than to the professional integrity of the person 

holding it. Thus, the decisive criteria may not be professional but political.  

As with developments on the civilian side of the state, education under-

takings considered more peripheral, for example science education and re-

search on technology, are exposed to fewer institutionalized control mecha-

nisms. Yet the decentralization and increased autonomy of lower administra-

tive levels and universities on the civilian side are not mirrored in the mili-

tary context. As such, the development from micro- to macro-management 

of state affairs that is highlighted in research on the civilian state administra-

tion does not seem to occur vis-à-vis the PLA. On the contrary, the analysis 

here points to many expressions of micro-level political control, thereby 

providing important insights into the role of the party within the military, or 

the military’s role as the party’s army. 

In addition to furthering our understanding of the control-autonomy rela-

tionship of the ruling party and the military in one of the world’s great pow-

ers, this study also provides a detailed, systematic picture of some of the 
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central aspects of the military education system in China. Chinese military 

institutions do not generally provide information about even the simplest 

matters, such as what departments they encompass, the number of students 

they host, or what their administrative system looks like. This means that the 

context in which professional autonomy is studied here was anything but 

given at the outset. It has, rather, been pieced together during the process of 

research and constitutes an important contribution in its own right.  

These findings were made possible by taking a new approach to the study 

of political control in the military context that was summarized in the begin-

ning of this section. One advantage of the focus on professional autonomy in 

a study on power relations is its applicability to civil-military studies regard-

less of outcome, i.e., military coup or no military coup, and within varying 

institutional and political frameworks for control. It also makes possible the 

study of variations in political control over time, both between professions in 

the same state and between similar professions in different states. Yet the 

usefulness of this approach, which includes insights from both general stud-

ies of public administration and the sociology of professions, reaches beyond 

the immediate study of the military. In fact, the approach of this study can be 

used, either in combination with other approaches or on its own, to further 

the understanding of the relationship between the state and other parts of the 

public administrations as well. It provides tools that can capture additional 

and previously overlooked aspects that are important to any analysis of pow-

er relations. The benefits of this approach for other fields of study are dis-

cussed further in the concluding chapter. 

The outline of this thesis 

After this introductory chapter, which may be seen as a synopsis of the main 

parts of the thesis, Chapter 2 gives an introduction to how the military is 

generally studied within the field of political science. It begins with a discus-

sion of classic works within the research field of civil-military relations. The 

heavy focus on Samuel Huntington’s The Soldier and the State is justified 

given its major impact on studies on communist civil-military relations, and 

in particular on studies of the Chinese military. After a review of the key 

theoretical works on the relationship between the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP) and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), I present my main points of 

criticism. The lack of conceptual clarity, the blurring of induction and deduc-

tion in the analysis of findings, and the confusion of analytic levels serve to 

illustrate the need for another approach to the study of this power relation-

ship. Against this background I argue that autonomy is a more fruitful ap-

proach to the study of political control. The rest of this chapter illustrates 

how the autonomy of the military has been studied in the past.  

In line with my criticism of the existing civil-military literature, Chapter 

3 introduces in greater detail how professional autonomy is studied in this 
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thesis. It starts with an introduction of how autonomy is generally studied 

within the academic disciplines contributing to this study. First I discuss 

research conducted within the field of public administration, a discipline 

which focuses on relations between the state and its administrations. I then 

move on to a discussion on how autonomy is understood within the socio-

logical discourse of professions. Based on these discussions, I present how I 

define these concepts. I argue that an actor-centered approach is needed in a 

study of Chinese military autonomy and introduce the concept of profession-

al autonomy. Its usefulness for the analysis is then illustrated. The remainder 

of the chapter explains how I set out to study professional autonomy. This 

includes clarifying the motivations for the three areas in which autonomy is 

studied (organization of work, quality control, and promotion) as well as the 

analytical starting point.  

After the introduction of the analytical and theoretical starting points, 

Chapter 4 lays out the methodological choices made. Different aspects of 

my fieldwork in China over these past years are discussed, including the 

problems and challenges confronting researchers with an interest in military 

affairs as well as the strategies applied to overcome them. I discuss the dif-

ferent types of sources that are used in the analysis, which include both in-

terview data and written sources. The interviews that I conducted for this 

thesis are discussed from both an empirical perspective and from a methodo-

logical point of view. The chapter ends with a critique of the sources.  

Chapter 5 is primarily an introduction to the empirical chapters that fol-

low. It introduces the characteristics of the typical administration in socialist 

people’s republics, which I label a cadre administration. This serves to not 

only strengthen the argument for why a study on autonomy should focus on 

the profession as opposed to the institution. It also serves as an introduction 

to specific characteristics of the Chinese party-state, including the systems of 

party committees and political departments, which are central to a discussion 

on political control.  

The next three chapters contain the empirical study of this thesis. Based 

on the theoretical choices made in chapter 3, the empirical analysis encom-

passes the organization of professional work, quality control, and promotion. 

A chapter is devoted to each of these issues with the overarching purpose of 

examining the role and maneuverability, i.e., the professional autonomy, of 

the military officer corps. In Chapter 6, I study the role of the military pro-

fession in the organization of professional work. The role of the military 

officers concerned in planning and executing the assigned research and 

teaching obligations is discussed. The analysis includes a broad number of 

professional tasks and discusses the role of different actors, the delegation of 

responsibility, and the stratification within the profession as a group. Simi-

larly, Chapter 7 looks at the role of the military officer profession in the 

quality control and evaluation of its work. This includes investigating how 

the standards according to which professional tasks are validated are deter-
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mined. Also important is who within the organization is responsible for qual-

ity control and evaluation. Aside from the evaluation of teaching and re-

search, this chapter also discusses staff assessment and evaluation; undertak-

ings that are of great importance for the officers concerned. The final empir-

ical chapter, Chapter 8, discusses the processes for promotion within the 

PLA and how the military profession may influence these. Within the PLA 

military education system, the status of an officer is decided by at least three 

different factors: military rank, military grade position, and professional 

position. These three promotion processes differ, and so does the assigned 

role of the profession within them. These differences are clarified and con-

trasted in this chapter.  

The concluding chapter, Chapter 9, summarizes the findings and the con-

tributions of this study. It begins with a comparison of the results from the 

three empirical chapters. A number of general insights that derive from the 

findings in chapters 6-8 are discussed. The systematic analysis in the empiri-

cal chapters enables me to draw conclusions as to the basis on which auton-

omy is granted within the Chinese military, how the concept of autonomy 

should be understood in this context, and how recent changes to the Chinese 

military organization can be interpreted. The concluding paragraphs of this 

thesis reflect upon the potential research undertakings opened up by this 

study.  
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2. Research on the military in political science 

“Sed quis custodiet ipsos custodes?” 

[But who is to guard the guardians themselves?]89 

Decimus Junius Juvenalis 

 

“枪杆子里面出政权” 

[Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun]90 

Mao Zedong 

 

This study on political control and autonomy approaches the military as a 

public administration. Given that most states define the military as an im-

portant part of the state administration, in fact perhaps even the most central, 

this may not appear to be a very inventive approach. Yet within political 

science, which is generally where studies of political power and governance 

are conducted, this in fact turns out to be a new approach to the study of 

these issues. Political control over the military has traditionally been carried 

out within the political science subdiscipline civil-military relations. This 

field of study suffers from a lack of theoretical and methodological devel-

opment, and new approaches are needed to overcome its embedded weak-

nesses. By treating the military as a branch of public administration and 

making use of the insights offered by this subdiscipline, the understanding of 

political control and autonomy in regard to the military can be furthered. Yet 

given that the majority of studies of this kind have been conducted as studies 

of civil-military relations, an introduction of this field is necessary. In this 

way, I intend to highlight the weaknesses that the alternative approach of this 

study works to overcome.  

The study of civil-military relations 

Research on the relationship between the state and the military is carried out 

within a range of social science disciplines, but the greatest contributions, at 

least in scope, are made by sociologists and political scientists. Stated simp-

                               
89 Decimus Junius Juvenalis, (AD b.55-d.130), Satire VI, line 347 
90 Mao Zedong, “Problems of War and Strategy” November 6, Selected Works. Vol. 2, 1937-
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ly, military sociologists study the military as a social group, and look at its 

relationship with the surrounding society. The field covers issue areas such 

as gender, religion and military family matters. Civil-military research with-

in the field of political science, on the other hand, mainly focuses on ques-

tions of power, control and autonomy. In addition to the general interest in 

power relations within the academic discipline of political science, this bias 

toward civilian control may be explained by the influence of real political 

events in the form of military coups and armed takeovers of states. Control is 

studied from a number of perspectives, including the linkage between civil-

ian control and democratic consolidation;91 the effect of civilian control on 

military effectiveness;92 and the reasons for military takeover of states.93 Yet 

in the field of Chinese military studies, the dominant research focus over the 

past decades has been, and continues to be, the issue of civilian control and 

military involvement in civilian politics.  

In communist states, the military is expected to take part in politics, and 

during the early decades of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the Peo-

ple’s Liberation Army (PLA) had a broad mission and engaged in a range of 

non-military activities. During the years of radicalization, in the late 1950s 

and early 1960s, the military’s participation in the civil administration was 

considerable, with officers and soldiers serving as party branch secretaries 

and government officials, as well as managers of companies and people’s 

communes.94 The PLA’s history of political participation may explain why 

studies of civilian control have tended to focus on military participation in 

politics in the case of China.95 Yet in today’s China, the PLA has come to 

resemble the standing armed forces found in non-communist states. It ap-

plies a system of ranks and grades; has mainly an international, as opposed 

to domestic, mission; regard military expertise as a precondition for promo-

tion; and does not take an active participatory role in regional or local poli-

                               
91 See for example, Croissant and Kuehn, “Civilian Control of the Military and Democracy,” 
Pion-Berlin, “Military Autonomy and Emerging Democracies in South America,” Barany, 
“Democratic Consolidation and the Military.” 
92 See for example: Nielsen, “Civil-Military Relations Theory and Military Effectiveness,” 
Szayna, The Civil-Military Gap in the United States, Egnell, Complex Peace Operations and 
Civil-Military Relations. Early writers, such as Samuel Huntington and Morris Janowitz also 
addressed the issue of military effectiveness in the context of control and autonomy of the 
military, but in rather general terms. See for example, Nielsen, “Civil-Military Relations 
Theory and Military Effectiveness.” 
93 See for example, Nordlinger, Soldiers in Politics, Jenkins and Kposowa, “Explaining Mili-
tary Coups D'état,” Dix, “Military Coups and Military Rule in Latin America.” 
94 Li Xiaobing, A History of the Modern Chinese Army (Lexington: The University Press of 
Kentucky, 2007) chapter 6. 
95 See for example, Ellis Joffe, “The Military and China's New Politics: Trends and Counter 
Trends,” in People's Liberation Army in the Information Age, ed. Richard Yang and James 
Mulvenon (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 1999), Mulvenon, “China: Conditional 
Compliance,” Kiselycznyk and Saunders, “Civil-Military Relations in China,” Michael D. 
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tics.96 Therefore, to study control from the perspective of military involve-

ment in civilian politics, which was an appropriate strategy in the past, if 

used today would result in important issues being overlooked. The focus on 

control is thus still relevant, perhaps even more relevant than it has been in 

the past, given recent reforms. Against this background, the study of civil-

military relations in China would benefit from an updated approach. The 

suggested analytic approach of this thesis, modeled on professional autono-

my, can fill this void.  

This chapter starts with a review of the most influential political science 

literature with relevance to this study within the field of civil-military rela-

tions. A major part of this review is devoted to the classic study The Soldier 

and the State, written by Samuel Huntington.97 The reason is not that I find it 

particularly useful, or because I agree with Huntington’s chosen focus. But it 

is by far the most influential work in the field, and it is difficult to find a 

theory-driven study that does not make use of or make reference to Hunting-

ton’s paradigm. In regard to studies on civil-military relations in socialist 

people’s republics, including China, the dominance of The Soldier and the 

State is even more compelling. In the words of Dale Herspring, “[t]o say that 

Huntington’s paradigm had a major impact on the field of communist civil-

military relations would be an understatement.”98 After this general theoreti-

cal introduction to the field of civil-military relations, I examine how these 

assumptions have been applied in studies of the Chinese military, often re-

ferred to as PLA studies. These studies have made great contributions to the 

understanding of Chinese civil-military relations, especially from an empiri-

cal perspective. Theoretically, however, they are less than thorough, in part 

due to the fact that they replicate the weaknesses of the theory they draw 

upon. Yet the purpose of this study is not confined to the mitigating of 

weaknesses found in the Chinese civil-military literature. It also suggests an 

approach that can be applied to a large number of cases, also outside the 

field of civil-military relations. This, then, is the focus of the next chapter. 

                               
96 Keith Crane et al., Modernizing China’s Military: Opportunities and Constraints (Santa 
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zation of the Chinese Military,” Armed Forces & Society 14, no. 2 (1988), Kristen Gunness 
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97 Huntington, The Soldier and the State. 
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Civil-military relations theory 

The political science subfield of civil-military relations took off in the early 

Cold War period and had another revival in its aftermath. As already stated, 

the most central issue within this field is civilian control over the military, 

which likely can be traced back to the reoccurrence of military coups and 

other forms of military intervention into politics in states across the globe. 

The stress on civilian supremacy over the military has given rise to a body of 

literature within the field where normative and prescriptive studies outnum-

ber explanatory and theoretical studies. In addition to such normative stud-

ies, there also exists a rich body of descriptive and theoretical studies.99 This 

body of descriptive, or empirically focused, civil-military literature generally 

targets specific geographical areas in which the military plays a central role 

in politics. Civil-military literature on China and literature on civil-military 

relations in communist states constitute a part of the empirically focused 

research of relevance to this study and is discussed further below. These 

studies have, again, been heavily influenced by the work of Samuel Hunting-

ton, which serves as yet another justification for the emphasis on his work in 

this literature review.  

In regard to theoretical analyses of civil-military relations, two studies are 

especially noteworthy because of their great impact on the research field: 

Morris Janowitz’s The Professional Soldier and Samuel Huntington’s The 

Soldier and the State.100 Janowitz’s work has greatly influenced succeeding 

studies within military sociology, but has made less of a contribution within 

the political science tradition.101 In studies on Chinese civil-military rela-

tions, his work is hardly mentioned at all, which is why I have chosen not to 

discuss its contributions here. 102  Huntington’s The Soldier and the State, 

however, continues to constitute the starting point for most theoretical stud-

ies in the political science field of civil-military relations, despite its well-

known weaknesses.103 The next sections of this chapter are therefore devoted 

                               
99 For an introduction to the civil-military relations field, see Feaver, “Civil-Military Rela-
tions.” 
100 Morris Janowitz, The Professional Soldier: A Social and Political Portrait (Glencoe, Ill.: 
Free Press, 1961), Huntington, The Soldier and the State. 
101 Janowitz focuses on the professionalization of the officer corps but contrary to Huntington 
does not subscribe to an ideal division of labor between the military and the politicians. Ra-
ther, he sees an unavoidable and troublesome politicization of the military. He puts forward 
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to the premises of Huntington’s theory and then, the way in which his work 

is applied in studies of the Chinese military is discussed.  

Subjective and objective civilian control 

Civilian control over the military, which is the dominant research approach 

within the political science school of civil-military relations, can be traced 

back to the work of Samuel Huntington, where it holds a central position. 

Huntington defines civilian supremacy as government control of the military 

and makes a distinction between subjective and objective civilian control. In 

a state characterized by the “subjective” model, the basis of civilian control 

is shared values and beliefs between military and civilian groups. In such a 

context, the military participates in the government, and there is no clear 

division between civilian and military leadership. As such, the military’s 

loyalty is not directed to the government per se, but to a certain government, 

one with which it shares beliefs and value systems. Subjective civilian con-

trol is typical for totalitarian and authoritarian systems, but can take various 

forms between these states depending on their ideology or organizational 

structure. Subjective civilian control in communist systems, for example, 

means that the military is subordinate to the communist party as opposed to 

the state.104 How control may work in a system based on Leninist principles 

of organization is discussed further in chapter 5.  

Objective control, Huntington’s second type of civilian control of the mil-

itary, rests on a clear division of labor between politicians and military offi-

cials. In this case, military obedience does not rely on shared values and 

ideology – it is not even a prerequisite – but rather on the military’s duty to 

obey. The military does not take part in politics except as a tool of the civil-

ian government. To sum up in the words of Huntington:  

Subjective civilian control achieves its ends by civilianizing the military, 
making them the mirror of the state. Objective civilian control achieves its 
end by militarizing the military, making them the tool of the state… The es-
sence of objective civilian control is the recognition of autonomous military 
professionalism; the essence of subjective civilian control is the denial of an 
independent military sphere.105 

The emergence of the military profession is a prerequisite for objective civil-

ian control, according to Huntington, and it is worth noting that he does not 

make a distinction between “profession” and “professionalism.” According 

                                                                                                                             
the reviewer proclaims that “Huntington’s theory… has at last found a worthy successor,” 
James Burk, “Book Review: Armed Servants: Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military 
Relations,” Armed Forces & Society 30, no. 3 (2004): 488.  
104 It may, however, not always have been possible to make a clear distinction between party 
and government in some of these states. 
105 Huntington, The Soldier and the State 83. 
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to this way of thinking, the officer corps, by virtue of being a profession, 

also displays professionalism in its work, thereby creating a necessary link 

between professionalism and objective civilian control.106 Huntington argues 

for a negative causal relationship between the military profession and mili-

tary involvement in politics and proposes that by professionalizing the mili-

tary it will become “politically sterile and neutral.”107 The best way for civil-

ian state institutions to ensure objective control over the armed forces is thus 

to encourage military professionalism, which requires the acknowledgement 

of autonomous military professionalism and an independent military sphere. 

Huntington also pays attention to the socialization of the officer corps that 

takes place through professionalization and, in the case of the military, gives 

rise to a distinct “military mind.” It encapsulates both conservatism and a 

pessimistic worldview, and is thought to be distinct within society. To attain 

equilibrium between civilian and military authorities, Huntington's remedy is 

for society to move closer to the conservative values of the military as this 

mindset is thought to be more appropriate in addressing threats to national 

security.108 In this regard, Huntington thus acknowledges the importance of 

ideological compatibility of the “professional military ethic, and the political 

ideologies prevailing in society.”109 This is at odds with his idea of a military 

indifferent to the values in society – a key characteristic of objective civilian 

control – and for this he been subject to criticism.110  

Profession and professionalism according to Huntington 

Huntington’s definition of objective civilian control introduces the concepts 

of profession and professionalism, which in his theory are the key features 

assuring control over the military. As such, they have also become among 

the most influential concepts in the literature on China’s military. According 

to Huntington, three characteristics separate a profession from a vocation: 

expertise, responsibility, and corporateness. Expertise in this context is 

gained from education and experience. The development of professional 

skills requires both institutions of research and education, as well as a con-

tinuous link between theory and practice. Only through “prolonged educa-

tion and experience” can this type of expertise be acquired, which explains 

Huntington’s focus on the military officer corps, as opposed to conscripts. In 

regard to responsibility, the second characteristic, Huntington states that the 

                               
106 Ibid. 
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professional man111 is a practicing expert whose monopoly of his skill im-

poses upon him the responsibility to perform his services when required by 

society, after approval by society’s political agent. This sense of responsibil-

ity is further reinforced by the fact that these services are fundamental to the 

very functioning of the state. The social responsibility, which other writers 

refer to as ethics,112 also evokes a higher calling, one which distinguishes the 

professional man from the strictly intellectual. The third distinguishing char-

acteristic of a profession is corporateness, which refers to a collective sense 

or group identity that members of a profession share and which separates 

them from non-members of this group.113 To Huntington, and to researchers 

who are using his model, it is the combination of these three characteristics 

that makes the military officership a profession, although Huntington admits 

that, as with other professions, it falls somewhat short of the ideal.114 The 

notion of responsibility causes a conceptual slip between profession and 

professionalism, which was touched upon above. Unlike expertise and cor-

porateness, which can be seen as descriptive characteristics of an occupa-

tional grouping, responsibility entails a prescription, albeit a vague one, for 

behavior. This complicates the operationalization and causes problems for 

any empirical analysis of these matters.  

Huntington's definition of the military profession, and consequently also 

professionalism, is widely accepted and applied both inside and outside aca-

demia.115 This consensus in regard to definition is noticeable in influential 

civil-military publications by both Morris Janowitz and Bengt Abra-

hamsson.116 Huntington has, however, been criticized for the assumed causal 

relationship between military professionalism and non-intervention in poli-

tics. He argues that one of the characteristics of a non-professional military 

is that it intervenes in politics. The intervention, however, simultaneously 

becomes evidence of the military's non-professionalism, which is pointing to 

circularity in Huntington's argument. Abrahamsson argues that the corporate 

military identity may in fact breed interests at odds with those of the civilian 

leadership, as well as the motivation to act upon them.117 This would mean 

that military professionalism may in fact undermine civilian control. Empiri-

cal evidence from Latin America and Asia also calls into question Hunting-
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ton's link between professionalism and non-intervention. 118  Similarly, the 

transition from communism to democracy and authoritarianism in Eastern 

Europe illustrates the difficulty Huntington's model has incorporating the 

civil-military changes occurring in these states. 119  Nevertheless, military 

professionalism is still repeatedly emphasized both as a means for depoliti-

cizing militaries during state transition and as a measurement of civilian 

control in post-transitional states.120  

Huntington’s focus on, and advocacy for, military profession 

/professionalism as a key to social stability is typical of the early analyses of 

professionalism that Huntington draws upon. This literature saw profession-

alism as a positive force capable of restraining and controlling both growing 

individualism and bureaucratization. Professionalism, according to this in-

terpretation, can work to safeguard democratic processes. 121  Huntington’s 

work on the American military mirrors this image of professionalism as a 

positive force for societal stability since, as mentioned above, it was seen as 

preventing military intervention into politics. In today’s research on profes-

sions, claims of a correlation between professionalism and stability have 

been modified, and there is no consensus on whether it represents a positive 

or negative force.122 

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, Huntington’s paradigm has 

a number of weaknesses that are repeated in studies which utilize his frame-

work. Before my review of theoretical works of the Chinese military and the 

legacy of Huntington within these, I summarize my main objections against 

Huntington’s theoretical starting points.  

Civil-military relations theory: a critique 

First, many, if not most, previous studies within the field of civil-military 

relations operationalize civilian control as the ability of the state to prevent 

the military from expanding its role by infringing on civilian policy making. 

In states with reasonably stable civil-military relations where military coups 

are absent, power and control vis-à-vis the military is better captured by a 

focus on the maneuverability, or autonomy, of the military. Instead of a fo-
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cus on the military meddling in politics, I thus argue for a focus on civilian 

infringement on military autonomy.  

Second, the explanatory power of “profession” must be questioned. The 

central concepts of profession, professional, and professionalism are often 

used, if not interchangeably, then at least inseparably in the civil-military 

literature. A member of a profession is by default defined as a professional 

and expected to display professionalism in her/his work relations. As illus-

trated above, profession is at times the only concept that is defined properly, 

and this has analytic consequences. For example, the failure to distinguish 

between professions and acting professionally hinders an analytic separation 

between the characteristics of a profession, in comparison with, for exam-

ple, an occupation, and the effects that the status of being a profession may 

have on its work, and on its relationship with the state. 

A third, and related issue, concerns the conceptual confusion regarding 

the concept of autonomy. In civil-military relations, autonomy is generally 

treated as a definitional criterion for a profession, which I argue is not help-

ful. Autonomy, just as in the case of control, should be treated as a variable 

rather than a constant, which makes it questionable as a definitional criteri-

on. By excluding autonomy from the definition of professional and profes-

sion, it can be allowed to vary, and more importantly, it can be studied. This 

makes it possible to investigate changes in control/autonomy patterns over 

time and between professions. The starting point in this study is thus that a 

military (officer corps) generally is a profession. Like other professions, it is 

subject to varying degrees of control and enjoys varying degrees of profes-

sional autonomy.  

Consequently, the central issue is not whether the Chinese officer corps 

should or should not be seen as a profession, but rather if and in what re-

spects it enjoys professional autonomy, since only the latter has an impact on 

its relationship with the party. Such a study can provide valuable insights 

into the nature and scope of civilian control by revealing, for example, exist-

ing variances in the autonomy/control pattern within the military; what strat-

egies the patron (the CCP) applies to strike a balance between continued 

control and the acceptance of military discretion for the purpose of increas-

ing overall military capacity; if and how the means for control has changed 

as a consequence of modernization and the de-ideologicalization of society.  

Another argument made in this thesis is that the military as an institution 

must be clearly separated from the military profession in the analysis, since 

institutional autonomy and professional autonomy are two different phe-

nomena. In the literature, this distinction is often acknowledged in theory, 

but blurred analytically. Such a separation is especially important in a study 

on the Chinese military, given the way in which the Chinese state is orga-

nized. The intertwined institutional structures of the party and the PLA, 

which result in several overlapping features, do more than pose analytical 

and methodological challenges. They also limit the usefulness of a tradition-
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al study on institutional autonomy, generally operationalized as financial, 

legal and managerial autonomy.123 This means that focus needs to rest on the 

military profession. Yet the politicization of the PLA also has consequences 

for a study on professional autonomy. For example, military officers in lead-

ership positions are assigned both political and military roles, which compli-

cate any analysis of their professional autonomy. Given the institutional 

setting of the military profession, i.e., the Leninist cadre administration, I 

argue that a study on professional autonomy therefore cannot be conducted 

solely on the highest echelons of military power, but must focus on lower 

institutional levels and the officers who work there. 

Studies on civil-military relations in China 

Samuel Huntington and other early scholars in the field of civil-military 

relations and professionalism based their theoretical propositions on works 

by writers such as Talcott Parsons, A.M. Carr-Saunders and P.A. Wilson, all 

of whom wrote about the professions and professionalization from a non-

military perspective.124 As the discourse on professionalism in the military 

grew over time and evolved into a research tradition in its own right, its con-

nection to research conducted on cases other than those involving the mili-

tary diminished. In regard to studies on the Chinese military, the propensity 

to apply literature from outside the immediate civil-military field has been 

even more limited. Consequently, literature on Chinese civil-military rela-

tions has been heavily influenced by the work of Samuel Huntington. Just as 

with studies on other militaries, the question of civilian control and military 

intervention into politics is a key focus for scholars in this discipline.125 Hun-

tington’s legacy has also meant that one of the dominant research paradigms, 

both before and after the Chinese reform era, has been military professional-

ism, which is seen as an important, perhaps even the most important, param-

eter in determining the relationship between the Chinese Communist Party 
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and the PLA. In fact, I have been unable to find a single study on Chinese 

civil-military relations that does not ascribe some explanatory value to pro-

fessionalism. This may seem somewhat contradictory, given that, according 

to the proposition put forth by Huntington, which these studies subscribe to, 

professionalism is intimately tied to objective civilian control of the armed 

forces. In states like China, based on Leninist principles of organization, 

control is by definition subjective in nature, to use Huntington’s terminolo-

gy, as the military is subordinate to one specific political party (the CCP) 

and not the state as such. In the Huntingtonian sense, this then disqualifies 

the PLA from being categorized as a professional military.  

In addition, from the perspective of Marxist-Leninist theory, a profession-

al standing army is a detestable feature of the capitalist system, one that 

challenges the revolutionary spirit and reinforces a specialized division of 

labor. This apparent anomaly of linking professionalism and subjective civil-

ian control, which is common in studies of Chinese civil-military relations, 

has caused scholars to challenge and modify Huntington’s framework. As a 

result, conclusions regarding the professional standard of the People’s Liber-

ation Army exhibit a wide range: political and not professional,126 “semi-

professional,”127 “a party army with professional characteristics,”128 political 

as well as professional,129 or a “true professional military.”130 This trouble-

some disagreement within the literature illustrates a theoretical weakness, 

which I argue has more to do with Huntington’s definition of profession and 

professionalism and the unbreakable link to objective control than with the 

application of theory in previous PLA research. It also calls into question the 

analytic usefulness of professionalism as an explanatory factor. Needless to 

say, it also has consequences for the reliability of research results, and I will 

return to some of the weaknesses in the literature on professionalism in the 

Chinese military further on. First, however, I present some of the most influ-

ential explanatory texts on Chinese civil-military relations. By so doing, I 

also illustrate the theoretical linkage to Huntington’s The Soldier and the 

State. There also exists a great body of descriptive and policy-driven litera-

ture on China’s military, but it has been excluded from this section since it 

lacks theoretical ambition. Much of this literature is, however, empirically 

informative and contributes to other sections of this thesis. 

Ellis Joffe’s influential study on professionalism and party control inves-

tigates the role of professionalism in Chinese civil-military relations in the 

1950s and 1960s. Professionalism in the officer corps is seen as creating a 
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conflict between “professionally oriented military officers … and politically 

oriented party leaders and the officers who support the leadership’s point of 

view.”131 In the early decades of the history of PRC, such conflicts, often 

phrased as “red” versus “expert,” were symptomatic of the highly politicized 

state administration. How best to ensure that expert knowledge was utilized 

for the interest of the masses rather than as a tool to usurp power by those 

possessing knowledge became a reoccurring theme of discussions in China 

as well as in other socialist people’s republics. 132  This conflict identified 

between reds and experts, or in Joffe’s terms professionally and politically 

oriented officers/party leaders, echoes Huntington’s assumption as to the 

incompatibility of professionalization and politicization. There is also an 

implicit assumption that professionalization of the officer corps gives rise to 

certain views and values that are incompatible with those of party leaders.133 

Joffe presents empirical evidence regarding occasions when the views of the 

“experts” and the “reds” have differed, but it is unclear how such incidents 

should be interpreted in regard to control in civil-military relations. Indeed, 

Joffe stresses that these conflicts between party leaders and “professional” 

officers have taken place within an overall framework of party control.134 

In the study Professionalism and Politics in the Chinese Armed Forces, 

Paul H. Godwin challenges Huntington’s notion of the politically neutral 

military officer, and draws upon writings by Abrahamsson, which he finds 

more in keeping with the politicized military in China.135 According to Abra-

hamsson, the officer corps will necessarily reflect the society in which it 

exists, especially with regard to ethical rules and doctrine, in contrast to the 

theoretical knowledge of the profession, which is thought to be universal. 

Writing in the 1970s, Godwin reached the conclusion that, to depict conflicts 

over doctrine and ethics as conflicts between military professionals and po-

litical/party ideologists might have been accurate in the past but was no 

longer the case.136 He instead bases his interpretation on William Odom’s 

work on the Soviet military, according to which the military is seen as the 

armed branch of the party, and any conflicts are therefore of an intra-party 

character. Based on Abrahamsson’s claim that professionalism does not ex-

clude political involvement, Godwin also comes to the conclusion that the 
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PLA is a professional military, albeit one that is different from professional 

militaries in the democratized West.137 By viewing the party and the army as 

one and the same actor, professionalism does not give rise to tension in the 

manner as envisioned by Huntington. One problem with this approach is that 

it disregards the notion of autonomy, and it is unclear what Godwin really 

means by the term professionalism. Also, in the 1970s, the functional separa-

tion between the party and the army was less pronounced, thereby making 

this approach less problematic. Today, however, another research strategy is 

called for.  

Another approach to the study of Chinese civil-military relations is by 

what is known as factional analysis. Personal groupings and networks within 

the PLA are used to explain how the relationship between the CCP and the 

PLA is played out. In Harvey Nelsen’s classic study, political tension is ex-

plained by the division between regional forces under regional command and 

main forces under central command.138 Others writing in the factional tradi-

tion have emphasized, for example, experience of warfare or geographic ties. 

The most prominent of the factional analyses is arguably Whitson and 

Huang’s field army model in which political involvement is explained by 

experience in and connection to the five field armies.139 The factional ap-

proach has a number of weaknesses, its static nature being arguably the 

greatest.140 Today, perhaps due to the growing complexity within China’s 

political and military establishment, few if any studies attempt to explain 

Chinese civil-military relations solely by factional models.  

The reform era, initiated by Deng Xiaoping after the death of Mao 

Zedong in the late 1970s, brought about great changes to the People’s Liber-

ation Army, just as it did in the Chinese society at large. Deng Xiaoping had 

a significantly different understanding of military affairs than his predeces-

sor Mao Zedong, not the least in regard to the revolutionary mission and 

spirit of the armed forces. In brief, the reforms resulted in a de-

revolutionized military doctrine, fewer but better trained and educated 

troops, significant modernization of military equipment, and more regular-

ized staff policies.141 These reforms have been interpreted by scholars of 

Chinese civil-military relations as evidence of growing professionalism and 
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have served to reinforce the analytic emphasis on professionalism among 

those researching the PLA.  

Among the works that have been published in the post-Tiananmen era, 

some noteworthy studies attempt to go beyond Huntington’s dichotomy of 

objective and subjective civilian control. These include James Mulvenon’s 

concept of conditional compliance142 and symbiosis models put forth by Ellis 

Joffe and David Shambaugh.143 Although these studies offer alternative mod-

els for describing the CCP-PLA relationship, they continue to use Hunting-

ton’s model to arrive at their conclusions. This means that military profes-

sionalism is still assigned explanatory value in that it is seen as producing a 

rift in relations between the party and the military. Mulvenon argues that the 

civil-military relationship can now best be described by conditional compli-

ance, which is to say that military subordination to civilian rule is dependent 

on certain conditions. The military is compliant in that it supports the legiti-

macy of the paramount leader144 and stays out of non-military policy making. 

Mulvenon argues that this should be seen as conditional, as opposed to un-

conditional support because of the professionalization of the officer corps, 

and also the generational shift in the Chinese civilian and military top lead-

ership.145 Mulvenon argues that the “generational shift is particularly im-

portant” since the current civil and military leaders do not share the same 

close bonds as previous leaders. Less explicit is how he depicts the link be-

tween professionalism and the suggested conditionality in the civil-military 

relationship. The logic seems to be that professionalization, combined with 

the generational shift, creates a separation of civil and military elites, which 

in turn creates a situation of bureaucratic bargaining.146 

David Shambaugh argues that the relationship between the CCP and the 

PLA should be seen as mutually reinforcing and that “professionalism and 

politics have gone hand in hand for 60 years.”147 In the early days of the re-

public, thanks to the shared experience of revolution, the relationship was 

largely one of symbiosis. More recently, however, symbiosis based on 

shared interests has developed into a relationship with a greater reliance on 

control. One of the reasons singled out for this is the rift created by growing 

military professionalism. When looking back on historical developments in 

civil-military relations in China, Shambaugh argues that symbiosis, party 
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control and autonomy have coexisted, but that “the mid 1990s may be seen 

as the true transition period from the old communist order toward a more 

corporate, professional, autonomous, and accountable military.”148 

Like Shambaugh, Ellis Joffe makes an attempt to overcome the static na-

ture of some of the previous approaches to Chinese civil-military relations. 

He sees the relationship as being more dynamic and complex than any of the 

models proposed to describe it. Joffe argues that party control, symbiosis, 

and professionalism – the three main approaches used to describe PLA-CCP 

relations in the past – should be seen as complementary.149 An analysis of 

civil-military relations requires a synthesis of all three approaches since:  

The PLA is controlled by the Party, but its officer corps has acquired basic 
features of professionalism which have brought it into an enduring, albeit 
fluctuating, conflict with the Party. The political and military leaderships 
have been locked in a symbiotic relationship at the top of the power structure, 
but the modernization of the armed forces and their professionalism have 
produced a functional separation at the lower levels.150 

In Joffe’s work, growing professionalism in the military is seen as creating 

conflicts with the party, which can be referred back to Huntington’s under-

standing of professionalism in a state based on subjective civilian control of 

the military.  

The work presented above, while far from inclusive, serves to illustrate 

the impact of Samuel Huntington’s The Soldier and the State on the litera-

ture of civil-military relations in China. Also in additional publications 

where scholars have applied findings and frameworks derived from the liter-

ature on the Soviet military and other socialist militaries, these sources have 

in turn been influenced by The Soldier and the State.151 As already pointed 

out, the centrality of Huntington’s framework also implies a focus on profes-

sionalism in the study on Chinese civil-military relations. Hence the weak-

nesses embedded in Huntington’s framework are replicated in subsequent 

studies of the Chinese military. The main expressions of this are discussed 

further in the next section. 
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PLA studies: my main points of criticism 

Part of the legacy of Huntington has been to place civilian control, profes-

sionalism, and autonomy at the center of scholarly work on civil-military 

relations, including studies on China. These concepts bring with them a 

number of problems that are discussed below. Due to the powerful influence 

of Samuel Huntington on this subfield, it is not surprising that several of my 

objections are directly linked to the critique raised against his framework 

earlier in this chapter. In regard to PLA studies, my key points of criticism 

regarding civilian control, professionalism, and autonomy are organized as 

follows: definition of key concepts, analysis of empirical findings, and con-

fusion of analytic levels. These are addressed in order below.  

Conceptualization of key concepts 

Definitions of key concepts ultimately have a bearing on research results, 

and therefore they are more central than they may first appear. I argue that 

there are at least two interlinked definitional problems in the literature on 

Chinese civil-military relations. The first relates to profession(alism) and the 

second to autonomy. In the case of professionalism, the definitional problem 

concerns the too narrow interpretation of Samuel Huntington’s theoretical 

framework. This opens the way for a blurring of the word “professional” in 

its everyday usage and its academic meaning, which constitutes my second 

point of objection. In studies on the PLA, it is common practice to rely on 

Huntington’s definition of a profession, which includes expertise, corporate-

ness and responsibility. However, the majority of studies actually include 

only expertise in their analyses, or in some cases expertise and corporate-

ness. Huntington defines expertise of the officer corps as proficiency in the 

“management of violence.”152 It is thus not surprising that studies that take 

military expertise as (the only) sign of professionalism investigate areas such 

as military education, military doctrine, command and control, tactics and 

training.153 In the literature, the sum of these factors is sometimes translated 

into combat proficiency. Consequently, it is argued that the status of PLA 

professionalism will only become evident in a future combat situation,154 or 

that past experiences provide evidence in this regard.155 In my view, one 

reason for this too narrow interpretation of Huntington’s framework may be 

                               
152 Huntington, The Soldier and the State 11. 
153 This is a reoccurring focus in much of the literature, for some examples, see, David 
Shambaugh, “China's Military in Transition: Politics, Professionalism, Procurement and 
Power Projection,” The China Quarterly, no. 146 (1996), Ellis Joffe, Party and Army, Ellis 
Joffe, The Chinese Army after Mao (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1987), Mulvenon, 
“Party-Army Relations since the 6th Party Congress.” 
154 Shambaugh, “China's Military in Transition,” 278. 
155 You Ji, for example, gives voice to such an interpretation by asking “Could a nonprofes-
sional military have fought a stalemate with the powerful U.S. Army in Korea in the early 
1950s? You, “China: From Revolutionary Tool to Professional Military,” 118.  



44 

that expertise and corporateness are relatively easy to operationalize and 

measure. To equate being professional with being an expert, or a specialist, 

also conforms to the non-academic meaning of the word, as well as its usage 

in Chinese (专业化), at least in respect to the PLA. The third criterion in 

Huntington’s model, responsibility, is more elusive and derives from degrees 

of discretion and autonomy, as argued above. The military has responsibility 

vis-à-vis the state because “responsibility calls for independence or discre-

tion in exercising the profession,” which is a common connection made in 

the study of professions.156 Yet in the study of the Chinese military, it is rare-

ly explicitly analyzed. 

The problem, in my view, is not that professionalism is defined more nar-

rowly in these studies than was originally envisioned by Huntington. Indeed, 

I argue below that responsibility, and thereby autonomy, should be excluded 

from the definition of what constitutes a profession altogether.157 What is 

troubling is that, even though the analysis of professionalism has been lim-

ited to signs of growing expertise and specialization in the studies on the 

PLA, Huntington’s framework is, nevertheless, routinely applied to interpret 

the findings.  

Analysis of empirical findings 

My second objection regarding the use of theory in previous studies is relat-

ed to the analysis of empirical findings. The definitional discrepancy regard-

ing professionalism and autonomy that was discussed above often leads to a 

confusion of induction and deduction in the analysis of empirical findings. It 

is therefore not uncommon that studies are conducted inductively in regard 

to the empirical changes that have taken place, for example by investigating 

the improved quality of training and education, or looking at modernization 

reforms. These signs are, in turn, interpreted as representing signs of profes-

sionalism, according to a narrow reading of Huntington’s thesis. Interpreted 

through these theoretical lenses, to ascribe the PLA some degrees of profes-

sionalism implies ascribing it degrees of autonomy, which then becomes a 

conclusion that is reached deductively without actually being investigated. 

The theoretical assumption as to the existence of autonomy in Huntington’s 

paradigm may thus help explain the analytical neglect of autonomy in previ-

ous studies on Chinese civil-military relations. 

This is not to say that autonomy is absent from the discussions in studies 

on Chinese military professionalism, only that it is treated as a natural effect 

of expertise, which I argue is misleading. Whereas descriptions of training, 
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education and doctrine tend to be highly specific and detailed, statements 

regarding the growing autonomy of the PLA are limited to the fairly gen-

eral.158 It is also not clear in the literature whether autonomy is seen as part of 

the perceived professionalization of the PLA, a prerequisite for it, or a result 

of it. The starting point in this thesis is that, although expertise may give the 

profession discretion and degrees of autonomy, it is something that can vary 

and so should be studied. In this study, professional autonomy is seen as a 

possible, but not an intrinsic, consequence of increasing expertise and corpo-

rateness.  

It is also common, both in early and more recent studies on civil-military 

relations in China, to interpret the perceived autonomy of the PLA as creat-

ing a growing rift between the party and the military in terms of shared in-

terests.159 Needless to say, this is a difficult matter to analyze. Conclusions 

appear to be based on a negation of Huntington’s theoretical assumptions; 

that is to say, increasing professionalism in the PLA affects the CCP’s ability 

to control the military since professionalism entails more autonomy for the 

Chinese officer corps, thereby creating a rift in their shared interests and 

undermining the party-army symbiosis (subjective control) on which the 

Marxist-Leninist state rests. Yet it is difficult to argue convincingly for a 

causal link between professionalism and state/party control without properly 

analyzing the professional autonomy of the officer corps. Indeed, there is no 

reason why an increasing level of expertise, as such, should have a bearing 

on civil-military relations, unless it is accompanied by autonomy and profes-

sional discretion. Even if growing expertise was to create a rift between the 

interests of the party and the army, without autonomy, the military has no 

room to act upon it. That autonomy is required to alter the relationship be-

tween the CCP and the PLA is acknowledged by You Ji and Daniel Alder-

man who write that “a level of autonomy is the precondition for the PLA to 

reshape of the [sic] relationship of symbiosis with the Party.”160 Yet autono-

my is neither defined nor analyzed in a systematic way.  
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Confusion of analytic levels 

The final issue of criticism concerns the confusion of different analytic lev-

els. Although the military is both a profession and an organization, as argued 

by Huntington,161 these two levels need to be treated separately in any analy-

sis. Of course, the military as a profession and the military as an organization 

are intimately related and each is a precondition for the other. Nevertheless, 

profession is an actor-centered approach, whereas organization deals with 

structures. This underscores the need for separate methods of investigation. 

This problematic confusion of organization and profession in the analysis 

can be illustrated by recalling Huntington’s definition of military expertise. 

Expertise, in the context of military professionalism, regard “the manage-

ment of violence” according to Huntington. It also implies that the profes-

sion completes its tasks by utilizing the knowledge and skills that it has ac-

quired during extensive education and training.162 This also entails a certain 

amount of flexibility whereby professional standards are applied to shifting 

situations encountered by the profession. This theoretical understanding of 

professionalism differs somewhat in the way it is interpreted in the analysis 

of the empirical material in some studies. In this context, it is not uncommon 

to define military expertise by institutional factors that may indeed facilitate 

professional expertise, but nevertheless have little to with the management of 

violence by the profession. Thus, I argue that expertise should not be equat-

ed to institutional reforms or troops reductions.163 Nor is the increased num-

ber of regulations and laws governing the activities of the PLA164 or the 

compliance with such regulations165 proper measures of the expertise (pro-

fessionalism) of the PLA. New regulations, troop reductions, the restructur-

ing of the Central Military Commission and the reduction in the number of 

military regions are all examples of changes to the military as an organiza-

tion. They are not indicative of changes in the professional status of the mili-

tary officer corps or its level of military expertise. Again, changes in the 

military structure might well impact how the military profession can carry 

out its tasks, but it is not the same thing as military professionalism. This 

mix-up of analytical levels illustrates that the military can be studied from at 

least two different perspectives: as an organization and as a profession. 

These two perspectives are of course interconnected in reality, and the or-

ganization in many ways constitutes the preconditions for the maneuverabil-

ity of the profession. These two approaches nevertheless require different 

research strategies and should not be used interchangeably.  

Based on the above critique, a new approach is needed to study political 

control and autonomy in regard to the military. Rather than analyzing the 

                               
161 Huntington, The Soldier and the State 16. 
162 Ibid., 8. 
163 You, “China: From Revolutionary Tool to Professional Military,” 122-23. 
164 Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military 13. 
165 Mulvenon, “Professionalization of the Senior Chinese Officer Corps.” 



 

47 

degree of military involvement in politics, the autonomy of the military 

should be studied. The concept of military autonomy is by no means absent 

from the literature on civil-military relations. The problem is however that, 

although autonomy is ascribed central importance, it is generally treated as a 

given. This was discussed previously with reference to studies on the Chi-

nese military, but it holds true also in studies of other militaries. This as-

sumption may rest on the understanding of autonomy as a natural conse-

quence of the evolutionary process of the military organization,166 or as a 

result of the division of labor (which in turn may be interpreted as a result of 

professionalization).167 Yet there are writers who actually study military au-

tonomy as a way to understand civilian control, and a number of the central 

works are introduced below. 

The study of military autonomy  

Croissant and Kuehn’s study on a number of Asian states, in which the mili-

tary historically has taken on an expanded political role, investigates military 

autonomy in areas of “civilian” political decision making as a means of un-

derstanding democratic consolidation.168 Consequently, they investigate mili-

tary autonomy in elite recruitment and overall public policy; national de-

fense; and internal security, although it is not entirely clear why these partic-

ular issue areas were chosen over others, or why certain issues within these 

broad categories were selected while and others were not. Given that Crois-

sant and Koehn study the institutionalization of civilian control as a part of 

democratic consolidation, it is perhaps logical to look at “critical” civilian 

decision-making areas, such as the recruitment of the political leadership. In 

China, on the other hand, where the military has a history of obedience, to 

study military autonomy within these “civilian” areas would in all likelihood 

be an unproductive exercise, especially given the lack of access to unofficial 

conversations and documents regarding the top levels of the civilian and 

                               
166  Alexandre De S. C. Barros and Edmundo C. Coelho, “Military Intervention and 
Withdrawal in South America,” International Political Science Review / Revue internationale 
de science politique 2, no. 3 (1981): 343. 
167 Amos Perlmutter and William M. LeoGrande, “The Party in Uniform: Toward a Theory of 
Civil-Military Relations in Communist Political Systems,” The American Political Science 
Review 76, no. 4 (1982): 779, Croissant and Kuehn, “Patterns of Civilian Control of the 
Military in East Asia's New Democracies,” 190, Alagappa, “Investing and Explaining 
Change,” 35, Huntington, The Soldier and the State 57, Claude E. Jr. Welch, “Civilian Con-
trol of the Military: Myth and Reality,” in Civilian Control of the Military: Theory and Cases 
from Developing Countries, ed. Claude E. Jr. Welch (New York: State University of New 
York Press, 1976), 33. 
168 Croissant and Kuehn, “Patterns of Civilian Control of the Military in East Asia's New 
Democracies.” 



48 

military leadership.169 Given the differing starting point and preconditions, 

then, the approach used by Croissant and Koehn is of limited use for this 

study.  

One of few writers on civil-military relations and civilian control to ex-

amine autonomy as a factor in its own right is Muthiah Alagappa. His ambi-

tious theoretical framework for investigating and explaining change in civil-

military interaction incorporates both military participation in politics 

(scope) and the authority to make and implement policy (jurisdiction).170 In 

this context, he also discusses the importance of institutional autonomy. Ra-

ther than seeing autonomy as an example of decision-making power, which I 

argue it is, autonomy is categorized as a variable which, together with politi-

cal participation, security policymaking, socioeconomic role, and illegal 

activities make up the breadth of military participation in governance, or in 

Alagappa’s terminology, its “scope.” 171  In regard to autonomy, Alagappa 

argues that we need to look at “the chain of command, control over senior 

promotions and appointments, control over the defense budget, and the rela-

tionship between the civilian and military legal systems.”172 These issue are-

as are all consistent with his focus on the institutional autonomy of the mili-

tary.  

Another writer who explicitly focuses on military institutional autonomy 

is David Pion-Berlin.173 In his study of five states in South America, Pion-

Berlin argues, as do I, that military autonomy is a particular aspect of mili-

tary power. 174  He operationalizes autonomy as “an institution’s decision-

making authority” and argues that decisions made by the military can be 

placed on a professional-political continuum.175 It is expected that the closer 

to the “professional” end of this continuum, the greater the autonomy of the 

military.176 Pion-Berlin argues that autonomy can be both offensive and de-

fensive in nature in that it may either strengthen military decision-making 

power while weakening that of politicians, or serve as a means to protect the 

military’s key professional functions. 177  Similar to Alagappa, Pion-Berlin 

delineates a number of key areas in which he studies military autonomy, 

including personnel decisions; force levels; military education and doctrine; 

reform; budgets; and arms production and procurement.  
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Of the states included in Pion-Berlin’s study, typically their militaries at 

one time enjoyed high degrees of autonomy. This autonomy was, in varying 

degrees, ceded to civilian state authorities during the transition to democratic 

rule. In this respect, Pion-Berlin’s approach is similar to that of Croissant 

and Koehn, discussed above. Just as with the Asian states included in Crois-

sant and Koehn’s study, the militaries in the states studied by Pion-Berlin 

have also gone from a condition of more, to less, autonomy. In a way, what 

is expected in the case of China is a development in the opposite direction, 

i.e., from less to more autonomy. This is, at least what is argued consistently 

in previous civil-military literature on the PLA.  

To summarize, military autonomy is a reoccurring topic in the civil-

military literature, and it is often assigned central importance in the context 

of civilian control. Against this background, it is curiously understudied. The 

three studies above are, in this sense, exceptions and, as such, make im-

portant contributions. At the same time, the manner in which autonomy is 

conceptualized and defined limits the usefulness of these studies in the de-

velopment of a theoretical and analytic approach that can be applied broadly. 

The criticism that I raised briefly in the introduction as to general public 

administration studies of institutional autonomy can also be directed toward 

these studies having a specific focus on the military. This includes the prob-

lem of focusing on only the level of the institution, which means that the 

institution is treated as a single coherent actor, as well as the related problem 

of focusing only on the top management, thereby assuming that they can be 

taken to be representatives of the organization. Another problem found in 

Pion-Berlin’s study, and to some extent in the study by Croissant and Koehn 

also, is the attempt to draw a clear line between political and professional 

issues. Pion-Berlin does discuss the possibility that an issue can be both pro-

fessional and political, but I believe that such a dividing line, if it can be 

envisioned at all, is in constant flux. Any attempts to classify issue areas as 

either/or are therefore unproductive.178 In this study, in contrast, the analysis 

is carried out on the micro-level, and I have singled out the issue areas that 

are at the very core of the functioning of the military, some of which overlap 

with the chosen focus of the three studies mentioned above.  

The criticism summarized above makes clear that, although autonomy is a 

useful starting point for discussions on political control of the military, a 

different approach is needed to capture the dynamics within the organization. 

In this study, military autonomy on the intra-organizational level is studied 

as professional autonomy. The next chapter outlines how this is done.  
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3. The study of professional autonomy 

This study rests on the understanding that the Chinese military, together with 

the state apparatus and the political one-party system dominated by the Chi-

nese Communist Party comprise an all-encompassing Leninist cadre admin-

istration through which China is governed and political control exercised. 

Given the importance of the military to the survival of this system – it is 

often singled out as the key institution for continued CCP rule – it merits 

extended scholarly attention. In the Chinese context, both the ideational and 

the political role of the military thus distinguish it from militaries in a West-

ern context. This is one reason for my argument that in some respects previ-

ous analytic approaches to the Chinese military miss the mark. Studies of the 

Chinese military generally take as their starting point the theoretical frame-

work of Samuel Huntington. The criticism raised here against studies in this 

tradition – the problematic conceptualizations of key concepts, the mix-up 

between analytical levels, the confusion of induction and deduction in the 

analysis of findings – can by and large be traced back to weaknesses in Hun-

tington’s premises. Yet I argue that the greatest problem is that confining 

studies of the Chinese military to the field of civil-military relations has pre-

vented the development of alternative ways of examining this politically 

important actor. It is therefore not so much the focus of previous civil-

military studies that I criticize here, but rather the way in which these central 

issues have been conceptualized. The argument here is that a different, 

broader, approach is needed to study issues such as political control and 

autonomy vis-à-vis the military in the case of China and elsewhere.  

An advantage of a broader approach is that it creates an opening for ques-

tioning the way control has been conceptualized. The preoccupation with the 

question of civilian control within the academic field of civil-military rela-

tions is not surprising. The “civil-military problematique” or the paradox that 

the state, for the sake of its security, must sanction an institution that could 

challenge its existence, is in itself philosophically and theoretically intri-

guing. The hard power of the military institution, and the general interest 

among political scientists in relationships of power, may help explain why 

the issue of control dominates the research agenda. Furthermore, the empiri-

cal evidence of reoccurring military coups and other forms of unsolicited 

military meddling in politics makes the focus on civilian control understand-

able. Nevertheless, it is intriguing that civilian control (or perhaps rather the 

lack thereof) in a majority of cases is conceptualized as, and measured by, 
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military involvement in politics. 179  Or in the words of Claude Welch, 

“[c]ivilian control always occurs within a context of some form of military 

involvement in politics.”180 Of course, given the interest in power and the 

occurrence of military takeovers of states, this may be a fruitful approach, 

especially in states with a history of civil-military turmoil. For studies focus-

ing on states with seemingly stable civil-military relations, it may, on the 

other hand, obscure more suitable approaches.  

Civil-military relations, and the question of civilian control may, howev-

er, be approached from the opposite direction. Rather than investigating ci-

vilian control by looking at military influence within the civilian institutions 

of power, for example in national parliaments or appointment processes of 

civilian leaders, attention may indeed be focused on civilian influence over 

the military. This, in turn, can be captured by examining the maneuverability 

of the military or, in other words, its autonomy. This study, then, focuses on 

professional autonomy, which better captures the dynamic relationship be-

tween the state and the military. The notion of autonomy is thereby given 

more weight than is usual for studies on the relationship between the politi-

cal leadership of the state and the military bureaucracy, especially in the case 

of China. 

The study of the military as an administration 

The central position held by China’s military within the cadre administration 

points to the usefulness of applying an administrative approach in a study on 

political control and autonomy. Indeed, the relationship between the military 

and the political entities can, in most states, be depicted as a power relation-

ship between the political center and one of its administrations. Although 

this implies that the military would be an appropriate case study in the aca-

demic field of public administration, its absence from within this discipline 

is more or less complete. Yet it is not the exclusion per se of what in many 

states constitutes the largest state administration in terms of both budget 

share and work-force that is troublesome. Rather it is the limited cross-

fertilization between research areas. As argued in the previous chapter, this 

                               
179 Examples include: Croissant and Kuehn, “Patterns of Civilian Control of the Military in 
East Asia's New Democracies,” 187, Perlmutter and LeoGrande, “The Party in Uniform,” 
778, S.E. Finer, The Man on the Horseback: The Role of the Military in Politics (New York: 
Penguin, 1975), Kiselycznyk and Saunders, “Civil-Military Relations in China,” Mulvenon, 
“China: Conditional Compliance,” 318, Alfred C. Stepan, Rethinking Military Politics: Brazil 
and the Southern Cone (Princeton: Princton University Press, 1988), Timothy J. Colton, 
Commissars, Commanders, and Civilian Authority: The Structure of Soviet Military Politics, 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard U.P., 1979) chapter 11, Joffe, “The Military and China's New 
Politics,” Mulvenon, “China: Conditional Compliance,” Swaine, The Military and Political 
Succession in China.  
180 Welch, “Civilian Control of the Military,” 3. 
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has had a negative impact on the theoretical and methodological develop-

ments in the civil-military field of study. By using a general approach, this 

thesis attempts to link the study of political control and autonomy of the 

military to the broader academic field of public administration. At the same 

time, the research focus on professional autonomy, as the concept itself indi-

cates, effectively links this study to the academic field of professions as well. 

When applied separately, these two academic disciplines capture only cer-

tain aspects of civil-military relations, and their usefulness for analyses of 

power relationships is limited. Put simply, the main problem with literature 

on professions and professionalism that focuses on power is that it does not 

give sufficient attention to the concept of autonomy. The main problem with 

the literature on public administration, on the other hand, is that it focuses on 

the autonomy of the institution while disregarding the profession. These 

arguments are further developed shortly. A combination of the two ap-

proaches not only contributes to a greater empirical understanding of the 

distribution of power between the state and a given administration (in this 

case, the military), but also furthers the theoretical developments of civil-

military relations. The identified limitations of the literature on professions 

and professionalism and public administration, for the analysis of power 

relationships, illustrate the contribution that this study can make also to these 

academic disciplines. 

I begin below by discussing the concept of autonomy in the relationship 

between a state and its administrations. In the analysis of this study, this 

entails an investigation of the autonomy of the military administration. Yet 

this theoretical discussion deliberately applies a more general language in 

order to illustrate that the study of civil-military relations has much to gain 

from other academic fields.  

Autonomy in the relations between state and administration  

Autonomy and control are concepts central to understanding the relationship 

between the political entities of a state and its administrations. On the one 

hand, the state must remain in control over its administrations in order to 

assure that policy implementation corresponds with political decision mak-

ing. On the other hand, it must refrain from control measures that risk un-

dermining the function of the bureaucracy, given its central role in effective 

policy implementation. This logic also applies to the military bureaucracy, 

although the consequences of too much or too little control are perhaps more 

extreme. In the case of the military, effective policy implementation may 

mean ensuring national security, and in some instances even the survival of 

the state. Similarly, the consequences of inadequate control are potentially 

more severe than in cases of civilian administrations given that the military 

has the hard power to overthrow the political leadership. The presumption is 

thus that the state needs to strike a balance between control and autonomy in 
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order to minimize the risk of “rule by officials” while, at the same time, 

achieving higher levels of efficiency.  

The past couple of decades have seen a growing scholarly interest in the 

concept of autonomy, in part due to new public management practices and 

reforms implemented in many states to increase administrative efficiency. A 

number of studies have been conducted on administrative reforms aimed at 

increasing bureaucratic efficiency, especially within the academic field of 

public administration. Such studies generally focus on civilian administra-

tions in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD) states or other developed, Western-style democracies and study 

autonomy on the level of the organization.181 Such studies often aim to ex-

plain differences in the degree of autonomy between different agen-

cies/institutions within the same state, or between corresponding organiza-

tions in different states.182 As illustrated in the introduction to this thesis, 

autonomy has also been a reoccurring topic in studies on civilian administra-

tive reform in China. These studies generally do not study autonomy, but 

address it as a consequence of other reforms. 

Autonomy can be conceptualized in a number of ways. In the non-

Chinese studies referred to above, it is commonplace to differentiate between 

formal and factual autonomy.183 Formal autonomy encompasses legal, struc-

tural and financial autonomy and can be used as a framework to investigate 

the existing level of inter-organizational autonomy between the government 

and the agency.184 Following the logic of the arguments in previous chapters, 

a study of formal autonomy in the Chinese military would make only limited 

contributions to the understanding of control/autonomy in CCP-PLA rela-

tions. The main reason for this is the politicization of the military organiza-

tion and the interconnectedness of political and organizational structures in 

the cadre administration, which is also discussed further in the coming chap-

ter.  

                               
181 See for example: Christensen and Yesilkagit, “Delegation and Specialization in Regulatory 
Administration,” M. Shamsul Haque, “Revisiting the New Public Management,” Public Ad-
ministration Review 67, no. 1 (2007), Koen Verhoest et al., Autonomy and Control of State 
Agencies: Comparing States and Agencies (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), Ye-
silkagit and Thiel, “Political Influence and Bureaucratic Autonomy.” However, there are also 
interesting examples of studies on administrative reforms and autonomy in China, see for 
example: Christensen, Lisheng, and Painter, “Administrative Reform in China's Central Gov-
ernment,” Xue and Zhong, “Domestic Reform and Global Integration,” Zhang, “New Public 
Management for China's 1998 Administrative Reform.” 
182 For a good overview from a Western European context, see for example Verhoest et al., 
Autonomy and Control of State Agencies part1. 
183 The sources listed here may differ slightly in their categorization, but generally agree on 
the crude separation between formal and real (or de facto) autonomy. See Verhoest et al., 
“The Study of Organisational Autonomy,” Verhoest et al., Autonomy and Control of State 
Agencies, Yesilkagit and Thiel, “Political Influence and Bureaucratic Autonomy,” Christen-
sen and Yesilkagit, “Delegation and Specialization in Regulatory Administration.” 
184 Christensen and Yesilkagit, “Delegation and Specialization in Regulatory Administration.” 
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The other type of autonomy – factual autonomy – entails discretion in de-

cision making regarding issues of importance to the institution and is similar 

to the way professional autonomy is defined in this study.185 Yet there is an 

important difference in terms of focus between these studies and the study 

conducted here. In studies of factual autonomy, the unit of analysis is the 

organization. Here, focus is placed on the profession.  

Factual autonomy is a broad concept that generally entails first that the 

organization has been delegated decision-making power in regard to the 

choice and use of production inputs186 and second, that it is allowed to make 

decisions about the methods and procedures to produce the services that 

have been prescribed externally, and the policy instruments it uses.187 In the 

literature, these two types of factual autonomy are sometimes referred to as 

managerial and policy autonomy. 188  Put simply, if managerial autonomy 

implies the power to decide what the organization uses in its operations, 

policy autonomy is discretion regarding how it uses it. The term managerial 

autonomy, as one form of factual autonomy, reveals that the focus of these 

studies is on the top managers of the organization, which I argue is problem-

atic. A focus on top managers assumes that they are independent representa-

tives of the organization, which may not be the case. Thus, an analysis that 

reveals that a top manager enjoys autonomy from the political entities of the 

state does not further our understanding of how the organization, as such, 

functions. This critique is further developed in the discussion on professional 

autonomy.  

Similarly, efforts to rank manifestations of autonomy on numeric scales 

or the like, which are common in the public administration literature, are not 

of use in a study of this sort.189 Efforts to define autonomy through the use of 

clear-cut classifications that can then be ranked on a scale will, by default, be 

marked by ambiguity. Decisions as to where the line between two categories 

should be drawn, for example, or why a certain criterion should be judged to 

be more fundamental than another can always be questioned. In this study, 

conclusions about the degree of professional autonomy established through 

the analysis are, therefore, made in general terms. The reference point for 

such discussions is variations in autonomy within the profession that become 

evident in the analytic chapters, the presence or absence of indications of 

autonomy that are identified below, and the outcome to be expected in light 

of the claims made by previous PLA research. 

                               
185 The following definition is used here: the right of the profession as a collective, and its 
members as individuals, to use its professional competence and judgment in the execution of 
its work and in decision-making processes regarding matters of central importance to it. 
186 Verhoest et al., Autonomy and Control of State Agencies 19. 
187 Verhoest et al., “The Study of Organisational Autonomy,” 105. 
188 Verhoest et al., Autonomy and Control of State Agencies. 
189 For the use of numeric scales and the like, see Verhoest et al., Autonomy and Control of 
State Agencies, Verhoest et al., “The Study of Organisational Autonomy,” Yesilkagit and 
Thiel, “Political Influence and Bureaucratic Autonomy.” 
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Professions and power 

The theoretical starting point is that autonomy is a form of power and that a 

study on the power relationship between the political core of the state and its 

administrations should focus on the autonomy of the administration. Yet to 

include the maneuverability only of top managers in the analysis, the com-

mon practice in the literature on public administration, incurs the risk of 

drawing erroneous conclusions. A fine-tuned analysis of the power of the 

administration requires that the perspective of the profession, i.e., the exper-

tise of the administration, is taken into account. Studies of professions and 

professionalism generally fall within the academic discipline of sociology. 

Studies on public administration, in contrast, focus on structures, which 

means that actor-centered approaches, including those on professions and 

professionalism, generally are absent.  

The sociology of professions is a broad field covering a wide range of re-

search topics. Early analyses studied the role of professions as a means to 

achieve societal stability. Professions, and professionalism, were seen as a 

positive force that could restrain and control both individualism and bureau-

cratization and thus safeguard democratic processes.190 Samuel Huntington’s 

seminal work from 1957 is an example of this positive view of professional-

ism, which helps explain his heavy focus on professionalism as the key to 

ascertaining civilian control over the armed forces. Another early trend in 

research on professions was the attempt to single out professional character-

istics as a way to distinguish professions from occupations.191 In The Soldier 

and the State, for example, Huntington made efforts to differentiate between 

a professional officer corps on the one hand, and mercenaries and dilettantes 

on the other. Yet there is still no agreed-upon definition for the term “profes-

sion” within the sociology of professions. At this point in time, few re-

searchers are engaged in singling out key characteristics of professions, even 

dismissing such undertakings as a “time wasting diversion.”192  

In the 1970s and 1980s, researchers started questioning the positive val-

ues associated with professions and professionalism. Focus was instead di-

rected at the processes whereby occupations became professions,193 the clo-

sure of occupational markets, and the dominance by professional groups 

                               
190 A. M. Carr-Saunders and P. A. Wilson, The Professions (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933), 
Talcott Parsons, The Social System (London: Tavistock, 1952), Evetts, “Introduction: Trust 
and Professionalism,” 517. 
191 Most well-known is perhaps Wilensky, “The Professionalization of Everyone?” 
192 Evetts, “Introduction: Trust and Professionalism,” 519. Yet others still find this approach 
useful, see for example Sciulli, “Structural and Institutional Invariance in Professions and 
Professionalism.” 
193 Thomas Brante, “State Formation and the Historical Take-Off of Continental Professional 
Types: The Case of Sweden,” in Sociology of Professions, ed. Svensson and Evetts, Charles 
E. McClelland, “Escape from Freedom? Reflections on German Professionalization, 1870-
1933,” in The Formation of Professions: Knowledge, State and Strategy, ed. Michael Burrage 
and Rolf Torstendahl (London: Sage, 1990). 
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thereof.194 It was argued that the dominance, brought about by market clo-

sure, enabled professionals to further their own interests and to grow more 

powerful.195 Other research approaches that remain common to this day in-

clude the relationship between professions and organizations, which was 

touched upon above.196 Since the mid-1980s, researchers have returned to the 

linkage between professionalism, trust, and control. For example, Freidson 

argues that professionalism, alongside organizational and bureaucratic forms 

of control, constitutes a specific kind of occupational control,197 later refer-

ring to it as a “third logic.”198  

The variety of research approaches within the sociology of professions is 

replicated in the subfield of military sociology, which is where academic 

studies on the military profession are conducted. Such studies may, for ex-

ample, analyze the historical emergence of the military profession;199 ten-

sions between professional logic and the hierarchical bureaucracy of the 

military;200 the different logics of actions that the military need to accommo-

date;201 or changes in the profession over time.202 Just as in the case of gen-

eral studies of professions, such studies on the military profession usually 

focus on intra-group issues, and take limited interest in matters of control 

and autonomy vis-à-vis the state. 

This is not to say that discussions of power and autonomy are absent from 

the sociological literature on professions. Power and autonomy are, in fact, 

key concepts also within the literature on professions, where they are gener-

ally referred to as professional jurisdiction and discretion. Focus generally 

                               
194 For an overview, see Evetts, “Introduction: Trust and Professionalism,” 520.  
195 Ibid. 
196 Eliot Freidson, Professionalism: The Third Logic (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
2001), Richard H. Hall, “Professionalization and Bureaucratization,” American Sociological 
Review 33, no. 1 (1968), Parsons, The Social System, Lennart G. Svensson and Julia Evetts, 
eds., Sociology of Professions. See also chapter 5 in this study. 
197 Eliot Freidson, “Theory of Professionalism: Method and Substance,” International Review 
of Sociology 9, no. 1 (1999): 118. 
198 Freidson, Professionalism. 
199  This is one of the contributions made by both Samuel Huntington and Bengt Abra-
hamsson, see Huntington, The Soldier and the State, Abrahamsson, Military 
Professionalization and Political Power. 
200 Jan O. Jacobsen, Militærorganisasjonen - Utfordringer Og Dilemmaer: En Studie Av Det 
Norske Forsvar, Gjennom Offiserenes Opplevelse Av Det (Bergen: Institutt for administrasjon 
og organisasjonsvitenskap, Universitetet i Bergen, 1996), Don M. Snider, “The U.S. Army as 
Profession” in The Future of the Army Profession, ed. Lloyd J. Matthews (Boston: McGraw-
Hill, 2005). 
201 Karl Ydén, “Kriget” och Karriärsystemet: Försvarsmaktens organiserande i fred (Göte-
borg: Bas Publisher, 2008), Bernard Boëne, “How Unique Is the Military Today? How 
Unique Should It Be?” in Facing Uncertainty: Report No 2: The Swedish Military in Interna-
tional Perspective, ed. Bernard Boëne et.al (Stockholm: Ledarskapsinstitutionen, 
Försvarshögskolan, 2000). 
202  Charles C. J. R. Moskos, “From Institution to Occupation: Trends in Military 
Organization,” Armed Forces & Society 4, no. 1 (1977), Giuseppe Caforio, “The Military 
Profession: Theories of Change,” Armed Forces & Society 15, no. 1 (1988). 
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rests on the analytic level of the profession or its relations with the organiza-

tion. In the words of Anders Molander and Harald Grimen:  

Discretionary powers are often considered to be the hallmark of a profession. 
To abolish discretion is to abolish the possibility of carrying out professional 
work. The standard view of professional autonomy is that it allows decisions 
to be made on the basis of discretionary judgments.203  

This definition of professional autonomy shares similarities with the defini-

tion used in this study.204 It is thus not the conceptualization that I take issue 

with. Rather, as illustrated by the quote above, it is that the sociology of 

professions makes professional autonomy a defining criterion of professions. 

This is not exclusive to Molander and Grimen. Indeed, autonomy “has occu-

pied a special analytic place in the sociology of professions…justified in 

principle by the professionals’ claim of possessing a special and superior 

knowledge…”205 and is often included as a defining criterion in both older 

and more recent literature.206  

This holds true also for the definition of the military profession. The in-

clusion of autonomy in the definition of the military profession was one of 

the issues which I criticized in the previous chapter. Briefly, the standard 

definition of a military profession, which can be traced back to Huntington, 

encompasses expertise, corporateness and responsibility. Responsibility, by 

Huntington’s definition, further presupposes autonomy or discretion in the 

exercise of the profession, which complicates any empirical analysis. He 

argues that a high degree of military professionalism (which to him equals 

the behavior of the military profession) can only exist in conjunction with 

objective civilian control where the military enjoys professional autonomy.207 

He sees the basis of objective civilian control as “the recognition of autono-

mous military professionalism,”208 but it is not clear if autonomy is a conse-

quence of professionalism, or a prerequisite to it. If the focus of research is 

power relations, as in this study, it cannot be justified making autonomy part 

of the definition of a profession. Doing so would be to partially answer the 

                               
203  Anders Molander and Harald Grimen, “Understanding Professional Discretion,” in 
Sociology of Professions, ed. Svensson and Evetts, 168. 
204 Here, professional autonomy is seen as the right of the profession as a collective, and its 
members as individuals, to use its professional competence and judgment in the execution of 
its work and in decision-making processes regarding matters of central importance to it. 
205 Magali Sarfatti Larson, “In the Matter of Experts and Professionals, or How Impossible It 
Is to Leave Nothing Unsaid,” in The Formation of Professions: Knowledge, State and Strate-
gy, ed. Michael Burrage and Rolf Torstendahl (London: Sage, 1990), 31.  
206 See for example, Wilensky, “The Professionalization of Everyone?,” Hall, Occupations 
and the Social Structure, Sciulli, “Structural and Institutional Invariance in Professions and 
Professionalism,” Maycraft Kall, The Governance Gap: Central-Local Steering and Mental 
Health Reform in Britain and Sweden, Julia Evetts’ definition of occupational professional-
ism: Evetts, “Reconnecting Professional Occupations with Professional Organizations.”  
207 Huntington, The Soldier and the State 96-97. 
208 Ibid. 83. 
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research question beforehand. The fact that the level of autonomy varies 

among professions, and that complete autonomy is impossible given that the 

state is still the principal, supports the idea of excluding autonomy from the 

defining criteria. I argue below for an alternative conceptualization.  

Defining profession and professional autonomy 

Although the definition of a “profession” is not the key focus here, it is nec-

essary to clarify how a profession is defined in this thesis, especially given 

that the term is associated with a number of presumptions. According to the 

definition used in this study, an occupation is considered a profession if it 

fulfills the criteria of expertise and corporateness. The understanding here is 

that the expertise of the occupational group in question, gained through spe-

cialized education and training, also gives rise to a common work culture 

and an occupational identity, i.e., corporateness, which is central to the pro-

fession. In more recent sociological literature, which is not specifically look-

ing at the military profession, corporateness is sometimes referred to as “a 

shared professional identity.”209 Julia Evetts summarizes this concept as fol-

lows: 

A shared professional identity is associated with a sense of common experi-
ences, understandings and expertise, shared ways of perceiving problems and 
their possible solutions. This common identity is produced and reproduced 
through occupational and professional socialization by means of shared and 
common educational backgrounds, professional training and vocational expe-
riences and by membership of professional associations.210 

Autonomy, or professional discretion, is thereby excluded from the defini-

tion, just as is Huntington’s responsibility criterion, its embedded notion of 

autonomy and the link to objective civilian control. One advantage of this 

broader definition is that the controversy as to whether it is possible to imag-

ine a military profession in China, or other non-democratic states, can be put 

aside. According to the definition proposed above, the officer corps in the 

PLA meets the criteria of a profession. The modernization and regularization 

of its educational system and its increased focus on military training indi-

cates a shift from its rag-tag guerilla past to a better educated corps with a 

distinguished corporate identity. The occupational identity means that a 

member identifies with the profession in question and that clear boundaries 

exist between the in-group and out-group. As in most militaries, the officers 

of the PLA today are a well-defined group to which membership requires 

military education at a military academy. Their professional identity is fur-

                               
209 Evetts, “The Sociological Analysis of Professionalism,” 401. 
210 Ibid. 



 

59 

ther reinforced by the everyday wearing of uniforms and the fact that they 

generally live and socialize with their peers as opposed to with civilians.211  

The definition of profession applied in this thesis is thus confined to the 

essential properties of a profession; it excludes the execution of work, or 

how such a profession is allowed to function within the state. The exclusion 

of autonomy from the defining criteria is not to deny that professions may 

enjoy both discretionary decision-making authority and some degrees of 

autonomy precisely because they are professions; it simply does not recog-

nize any causal relationship between an existing profession and autonomy. 

Here, autonomy is seen as a possible consequence or effect derived from the 

status as a profession.  

This definition of a profession makes it possible to single out and analyze 

whether a profession is allowed to use its professional competence and 

judgment in the execution of its work and in decision making in areas of key 

importance. In this thesis, this is called professional autonomy. I thus con-

sciously avoid the term professionalism, since it suffers from conceptual 

ambiguity and is often mixed up with the everyday meaning of the word. 

This understanding of professional autonomy is compatible with both 

how professional autonomy, or the autonomy of the profession, is defined 

within the sociology of professions and how autonomy is defined within the 

literature of public administration. The difference in regard to the sociology 

of professions is that it is not a presumed feature of a profession. Moreover, 

it expands the area of decision making by including “execution of its work.” 

In comparison to institutional autonomy, or “the extent to which the agency 

can decide itself about matters it finds important,”212 my definition acknowl-

edges that the organization is too complex to be treated as a coherent actor, 

and this in turn requires the inclusion of the profession in the analysis.  

Another advantage of the above definition of, or rather an analytic focus 

on, professional autonomy is that it makes comparisons possible. Thus the 

autonomy that a profession may enjoy, or not, and what this implies for civ-

il-military relations can be examined. Making autonomy a subject of scrutiny 

rather than treating it as a given allows for a more precise and accurate anal-

ysis.  

In regard to studies on the military, a focus on professional autonomy also 

removes the question of military involvement in civilian politics. Granted 

this is an important question in many states where military coups and mili-

tary meddling in politics are common. As was argued above, it is however 

                               
211 In all interviews where this was made a specific topic for discussion, the respondents gave 
voice to a differentiation between civilians and military officers. For example, they saw them-
selves as more patriotic (Interviewee V, Interviewee XIII, Interviewee XV, Interviewee XVI), 
more conservative (unwilling to change) (interviewee V, Interviewee XIII), as living in a 
closed circle with less contact to the outside society (compared to their civilian counterparts) 
(Interviewee XIII, Interviewee XV).  
212 Verhoest et al., “The Study of Organisational Autonomy,” 104. 
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not fruitful to include intervention or non-intervention into politics in the 

definition of profession, or to use Huntington’s term, professionalism.  

Given the built-in political role of the militaries in communist states and 

the PLA’s history of involvement in civilian administration, it is not surpris-

ing that previous studies have discussed, and to a large extent hypothesized 

about, the involvement of the PLA in civilian politics.213 This arguably re-

mains an interesting and important issue, but in order for it to be researcha-

ble, it must be operationalized and made significantly narrower, especially 

today when the PLA’s political role is less obvious. Measuring involvement 

in or influence over policy is difficult in any setting, but arguably even more 

so in the Chinese civil-military context where the lack of information is 

compelling. It is thus not enough to point at military membership in certain 

policymaking groups. The researcher must also reveal the discussions that 

preceded a given policy decision, and how, and to what extent, certain actors 

managed to succeed in framing the problem. A focus on professional auton-

omy, on the other hand, allows for a study of the maneuverability of the of-

ficer corps, which is more productive. 

How to study professional autonomy? 

Professional autonomy, defined as the right of the profession as a collective, 

and its members as individuals, to exercise its professional competence and 

judgment in the execution of work and in decision-making processes regard-

ing matters of central importance to the profession, requires an analytic fo-

cus on the conduct of professional work rather than on key characteristics of 

the profession or the question of why professional status is granted at all. To 

examine how members of the profession are allowed to use professional 

expertise and judgment in the execution of work and in decision-making 

processes echoes what Andrew Abbot singles out as the “three acts of pro-

fessional practice.” That is “claims to classify a problem, to reason about it, 

and to take action about it.”214 This actor-centered approach allows for a 

separation between different types of decision-making processes, as well as 

between leaders on different hierarchical levels. It also creates an opening 

for an investigation of the different roles of leadership, the criteria for be-

coming a leader, as well as their discretion. Given the politicization of the 

military, this is all useful and is discussed further in chapter 5. Because these 

aspects all have a direct bearing on control/autonomy in the civil-military 

relationship, they need to be included in the analysis. 

                               
213  See for example: Joffe, “The Military and China's New Politics,” Mulvenon, “China: 
Conditional Compliance,” Kiselycznyk and Saunders, “Civil-Military Relations in China,” 
Swaine, The Military and Political Succession in China.  
214 Andrew Delano Abbott, The System of Professions: An Essay on the Division of Expert 
Labor (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1988) 40. 
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Previous sections pointed out the contribution to this study made by the 

academic disciplines of public administration and the sociology of profes-

sions. The first body of literature focuses explicitly on autonomy in relations 

between the state and its administrations. Here, autonomy is understood as 

decision-making power regarding inputs and methods in the production pro-

cess, referred to as managerial and policy autonomy.215 It is problematic, as 

argued above, that the organization is treated as a coherent actor, and that the 

focus is solely on managers. Yet to conceptualize autonomy as discretion 

regarding what the organization uses in its operations, and how it uses it, can 

also serve as a starting point for a study on professional autonomy. It should 

be remembered, however, that the definition of professional autonomy used 

here extends beyond the right to make decisions. It also entails the right to 

use professional competence and judgment in the execution of work, and in 

addition, decision-making power in areas of key importance.  

Based on these points of departure, the study focuses on the role of the 

profession when it comes to deciding what it uses when conducting its work, 

and how it conducts it. As mentioned above, a profession that is set to func-

tion in a highly hierarchical organization may enjoy varying degrees of pro-

fessional autonomy depending on what level the study is focused on. To 

capture the potential stratification within the profession, it is then also neces-

sary to ask by whom these decisions are made. These three questions – what, 

how, and by whom – constitute the analytic starting point for this study and 

are clarified further below. Before doing that, I introduce the profession that 

is the focus of this study.  

The profession in focus in this study  

In previous chapters, I argued that the administrative context of the Chinese 

military places limits on how the subject of autonomy can be fruitfully stud-

ied in the PLA. The politicization of the cadre administration results in an 

overlap of roles and responsibilities between political and military top lead-

ers, which affects how the military profession should be viewed. These over-

lapping top-leadership roles are a well-recognized feature of civil-military 

relations in socialist people’s republics. Joffe, for example, states:  

The political and military leaderships have been locked in a symbiotic rela-
tionship at the top of the power structure, but the modernization of the armed 
forces and their professionalism have produced a functional separation at the 
lower levels.216  

By way of illustration, top generals who are members to the CMC, and di-

rectors and deputy directors of the four general departments, concurrently 

                               
215 Verhoest et al., Autonomy and Control of State Agencies. 
216 Joffe, “Party-Army Relations in China,” 300. 
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hold seats at China’s top political institutions, such as the Politburo and the 

Central commission.217 This arguably makes them party leaders in their own 

right.218 This, then, is an argument against conducting a study on professional 

autonomy that focuses on the highest levels of the military organization, 

which has generally been the focus of previous studies.219 These generals 

through their double or even multiple roles can be expected to base their 

conduct in office on both political and military considerations. To analyze 

the professional autonomy of this group based on the available data is there-

fore not possible. Consequently, this study focuses on lower levels of the 

military hierarchy.  

This problem of potential leadership bias is, however, not confined to the 

Leninist state system, which is the reason for my above criticism against 

studies of institutional autonomy conducted within the academic discipline 

of public administration. Indeed, the discussion below illustrates the limita-

tions of an approach that focuses solely on top leaders of an organization, 

Western-type bureaucracies included. Leaders or managers in all hierarchical 

organizations, and the military certainly is one, are expected to be central in 

decision-making processes. This does not, however, mean that they are nec-

essarily representatives of the profession in question, nor does it guarantee 

that decisions are made based on professional expertise. That lead-

ers/managers enjoy decision-making autonomy may instead be an expression 

of increased political control, if managers, for example, are selected by the 

political leadership or see themselves as representatives of it. Previous re-

search has also recognized that the at times mismatched relationship between 

hierarchical status and competence in bureaucratic organizations can give 

rise to tension. 220  Even in the 1940s, Talcott Parsons had identified the 

breakdown of traditional hierarchical structures of authority as a possible 

consequence of the entry of professionals into complex organizations as a 

result of the growing need for specialization and expertise.221 B. Guy Peters 

also sees expertise as a potential challenge to hierarchical authority, given 

that “[a]uthority is concentrated at the top of the organizational pyramid 

                               
217 See for example, Mulvenon, “The New Central Military Commission.” 
218 This argument is reiterated by Roy Kamphausen. See Roy Kamphausen, U.S.-China Eco-
nomic and Security Review Commission Hearing, China’s Military Transition, February 7, 
2013, 
<http://www.nbr.org/downloads/pdfs/psa/PLA_Kamphausen_Testimony_7Feb2013.pdf> 
(2013-02-20). 
219 See for example, Mulvenon, “Professionalization of the Senior Chinese Officer Corps,” 
Joffe, “The Military and China's New Politics,” Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military 
chapter 2. 
220 Kurt Lang, “Military Organizations,” in Handbook of Organizations. Vol. 2, ed. James G. 
March (New York: Garland Pub., 1987), Jacobsen, Militærorganisasjonen - Utfordringer Og 
Dilemmaer 21, Rosemary Crompton, “Professions in the Current Context,” Work, 
Employment & Society 4, no. 5 (1990). 
221 Talcott Parsons, “Introduction,” in Max Weber, the Theory of Social and Economic Organ-
ization, ed. A. M. Henderson and Talcott Parsons (New York: Free press, 1947), 58ff. 
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while expertise is concentrated at the bottom.”222 The correspondence be-

tween competence and hierarchy in the military context is discussed, for 

example, by Jan Jacobsen, who concludes that it is unrealistic to expect an 

overlap between the two, and that the question is rather whether or not this 

mismatch is perceived as troublesome within the officer corps.223 

Could it then not be argued that the system of overlapping political and 

military roles at the top of the Chinese military hierarchy is replicated at the 

lower levels? Indeed, the politicization of the military seems to indicate this. 

This means that the military leaders on each level in the military are, in ef-

fect, absorbed into the political leadership structures by being elected secre-

taries or deputy secretaries of party committees. Together with the co-

ranking political leader of the unit, the military commander shoulders re-

sponsibility for carrying out political work with the troops. You Ji points to 

an imbalance in the ratio of party to military representation in the party 

committees, an imbalance which works in favor for the military command-

ers.224 This, he argues, enhances the influence of non-political leaders, given 

the one-person-one-vote-system.225 While this may well be true, it does not 

change the fact that the party committee system is responsible for executing 

the party line, and for assuring that the conduct of military activities is com-

patible with it. The party committee on a given level also answers to the 

party committee on the next higher level, which means that an effective 

leadership structure has been established that links lower levels with the very 

top of the military leadership, who in turn is part of the top political leader-

ship as argued above.  

There are, nevertheless, differences between this system of interlocking 

relations at the apex of military and political power and the political and 

military roles at lower levels. Whereas the overlap is complete at the top 

level of the military, the linkage to party politics weakens further down in 

the organization. Whereas CMC leaders and their peers take part in civilian 

decision-making bodies, party committee members at lower levels are strict-

ly military persons. Even so, politicization must still be taken into considera-

tion at lower levels also. An awareness of the stratification that the hierar-

chical and the political structures create makes possible a detailed analysis, 

one that may reveal important intra-professional variations. Based on the line 

of reasoning presented, this study focuses on the work and functioning of the 

military profession at the army/corps level and below.226 Special attention is 

                               
222 Guy B. Peters, The Politics of Bureaucracy: An Introduction to Comparative Public Ad-
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monk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2006), 161. 
225 Ibid., 162. 
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also paid to the stratification of the profession at the hierarchical level being 

analyzed.  

Where to study professional autonomy? 

Military education constitutes the case in this study. Education is central to 

all professions and may even be seen as a precondition for the other defining 

criteria of a profession. This applies here to both the expertise and the corpo-

rateness that were discussed above. It is self-evident that the expertise of a 

profession, which perhaps is the most widely accepted definitional criterion, 

requires both specialized education and training. Similarly, education is also 

linked to corporateness, or the occupational identity, given that the profes-

sional socialization takes place at educational institutions.227 

Based on the conceptualization of autonomy within the discourse of pub-

lic administration, I identified two questions, what and how, which enable 

me to outline in a comprehensive way the role of the profession in areas of 

crucial importance to it. To avoid treating the profession as one coherent 

actor, and in order to capture the expected stratification of the military pro-

fession, the question “by whom” is added. After identifying these three ques-

tions, discussed further below, the “key areas of importance for the profes-

sion” need to be clarified. Based on the sociological discourse on the profes-

sions, the public administration literature on organizational autonomy, and 

the studies on military autonomy cited above, the following areas have been 

selected: organization of work, quality control and promotion. The organiza-

tion of work encompasses how the work of the profession is planned and 

executed. This includes how the needs of professional services are identified, 

the strategies chosen to meet those needs, and as how policies are actually 

implemented “on the ground.” Quality control looks at the means by which 

the work output is evaluated, but also at strategies to safeguard quality with-

in the profession itself. Finally, by including promotion, the study captures 

the paths and requirements for career advancement in the military. The way 

in which these three fields are operationalized is further clarified toward the 

end of this chapter.  

The organization of work, quality control and promotion are central to 

classical sociological literature on professions and are also reoccurring 

themes in more recent publications on the topic.228 Yet the understanding of 

                               
227 This is reiterated by a number of scholars. See for example, Abrahamsson, Military Pro-
fessionalization and Political Power 29-32, Evetts, “The Sociological Analysis of Profession-
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autonomy sets this study apart from the existing sociological literature on 

professions. Whereas this literature acknowledges the importance of organi-

zation of work, promotion, and quality control for any given profession, it 

presumes that the profession controls them, or enjoys autonomy within them. 

This does not necessarily pose a problem for studies confined to the charac-

teristics of professions or their historical development. For a political science 

study on the role of the military within the party-state, it is the relationship 

between the political center and the military that is crucial. This relationship 

can, in turn, be thought of in terms of control/autonomy. Consequently, treat-

ing autonomy as a given or as a constant also entails making assumptions 

about the relationship between the political center and the military without 

actually studying it, which is troublesome.  

Studies on autonomy and control of state agencies within the academic 

field of public administration also define organization of work, promotion, 

and quality control as central areas. Yet the applied terminology differs, and 

the focus of such studies is generally on the organization. Within this disci-

pline, factual autonomy implies having decision-making power as to what 

methods and procedures should be applied to produce the services that have 

been prescribed externally. In this study, this corresponds to professional 

autonomy in the organization of work. Similarly, factual autonomy as deci-

sion-making power in regard to the selection and application of production 

inputs includes the selection and appointment of staff, salaries and benefits, 

evaluation and performance management and dismissals (Human Resource 

Management). In this thesis, this corresponds to professional autonomy in 

regard to quality control and promotion. In sum, I empirically study profes-

sional autonomy of the Chinese military officer corps in regard to the organ-

ization of work, quality control and promotion, each of these issue areas 

constituting a chapter.  

The analytic starting point 

In accord with the theoretical choices explained above, the focus of this 

study can be narrowed down to whether and in what way the military profes-

sion and its members are allowed to exercise their professional expertise and 

judgment in the execution of work and in decision-making regarding matters 

of importance in the following three areas: organization of work, quality 

control, and promotion. The analysis is facilitated by the three questions that 

were introduced above: how, what, and by whom.  

This analytic approach provides a means by which the two interconnected 

research questions of the study can be answered. In the course of the analy-

                                                                                                                             
semination of External Peer Review (Visitatie) as a Means of Professional Self-Regulation 
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no. 3 (2001). 
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sis, these two questions are addressed in tandem. The first question, which 

asks whether or not the Chinese military officers corps enjoys professional 

autonomy, is ultimately answered through the second question, which looks 

specifically at the character of professional autonomy, variations in it, and its 

distribution. A detailed comprehension of professional autonomy at the level 

of the actor in turn makes it possible to reach conclusions about the grounds 

on which autonomy is granted and hence about the logic governing how 

control over the military is exercised, a key aim of the analysis. The purpose 

is thus not to measure the degree of professional autonomy on a predeter-

mined scale or to classify it according to previously established categories. 

At the same time, however, the results of the study elucidate the degree of 

professional autonomy that the Chinese military officer corps enjoys in gen-

eral terms. This general discussion on the degree of professional autonomy 

takes as its starting point variations in autonomy found within the profession, 

and a description of what professional autonomy would be expected to entail 

within each of the key areas of this study. These accounts of what profes-

sional autonomy would encompass derive from the definition of professional 

autonomy used in the study and the operationalization of the three issue are-

as that are studied. This is clarified further below. 

The organization of work 

In the context of the Chinese military education system, studying the organi-

zation of work involves investigating how teaching and research work are 

organized at the three schools included. The way in which central guidelines 

issued by the top military institutions are implemented at the schools and 

what role the profession in focus plays are investigated. A distinction is 

made between the organization of teaching and the organization of research, 

and the two tasks are analyzed separately. 

At the school level, the organization of teaching includes the processes by 

which courses and their content are decided, the processes by which teachers 

are assigned and teaching methods determined. Utilizing the three questions 

to guide the analysis, the professional maneuverability of the teachers when 

it comes to what courses are taught, what they contain and what teaching 

materials are used is investigated. In addition, the role of teachers in decid-

ing how the courses are taught is examined, including both the assignment of 

teachers to different courses and lectures and the teaching methods utilized. 

The final question, by whom, captures any potential stratification within the 

profession. This is an important aspect, one that should not be overlooked 

since it reveals any intra-group variations among the teachers being studied.  

Studying the organization of research work involves investigating the 

processes by which research needs are identified, the ways in which research 

methods are decided on, and how the linkage between research and practice 

is made possible. These are all processes that are of importance to the pro-

fession, yet they are not all given equal weight in the analysis. Because of 
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difficulties in finding detailed material on research methods and the distribu-

tion of results for purposes of improving professional work, the analysis of 

the organization of research concentrates on the matter of identifying the 

research needs of the military organization. Just as in regard to the organiza-

tion of teaching, this part of the study is structured around the three ques-

tions that were detailed above. The analysis thus encompasses the autonomy 

of the profession in the decision-making processes regarding what research-

ers should focus their work on and how they should conduct their work. Ask-

ing by whom helps detect any variations within the profession. 

This operationalization of the organization of teaching and research illus-

trates just how central these processes are for teachers and researchers at the 

military schools. According to the definition of professional autonomy ap-

plied in this study, indications that the officers concerned enjoy professional 

autonomy would include their being allowed to use professional competence 

and judgment in the context of the above processes and in any related deci-

sion making. This means that the process of determining content of teaching 

and research, how these tasks should be conducted, and by whom they 

should be conducted will be characterized by collegial decision making. 

Professional autonomy also necessitates that these processes be marked by 

the influence of the profession concerned, and that the professionals in-

volved possess both flexibility and room for interpretation. 

Quality control 

Quality control, the second area in which professional autonomy of the mili-

tary officer corps is studied, focuses on the role of the profession in deter-

mining what constitutes satisfactory performance and also in safeguarding 

that these principles are upheld. It is operationalized as the evaluation of 

teaching and research and the evaluation of staff. Once again, the three ques-

tions effectively guide the analysis. I thus study what it is that is being eval-

uated, how it is being evaluated, and by whom. This analytic approach cap-

tures both the character of the criteria, i.e., professional vs. non-professional, 

and their form, i.e., quantitative vs. qualitative. In regard to teaching evalua-

tion, the three questions are posed to capture the different aspects of the 

forms of evaluation that are applied to rate teacher performance and course 

content. The corresponding analysis in regard to research encompasses the 

forms and scope of the evaluation of both usual research undertakings within 

the military education system as well as research conducted by Ph.D. stu-

dents. In addition, the evaluation that occurs in conjunction with the ac-

ceptance of new students into the key research body of the PLA is included, 

as are the processes by which the research focus of such students is decided. 

I argue that, since these prospective students constitute the future research 

staff of the PLA, this represents a form of ex-ante control over research.  

The evaluation of staff is the third aspect of quality control that the study 

addresses. This is a form of evaluation that, though unfamiliar outside the 
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Chinese or Marxist-Leninist context, is central to the socialist cadre system. 

Most staff members are evaluated on a yearly basis, and the results of such 

evaluations are important not only in regard to promotion and demotion but 

also with respect to an individual’s prospects for remaining in the military. 

Once again, in this context the three questions make it possible to profile the 

role of the profession in deciding what criteria the evaluation is based on, 

how it is executed, and by whom. In order to find that the profession enjoys 

autonomy in regard to quality control, there should be evidence that the pro-

cesses discussed above are founded on professional criteria. The standards 

that are applied should further be based on professional expertise and experi-

ence, and the profession should be free to exercise discretion. Professional 

autonomy also requires that decision-making power rests with the profes-

sionals and indicators of quality originate from within the profession rather 

than being dictated by politicians or other external groups. 

Promotion 

Promotion is the final area in which the autonomy of the Chinese military 

officer corps is analyzed. It is directly linked to quality control, especially as 

it relates to staff evaluation, which is one of the operationalizations of quali-

ty control. Yet the evaluation of staff takes place for reasons other than those 

involved in promotions, and as a result these two categories are handled 

separately within the analysis. Promotion is central to the profession since it 

is a way of endorsing and upholding certain skills and behavior. The selec-

tion process inherent in promotion contributes to the development of the 

profession since, by rewarding some individuals before others, it sets out the 

profession’s future direction. The analysis of promotion in the study includes 

promotion in military ranks, grades positions, and professional positions. It 

also discusses promotions to leadership positions. The three questions used 

to encapsulate the role of the profession in these processes assist the analysis 

as follows. By asking what, I capture the standards and criteria that deter-

mine the promotion processes. How reveals both the way in which these 

standards are decided and how the promotion processes are organized and 

executed. Just as it does in regard to the organization of work and quality 

control, the question by whom helps identify any potential variations in pro-

fessional autonomy. Given the definition of professional autonomy applied 

in this study, evidence that the profession enjoys autonomy within these 

promotion processes would be that promotion and demotion decisions are 

made by the profession and are based on professional expertise and compe-

tence. Furthermore, the standards applied in determining the type of perfor-

mance or skills to be rewarded should come from within the profession and 

not be dictated from forces outside the professional sphere. 

The empirical analysis of the study thus encompasses the organization of 

work, quality control and promotion and is structured around the questions 

of how, what and by whom as outlined above. A chapter is devoted to each 
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of the three areas. Before these chapters are introduced, however, the meth-

odological choices made in this study need to be clarified. In the coming 

chapter, I discuss why the Chinese military education system constitutes a 

suitable case for the study of professional autonomy, and the methodological 

choices and fieldwork strategies that were used in the course of doing re-

search.  
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4. Research methodology and fieldwork 
strategies 

The military organization in any state is by its very nature closed to outsid-

ers, in particular to outsiders from other states, and the Chinese People’s 

Liberation Army is no exception in this regard. This has certain implications 

for the manner in which a study on military-related subjects can be conduct-

ed. Transparency of the PLA has increased over the years. Compared to ear-

ly studies, which, by necessity, relied on scarce documentation and a limited 

group of émigrés in Hong Kong for interviews, today’s research on the PLA 

makes use of a wider range of printed and online sources.229 Also, Chinese 

military officers travel abroad more frequently, and the number of arenas in 

which interaction between PLA personnel and foreign researchers occurs has 

increased. Yet although the overall flow of information is greater, its breadth 

and level of detail often leave much to be desired, and on a range of topics, 

there is no information available at all. In this study, I have used two primary 

types of data. The first is data gathered through interviews with PLA officers 

and personnel. The second main source of data is official documents and 

other written sources. These are discussed in this chapter.  

As outlined in chapter 3, my analysis of professional autonomy in the 

Chinese military officer corps adopts an actor-centered approach and analyz-

es the maneuverability and the decision-making capacity of the officer corps. 

This requires an understanding of how the daily work at the military institu-

tions is conducted. In terms of data collection, this illustrates the necessity of 

fieldwork and interviews. Yet, at the same time, the closed nature of the 

Chinese military organization made planning fieldwork and conducting in-

terviews with Chinese military officers a most challenging and frustrating 

aspect of the work entailed in this dissertation. In addition to the well-

documented difficulties facing researchers in China, or perhaps in any field-

work situation, my research focus on the military added another level of 

complexity. The most obvious problem, the issue of access, is well-known 

among scholars who do research on the PLA. To learn from a senior re-
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searcher with many years of experience in the field that the return rate on 

invitations he extended to meet with PLA officers was less than 25 percent 

enabled me to interpret my fieldwork struggles in less personal terms. At the 

same time, it was naturally somewhat discouraging.  

The process of identifying respondents, applying for permission, traveling 

to China, and preparing for interviews that in the end might not take place is 

tiresome and time-consuming for any researcher. This might explain why 

interviews are used rather unsystematically and in an ad hoc manner in pre-

vious research. In shorter research reports or conference papers, which con-

stitute the bulk of PLA research, interviews are used less frequently than in 

longer essays. There are, however, PLA researchers who use interviews ex-

tensively even in shorter pieces, both to acquire new data and to substantiate 

their argumentation. In his study on political commissars, for example, You 

Ji uses interviews to analyze the role of the PLA political commissars, and 

the way this role has changed.230 In his essay, data gathered through inter-

views illustrates, for instance, that officers prefer command posts rather than 

commissar positions; and also that commanding officers dominate the deci-

sion-making processes in the party committee.231 Combining it with addi-

tional sources, he uses interview data to support the argument that the role of 

political commissars carries less weight within the units compared to that of 

the military commander. Another example of the use of interviews in shorter 

articles is Li Xiaobing’s text about the impact on social changes on the 

PLA.232 His interviews are conducted primarily for data gathering, for exam-

ple, as to the results of a General Political Department (GPD) study on the 

implications of China’s one-child policy for its armed forces.233 Further in-

terviews were similarly conducted as to survey results regarding the linkage 

between gender imbalance and household structure and the willingness of 

soldiers to continue their service in the armed forces.234  

Monographs on the Chinese military with political science relevance also 

make use of interviews. David Shambaugh’s comprehensive and well-cited 

publication on China’s military modernization uses interviews primarily for 

purposes of fact-finding.235 Given that most of the chapters in this study con-

tain descriptions of the reform processes in different areas, interviews have 

played an important role in gathering, and complementing information 

about, for example, the share of the defense budget spent on salaries; the size 
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of the profits from PLA enterprises; or details on the construction of the 

General Armament Department.236 Shambaugh’s chapter on the threat per-

ceptions of the Chinese military and the civilian leadership uses interviews 

extensively to capture the views and perceptions of PLA officers and other 

central actors. Here, interview data is used in a more analytic manner to ex-

plore the link between perceptions and military postures.237 Dennis Blasko’s 

major work on PLA ground forces also uses interviews, albeit much less 

extensively than in Shambaugh’s text.238 In this rich and detailed study on 

what, where and who the PLA is, interviews have provided information 

about, for example, the level on which promotion decisions are made or the 

proportion of PLA civilians in the active duty force.239 This data, however, 

has no analytical function in Blasko’s work. 

Although these researchers rely on interviews, the brief overview given 

above illustrates the rather unsystematic approach to this method of data 

collection. Interviews are generally used for fact-finding purposes and lim-

ited to only certain parts or aspects of their work. Generally speaking, the 

use of interviews is still a rather underdeveloped method within PLA studies. 

Yet as this study illustrates, it is not only possible but also productive to use 

interviews as a systematic methodological approach to data collection. I have 

interviewed a wide selection of officers working at the three institutes that 

are the focus here and have thus managed to secure a comprehensive data 

sample. This data is used systematically in the analysis together with other 

written material. Interview data is thus not used merely as a reference for 

certain pieces of information (although it has this function too), but also as 

the foundation of the analysis used to answer the research question. The 

detailed descriptions of daily work at the military institutions and infor-

mation on the division of labor at the offices and departments gained through 

interviews enables me to draw conclusions about professional autonomy and 

political control in the Chinese PLA in accordance with the theoretical foun-

dation of this study. This thesis thereby demonstrates the possibility of con-

ducting an in-depth interview study of the PLA despite the complexities 

inherent in such an undertaking. 

The case: military education and research 

In this study, political control and professional autonomy is analyzed within 

the context of military education and research. In the preceding chapter, this 

choice of focus was discussed at greater length. Suffice it to say once again 
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that education is central to all professions since it transmits and furthers pro-

fessional expertise. It also contributes to upholding professional standards, 

and it enforces professional socialization and cohesion. As such, it may be 

seen as a precondition for other defining criteria. In a similar manner, con-

ducting research on professional tasks also means to reflect upon and ad-

vance professional expertise. In peacetime, education and research are, 

moreover, major undertakings of the armed forces. Military training is argu-

ably a peacetime undertaking as central to the armed forces as education and 

research, and in this capacity it could constitute a suitable case for a study on 

professional autonomy. Yet access to field units and military training sites is 

even more highly restricted than is access to military schools, and to conduct 

a comprehensive study on the conditions for autonomy in this context is 

simply not presently feasible. 

In China, where military modernization has been an explicit goal dating 

back to the initiation of the reform process in the late 1970s, it is not surpris-

ing that sustained efforts have been devoted to both the content and the exe-

cution of military education.240 This continuing trend is evident in the reor-

ganization of the military education system. Examples include the reduction 

of the overall number of schools and the establishment of the National De-

fense University in 1985 at the pinnacle of the military educational hierar-

chy. Another indication of the weight given to professional education is that 

officers today all are graduates of military institutes for higher education, as 

opposed to promoted conscripts, and professional education is a requirement 

for advancement within the military hierarchy. Given the importance placed 

on teaching and research as the essence of professional expertise, the profes-

sion is expected to enjoy room for maneuver within these undertakings. At 

the same time, it is understandable that military education also contains ele-

ments of centralized control and top down decision making aimed at secur-

ing cohesion within the armed forces.  

The study includes the top three institutions for military education and re-

search in China: the National Defense University (国防大学), the Academy 

of Military Science (军事科学院), and the National University of Defense 

Technology (国防科学技术大学). The National Defense University (NDU) 

is located in Beijing and is the premier institution for professional military 

education (PME) in the country. It offers a range of PME courses to officers 

from field units and headquarters. Examples include the three-month-long 

national defense course for officers at the level of the military regions or 

service headquarters and the senior officer’s refresher course.241 A portion of 

the officer students is made up of senior officers who enter the NDU to ac-

                               
240 Roy Kamphausen, Andrew Scobell, and Fred Tanner, eds., The “People” in the PLA: 
Recruitment, Training, and Education in China's Military (Carlise, PA: Strateic Studies Insti-
tute, U.S. Army War College, 2008). 
241 Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 62-63. 
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quire the necessary education in advance of promotion. In addition, the NDU 

also offers several master and Ph.D. programs. The Academy of Military 

Science (AMS), also located in Beijing, is the main research body of the 

PLA. It is therefore also responsible for doctrinal development and China’s 

national defense white papers. It also accepts master and Ph.D. students, 

though the scope of its educational undertakings is limited in comparison to 

the NDU. The third educational institution of the PLA included in this study 

is the National University of Defense Technology (NUDT) in Changsha. It 

offers both undergraduate and graduate education and is, with 15,700 full-

time students, by far the largest of the three institutions.242 It offers under-

graduate courses for military cadets and postgraduate courses for technical 

and commanding officers from the field units.243 These are China’s three 

senior-level military institutions for professional education that are directly 

subordinate to the Central Military Commission.244 An investigation of these 

three top institutions thus covers a broad span of military education and re-

search, from the undergraduate level to the very top.  

For purposes of this study, these three institutes are treated as one case. In 

other words, this is not a comparative case study in which the three schools 

are systematically compared to reveal similarities and differences on the 

basis of predefined variables. Rather, the three schools are seen as different 

representations of military education and research that, when combined, 

provide a comprehensive picture. This echoes what Maria Heimer refers to 

as a “one-case multi-field-site approach.”245 This, then, is an in-depth study 

of one case, conducted at three different field sites. An advantage of this 

                               
242 Homepage of the NUDT, <http://english.nudt.edu.cn/introduce_eng.asp?classid=4> (2013-
11-27). Information in regard to the number of students at the two other institutions is not 
readily available. Yet according to the official Chinese military website (中国军网), a total 
number of 13,000 officers and cadres received training and education at the NDU in the years 
1985-2007. See, “中国人民解放军国防大学简介” [A Short Introduction to the Chinese PLA 
National Defense University] <http://www.chinamil.com.cn/site1/2007ztpdd/2007-12/05/ 
content_1045835.htm> (2011-08-16). The same document also state that 2,000 high ranking 
officers receive training at the NDU annually, but this likely does not include students en-
rolled in regular graduate and postgraduate programs. One interviewee estimated the numbers 
of students entering the NDU annually to 1,000 (Interviewee XII). At the AMS, the number of 
students is likely smaller given that its focus is research. This has also been confirmed by 
interviewees working at the AMS. 
243 Interviewee XIX, Homepage of the NUDT, 
 <http://english.nudt.edu.cn/introduce_eng.asp?classid=4> (2013-11-27). 
244 As mentioned elsewhere, it is not entirely clear to which body the NUDT is subordinated. 
Yet together with the four general departments, the seven military regions, and the navy, the 
ground forces, the air force and the second artillery forces these three schools are referred to 
as large units (大单位), which effectively means units that they are under the direct command 
of the CMC. See for example, 许路阳, “军队新闻发言人揭秘：上岗前接受 3天密集培训,” 
中国网新闻中心 November 22, 2013 <news.china.com.cn/2013-11/22/content_30674673 
.htm> (2013-12-10) [Xu Luyang, “Military Spokesperson Reveals: Three Days of Intense 
Training before Taking on the Post,” News Center of the Official Chinese web]. 
245 Maria Heimer, “Field Sites, Research Design and Type of Findings,” in Doing Fieldwork 
in China, ed. Maria Heimer and Stig Thøgersen (København: NIAS Press, 2006).  
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approach in a study of Chinese military education is that more data can be 

obtained than if only one school was to be investigated. Treating the three 

schools as one case in which professional autonomy can be analyzed also 

serves to reduce the dependency on any of the schools. Due to the central-

ized structure of the military education system, I could piece together infor-

mation gained during interviews at the different schools to get a more com-

prehensive picture. Since access to military facilities is restricted, visiting 

three schools was a way of widening the pool of respondents, and thereby 

the data gathered. It also allowed for the possibility of double- and triple-

checking information that was gathered at one of the institutions. Having 

said that, by including three schools, it has also been possible to reveal dif-

ferences in how political control affects professional autonomy at these 

schools. Variations found provide a deeper understanding of the underlying 

logic for how control is exercised. 

The professional autonomy of the Chinese officer corps at these three mil-

itary institutions is analyzed through the approach that is presented in chap-

ter 3. This approach encompasses three issue areas: the organization of work, 

quality control, and promotion; and three questions: how, what, and by 

whom. With the help of the three questions, these issue areas are studied in 

the context of military education and research. In this context, they enable 

the analysis of the role of the profession in the organizing of teaching and of 

research work; its maneuverability in regard to quality control of profession-

al undertakings; and the influence of the profession over the promotion pro-

cesses. 

The organization of work, quality control, and promotion are central to 

any profession, and the exercise of autonomy in these is often singled out as 

a key characteristic of a profession.246 Other areas within which the autono-

my of the profession could have possibly been analyzed in a similar manner 

include control over the selection of trainees and entry into the profession.247 

The three issue areas chosen, nevertheless, display certain advantages when 

compared to other areas that are central to professional work. The most ob-

vious is that the issue areas chosen are commonly applied in political science 

studies on institutional autonomy of the military and of other agencies, and 

also in studies on professions, as mentioned above.248 As such, they not only 

                               
246  See for example, Freidson, “Theory of Professionalism,” Lombarts and Klazinga, “A 
Policy Analysis of the Introduction and Dissemination of External Peer Review (Visitatie) as 
a Means of Professional Self-Regulation Amongst Medical Specialists in the Netherlands in 
the Period 1985–2000,” Sciulli, “Structural and Institutional Invariance in Professions and 
Professionalism,” 34-35, Wilensky, “The Professionalization of Everyone?”  
247 Sciulli, “Structural and Institutional Invariance in Professions and Professionalism,” 34-35. 
248 Alagappa, for example, looks at military institutional autonomy in regard to promotions. 
Alagappa, “Investing and Explaining Change,” 35. Pion-Berlin studies the same topic for 
example by looking at the control of military education. Pion-Berlin, “Military Autonomy and 
Emerging Democracies in South America,” 84-85. In their review of the field, Verhoest et. al. 
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help link these two discourses, but also illustrate the applicability of my ap-

proach to these two fields of study.  

It should nevertheless be made clear that the three categorizations that are 

used to facilitate the analysis do not have clear-cut borders, rather they share 

overlapping features and affect each other. This is perhaps most easily seen 

in regard to “quality control” and “promotion.” The chapter on quality con-

trol discusses the evaluation of staff, which of course affects the individual’s 

chances for promotion. The result of the staff evaluation, which is described 

in this chapter, is discussed from the perspective of the yearly demobiliza-

tion of officers that takes place within all units, and not from the perspective 

of promotion. Addressing them in separate chapters, in the context of quality 

control and promotion respectively, thereby allows for a more detailed dis-

cussion.  

Within the three empirical issue areas specified above, the discussions on 

the organization of work and quality control are carried out within the spe-

cific context of military education. Promotion processes, with the exception 

of the one for professional positions, are similar across the military institu-

tions and units, making promotion the most general of the three issue areas. 

Yet the main interest here is to reveal the logic and expressions of political 

control. The role of the profession in each of these areas is of interest since it 

effectively displays the pattern of control-autonomy on the level of the actor. 

That said, the empirical analysis also brings together and makes available 

information that was previously unavailable about the case at hand, i.e., the 

Chinese military education system.  

Conducting fieldwork on the Chinese military 

As mentioned above, the actor-centered approach of this study by necessity 

places the Chinese military officer corps at the core of the analysis. To ana-

lyze the autonomy of the military entails analyzing what the profession actu-

ally does or does not do, rather than what regulations or traditions prescribe. 

This endeavor requires insights into the daily work at the military institu-

tions, and it illustrates the centrality of fieldwork and interviews. 

Between 2009 and 2013, I conducted six field trips to China. The length 

of these trips varied from ten days to eight weeks. My destination was at 

times Beijing, at times Beijing and Changsha combined. The main purpose 

of these visits to the three schools was to conduct interviews with officers 

and staff working at them. An additional purpose was to collect books and 

other written material not readily available outside China. For the purpose of 

this study, I also conducted interviews with active and former PLA officials 

                                                                                                                             
include for example human resource management, which is linked to promotion. Verhoest et 
al., “The Study of Organisational Autonomy.” 
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and cadets at security think-tanks, during the course of conferences in China 

and abroad, and by telephone. In total 19 persons have contributed actively 

as respondents. Before they are introduced and discussed, the process of 

obtaining permission to speak to them is addressed. 

Before the interview: planning and organizing  

Interviews with active military officers in China require an official permis-

sion, which is applied for at the Chinese Ministry of National Defense 

(MND). In regard to research on non-military matters, researchers will gen-

erally seek affiliation with a Chinese institution through which the proper 

permissions can be obtained. This is not possible in the case of the military 

institutions. Generally, every visit to any of these institutions requires a new 

request and a new permission. During my first trips to China, the request had 

to be submitted via the Defense Attaché’s office at the Swedish Embassy in 

Beijing. The Embassy staff was required to submit a request in writing to the 

Foreign Affairs Office (FAO) of the MND on my behalf. The FAO of the 

MND would then contact the foreign affairs office at the school to see if it 

was prepared to receive me. If so, the FAO at the military institute would see 

if a meeting could be arranged. The response to the request would then travel 

backwards through the same contact chain to eventually reach me. This 

might appear in theory to be a straight-forward process, but in reality, every 

step in this process can present obstacles. Embassy staff might be generally 

unwilling to help or out of the office. The responsible staff officer for north-

ern Europe at the FAO MND might be immersed in receiving a large mili-

tary delegation from another state, which prolongs the waiting time, or the 

FAO office at the military institution might prioritize requests from more 

important visitors. At times, I had established a contact at one of the military 

institutions in question, only to have the meeting postponed or cancelled 

while awaiting the proper permissions.  

In addition, the simple matter of finding contact details for the right per-

sons at the MND, or at the military institutions for that matter, can be prob-

lematic.249 Both the MND and the National University of Defense Technolo-

gy have web pages which list email addresses as a point of contact. Howev-

er, I never once received a reply when using the contact information sup-

plied. Officers at the NUDT that I eventually got into contact with were 

indeed surprised that I even attempted to use such official channels and sug-

                               
249 This problem is also acknowledged by David Finkelstein who correctly points out that 
“even the telephone directories of the most mundane organizations are usually considered 
controlled items.” David M. Finkelstein, “The General Staff Department of the People's Lib-
eration Army: Organization, Role and Missions,” in The People’s Liberation Army as Organ-
ization, Reference Volume v1.0, ed. James C Mulvenon and Andrew N.D. Yang (Santa Mon-
ica, CA: RAND, 2002), 123. 
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gested that unless a real person is contacted, as opposed to a general address, 

“your email will go straight to the bin.” 

During the second step of this process, the MND requires a list of the in-

dividuals that you wish to speak to and their place of work. Since general 

information regarding “who is who” in the PLA is unavailable outside the 

Chinese military, this step, too, can prove difficult. My attempts, at least, to 

ask for permission to meet with “specialists” on military education at any 

academic department or office were not successful. Furthermore, all docu-

mentation to the MND must be submitted by fax, another potential stum-

bling block.  

Once you have successfully completed the first two stages in this process, 

the FAO at the officer’s home institution must also prove to be willing to 

help. I came into contact with highly efficient and helpful FAO officers, and 

also officers who seemed to intentionally delay the whole process until it 

was too late to proceed. Finally, the respondent officer must have the time 

and willingness to meet. After meeting with a foreigner, these officers must 

usually submit a report on the content of the discussion, which adds extra 

paper work to their busy schedules. Yet in a majority of cases, at least at the 

schools in Beijing, officers did their best to accommodate my desire to meet 

with them once the official permit was granted. When officers travel abroad, 

they are generally not in active service and tend to be easier to talk to. Simi-

larly, retired officers and officers who have been laid off do not need per-

mission to speak to foreigners, but obviously they must be willing to speak 

to you.  

After these past years engaged in fieldwork, I have come to the conclu-

sion that there are only informal ways to get initial access to this system, 

which nevertheless remains highly formal once you are in. Indeed, when 

expressing my gratitude to those FAO officers who were of help, they went 

so far as to frankly admit that it was due to the fact that they liked me, or that 

they liked Sweden. On one occasion, this compelled me to ask if this meant 

that the same hospitality would not have been granted a researcher from, for 

example, Japan or the United States. “Of course not” was the answer.  

This “personalized” access to interviewees and data, however, presuppos-

es that you have cleared the first hurdle of getting access. In my case, and 

similar experiences are widely reported by researchers conducting fieldwork 

in China and elsewhere, the key is to be introduced by a high-ranking person 

who thereby vouches for you.250 After several futile attempts to get into con-

tact with the FAO at one of the schools in Beijing, a high-ranking officer 

who I had met at another occasion made a phone call on my behalf. I was 

                               
250 See for example Emma Björnehed, Ideas in Conflict: The Effect of Frames in the Nepal 
Conflict and Peace Process (Doctoral thesis, Uppsala University, 2012) 66-67, Mikael 
Weissmann, Understanding the East Asian Peace: Informal and Formal Conflict Prevention 
and Peacebuilding in the Taiwan Strait, the Korean Peninsula, and the South China Sea 
1990-2008 (Doctoral thesis, University of Gothenburg, 2009) 28. 
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thereafter contacted by the head of the FAO, who inquired when it would be 

suitable for me to visit. At all three schools, I relied on personal relationships 

to make the initial point of contact, an approach which might be discourag-

ing for anyone who lacks such relationships. As mentioned previously, per-

sons who are no longer in active service, i.e., retired or demobilized officers, 

are subject to fewer restrictions and are often more willing to meet with you. 

However, an introductory note from a trusted source, whether Chinese or 

foreign, often makes a great difference in this situation also. Officers that I 

contacted without having either first met them in person or been introduced 

to by a senior person seldom agreed to meet with me.  

Reports by other researchers who do fieldwork in China tell similar sto-

ries as to the importance of introduction by reliable sources. Moreover, there 

is an important difference when it comes to so-called snowball, or respond-

ent-driven sampling, when the interviewees are military officers, as opposed 

to civilian officials or managers. The logic behind snowball sampling is that 

the sample of interviewees grows like a rolling snowball through referrals 

made by the interviewees to other persons in the target group.251 In my expe-

rience, military officers are generally unwilling to provide the names or con-

tact details of other officers, why this type of sampling is not workable. 

Thus, for every new request, I had to go back to square one. 

Another factor which complicated my interview situation stemmed from 

the fact that my research interest is the PLA itself. Given that, I did not visit 

the schools to talk about China’s military policies toward the Diaoyu-

tai/Senkaku dispute, its U.S. policy, or its understanding of confidence build-

ing measures across the Taiwan Strait – all topics that invite dialogue. Ra-

ther, I went to the schools to talk about the PLA. As such, the interviews 

offered little in the way of return for the respondents.  

Introducing the respondents 

The challenge of access complicates the execution of an explicit strategy for 

selecting interviewees. To a great extent, my approach to the selection of 

respondents can be called “all-inclusive.” This means that I made use of 

every potential contact that I had. I emailed individuals whose addresses I 

managed to find on web pages, in conference prospects, and in newspapers. I 

contacted other foreign researchers with experience in the field to ask for 

advice and took any opportunity to speak with Chinese officers at work-

shops and conferences in China and abroad. In this way, I managed to secure 

                               
251 See for example Patrick Biernacki and Dan Waldorf, “Snowball Sampling: Problems and 
Techniques of Chain Referral Sampling,” Sociological Methods & Research 10, no. 2 (1981), 
Douglas D. Heckathorn, “Respondent-Driven Sampling: A New Approach to the Study of 
Hidden Populations,” Social Problems 44, no. 2 (1997), Björn Kjellgren, “The Significance of 
Benevolence and Wisdom - Reflections on Field Positionality,” in Doing Fieldwork in China, 
ed. Maria Heimer and Stig Thøgersen (København: NIAS Press, 2006), 235-36. 
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a broad sample of respondents within the parameters of the empirical study. 

In the rather closed context of the Chinese military, flexibility and creativity 

must guide the researcher when it comes to data collection. Over the years, 

this proved to be a successful strategy, one which enabled me to meet and 

talk with a large number of officers and staff, seen in the context on research 

of the Chinese military. 

The purpose of this section is to introduce the interviewees who have 

been central to the process of data collection and efforts are made here to 

increase transparency to the extent it is possible. As mentioned above, previ-

ous studies also make use of interviews, but generally devote little space to 

discussion on the use of sources, including interviews. Given the difficulties 

of obtaining access in the military field, this is somewhat puzzling. Trans-

parency in regard to sources varies in previous studies, which the studies 

cited above illustrate. Shambaugh, for example, does provide information 

about the number of interviews he conducted for his study, and also address-

es the issue of anonymity.252 Yet he does not discuss the question of the reli-

ability of such sources. Blasko’s work does not include any discussion at all 

as to of the use of interviews.253  

Shorter articles perhaps omit this kind of information due to space limita-

tions, yet they would also benefit from more transparency. This applies, for 

example, to You Ji’s text discussed in the beginning of the chapter. The 

claim that the role of the main military commander is far more important for 

the wellbeing of the unit than that the role of the commissar is certainly 

noteworthy.254 Yet to be of use for future research, it should include more 

substantial referencing than “this is the overwhelming view of PLA officers, 

political officers included. My talks with them during the last five years.”255 

This is not to say that the anonymity of the respondents should be compro-

mised, and I concur with the importance of careful treatment of respondents, 

a subject to which I return later. Yet in this section, I demonstrate how the 

transparency of the interviewees can be increased.  

The respondents who have contributed to this study are active military of-

ficers, retired officers, demobilized officers, and PLA civilians. With one 

exception, all of the respondents are now or once were linked to one of the 

three subject military institutions. Approximately half of the interviews were 

arranged through official channels. Some of the respondents, I met with only 

once; others I met with two or three times. In some cases, I was able to re-

connect with the interviewees over the phone or via email after the interview 

to ask for clarification or further information.  

                               
252 Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military xxv-xxviii. 
253 Blasko, The Chinese Army Today. 
254 You Ji, “Sorting out the Myths about Political Commissars” 106. 
255 Ibid., 115, note 80. 
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The identity of the respondents in this study is kept anonymous, which I 

discuss at greater length below. It is nevertheless necessary to introduce the 

type of officers and staff who contributed, especially since I argue that pro-

fessional autonomy must be studied at levels below the highest military 

echelons. In China, all military organizations are assigned a military grade. 

This means that the three military institutes for education included in this 

study are embedded in the same hierarchical system as combat units. The 

different levels are described in detail in the chapter on promotion ahead, but 

to be clear, my focus is on the professional autonomy of officers who work 

at the academic departments and their subordinate offices at the three mili-

tary institutions. This means that, in terms of organizational status, profes-

sional autonomy is studied at the army/corps level (正军职), the military 

division level (正师职), and the regiment level (正团职). The officers in 

active service and the retired officers who act as respondents in the analysis 

hold or held the following ranks, in ascending order: first lieutenant, captain, 

major, lieutenant colonel, senior colonel and major general. Major general is 

usually the highest rank an officer holds at the level of the academic depart-

ment (army/corps level). The only officer rank that is not represented in my 

sample of respondents is thus the rank of colonel.  

At the military institutions for teaching and research, more important than 

rank for the officer’s hierarchical status is her/his professional position (职称
). This is also explained in further depth in chapter 8. The officers working at 

the NDU, AMS or NUDT are either assigned to the teaching track, or the 

research track. This means that there are in total seven professional positions 

available. For teachers, these include: assistant professor, lecturer, associate 

professor, and professor. For researchers these are: assistant research fellow, 

associate researcher, and researcher. In this regard, there is also a good dis-

tribution of respondents across these categories. The only position that is not 

represented is the most junior teaching position (assistant professor).  

Another distinction that is important to make, and a precondition for dis-

cussion about the stratification within the military profession, is that between 

leaders and non-leaders. Also in this regard, the sample of respondents in-

cludes a good representation of different categories. These include: heads 

and deputy heads of departments, offices and centers along with a majority 

of non-leaders.  

To sum up, the respondents that have contributed to this study constitute a 

broad range of the different ranks, professional positions and leadership po-

sitions that exist at the given level of the military institutions. A good distri-

bution, both horizontally and vertically, is a precondition for both triangula-

tion and cross-referencing, methods that are described further below.  

The issue of anonymity  

Allowing respondents to remain anonymous is the rule rather than the excep-

tion in studies of the military. Indeed, researchers using material gathered 
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during interviews with military officers generally do not refer to these offic-

ers by name.256 Carreiras and Castro put it simply, “it is important to under-

stand that sometimes the dissemination of information might be detrimental 

to the participants.”257 Indeed, some of the officers I met with vigorously 

emphasized that I must not reveal any information that could enable some-

one to identify them. In light of the kind of information I gathered during 

interviews, information which excludes personal points of views on political 

matters, such cautiousness may seem unnecessary, or even excessive. Yet in 

this context it is important to remember that, when conducting a study in 

another cultural and social context, it is not always possible for an outsider 

to determine what type of information that is deemed sensitive. If the re-

spondents are military officers and staff, such a determination can be even 

more difficult. 

As mentioned above, I interviewed approximately half of my respondents 

after being granted permission by the Chinese Ministry of National Defense. 

The authorities therefore are already aware of the contributions of these in-

dividuals. The identity of some of these people could doubtless be revealed 

without resulting in unexpected and unwanted consequences for them. Yet in 

a sample of 19 persons, revealing the identity of a small number of officers 

clearly makes it easier to tease out the identity of the remaining ones. In 

studies on civilian matters in China, which generally have larger samples, it 

is common to allow respondents to remain anonymous, but to also provide 

an appendix in which the position of the interviewee is clarified, such as 

“respondent 15: county major, in county X, interviewed on March 12, 

2004.” 258  As a precautionary measure, I have chosen not to follow this 

course. Including information as to grade position and rank of an officer, or 

the date and place for the interview, would likely enable the identification of 

the officers whom I was able to question through official channels. And 

again, allowing respondents to remain anonymous is a standard practice in 

research on the Chinese military, and on militaries in other states. Given the 

potential consequences that a breech of this practice could have for the indi-

vidual officers, it is a practice that is self-explanatory. In regard to China, 

one of the most knowledgeable PLA scholars, David Shambaugh, in his 

major study on the Chinese military, acknowledges the need to sometimes 

                               
256 Abrahamsson, Military Professionalization and Political Power, Anna Bolin, “The Mili-
tary Profession in Change: The Case of Sweden” (Doctoral thesis, Lund University, 2008), 
Peter D. Feaver and Richard H. Kohn, Soldiers and Civilians: The Civil-Military Gap and 
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Challenges (New York: Routledge 2013). 
257 Helena Carreiras and Celso Castro, “Concluding Remarks,” in Qualitative Methods in 
Military Studies: Research Experiences and Challenges, ed. Helena Carreiras and Celso 
Castro (New York: Routledge 2013), 181. 
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omit information about respondents’ institutions.259 Given that this is an in-

depth study on professional autonomy, rather than a general introduction to 

the PLA, its focus is narrower than the publication referenced above. As 

such, the matter of anonymity becomes even more crucial. Seen from the 

perspective of the researcher, which of course does not weigh as heavily in 

this context, honoring the anonymity of the respondents may also be a pre-

condition for conducting further studies. 

The aim of my interviews has primarily been to learn about and under-

stand the working conditions at the military institutes and to thereby capture 

the maneuverability of the officers. The main objective has not been to cap-

ture the personal opinions or views of the respondents, although personal 

experiences and subjective interpretations obviously shape their responses. 

Nevertheless, the importance of these officers to the study lies primarily in 

their representativeness as officers holding certain professional positions, 

ranks and grades, and not in their personal capacity.  

Conducting interviews and interpretation of data 

Before the first rounds of interviews, I had prepared a number of questions 

based on theoretical literature that I had studied. For example, a number of 

questions aimed at grasping the parameters of the “military ethic” of the 

PLA, and the officer’s view of the military’s role in politics. Early in the 

process, it became clear to me that questions such as: “Would you say that 

there is a united military worldview in the PLA?” or “What role should the 

military play in national politics?” were hard to grasp, far too broad or in 

general invited the respondents to give politically and ideologically tainted 

answers. It also became clear that the neatly typed list of questions that I 

tried to lead my respondents through hampered the flow of conversation and 

restricted my ability to follow up on interesting topics that fell outside the 

list. During subsequent interviews, I ordered the questions, putting them into 

broader categories and making them more precise, yet allowing the respond-

ent to speak freely on the given topic. This interview technique falls some-

where between the method of unstructured interviewing often used by eth-

nographers and the close-ended methods used in surveys. In the methodolo-

gy literature, it is sometimes referred to as semi-structured interviews with 

open-ended questions.260 

Typical for semi-structured interviews is the use of grand tour questions. 

This type of question proved useful in my research as previous literature 

generally does not discuss the role of the profession in the different work 

processes. For example, while I knew that the AMS generally gets its re-
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search projects commissioned from the CMC or the general headquarters, I 

knew little about how these projects were distributed at the school level or to 

what extent the researchers could themselves choose what projects to join. 

Under such circumstances, specific grand tour questions, such as “Could you 

please tell me how research tasks are distributed within your school?” were 

useful. Such questions steered the interview in the direction I wanted, while 

at the same time allowing the respondent to speak freely. In this context, and 

this is a general insight from my interviews with Chinese military officers, 

hypothetical questions often proved easier to answer than direct questions. 

While it may be difficult, or even not permitted, to discuss what happened 

the last time a research project failed in the evaluation, it can be easier to 

answer a question like, “What if a research project shows really poor quality 

during the evaluation, what would happen then?” Thereafter, it is of course 

possible to ask how frequent this is in order to make sure that it is not an 

unthinkable scenario. By using specific grand tour questions in the above 

example, I gained new insight into the work of the Department for Scientific 

Research Guidance and into the evaluation process. It was in this manner 

that new information about the role of researchers in these processes was 

obtained.  

Another strategy that proved useful was what Beth Leech refers to as ex-

ample questions.261 For instance, I would state at the beginning of the inter-

view that I was interested in learning about the admission of new students at 

the schools, or about the promotion processes for teachers and researchers. 

Since I knew that the respondents themselves had experience with both of 

these processes, I would ask them to use themselves as an example. “How 

did you do when you applied for graduate studies at this school?” or “When 

you were promoted from lecturer to associate professor, what did you need 

to do?” In regard to the first of the two examples above, this strategy yielded 

detailed information about the different steps in the Ph.D. application pro-

cess, illuminating, for example, the pre-selection that takes place (which 

excludes some candidates from even sitting in on the exams) and the deci-

sion-making power of the supervisors, which in the analysis is interpreted as 

a control mechanism. Similarly, in regard to the example concerning promo-

tion processes, respondents told me about how the two evaluation commit-

tees function, and what they require of candidates who are seeking promo-

tion. Again, this level of detail was necessary to encircle the role and ma-

neuverability of the profession. Parts of the functional side of these process-

es may be described elsewhere in the literature, but the level of detail given 

here is unprecedented. It is also the level of detail that makes this data ana-

lytically useful, as opposed to being purely descriptive. Detailed information 

is needed to discern the control mechanisms that accompany these processes 

and the location of decision-making power. This information cannot be ob-
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tained from official documents or from descriptions of how higher education 

is formally organized. 

In regard to the actual process of conducting interviews, my experience in 

China was in many ways a learning process. Although it is frustrating to 

think about interview opportunities that were wasted by asking the wrong 

questions, it is perhaps unavoidable in the initial stages of the research pro-

cess. Although it may seem counterintuitive, it is clearly harder to ask ques-

tions when your knowledge is limited. This means that, by the end of the 

research process, my skills in regard to the use of follow-up questions and 

prompts had improved considerably. As a result, later interviews were there-

fore more focused. As my familiarity with the topic of discussion grew, I 

could also prevent precious interview time from being wasted with presenta-

tions on the historical mission of the PLA and the like.  

In my case, the less-than-perfect start to the research process was due not 

only to my previous unfamiliarity with the process of interviewing, but was 

also due to the fact that my research focus changed as I gained more under-

standing. Although “professionalism” was a key concept from the start, my 

interpretation of it needed to be adjusted when I moved from theory books to 

the empirical field site. Kevin O’Brien argues that this need for flexibility is 

especially crucial in China, which is still rather closed.262 It is therefore use-

ful to keep the research design open, which O’Brien refers to as a form of 

explanatory analysis.263 This, I argue, is even truer when the object of study 

is the Chinese military.  

The interview situation 

Before my first official interview, I was told with whom I would meet and 

had prepared for a meeting with one or perhaps two persons. Upon arrival, I 

was taken to a room with approximately 12 officers, including the two offic-

ers that I had been expecting. Yet this did not turn into a focus group inter-

view or a group discussion. Rather, this situation and similar ones may be 

seen as interviewing with an audience. In this specific case, all but two offic-

ers remained silent, underlining the fact that the role of “the extras” was 

purely observatory. I did, however, participate in a couple of meetings with 

younger officers where a group discussion was made possible. Generally 

speaking, during the officially sanctioned interviews, there were at least two 

active respondents.  

Most of the interviews were done in English with the help of an interpret-

er. Sometimes, I conducted the interview in Chinese, or a mix of Chinese 

and English. The school would often provide the interpreter, who was gener-
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ally quite competent. On other occasions, one of the respondents having a 

good command of English would help the other/s out. Even so, my 

knowledge of Chinese proved invaluable even in cases where an interpreter 

was present. Given that I generally understood the essence of a response, the 

translating afforded me extra time to take notes and formulate a follow-up 

question. Also when respondents were unable to explain something properly 

in English, or when two respondents disagreed and argued with each other in 

Chinese, knowledge of Chinese was clearly an advantage. In addition to that, 

to be able to engage in small talk with the respondent in Chinese ahead of or 

after the interview was also helpful to establish rapport. On only one occa-

sion, I engaged a Chinese university student as an interpreter, and although it 

was useful to discuss the interview with someone afterwards, my fieldwork 

budget generally did not cover such expenses. After a few interviews, I also 

gained more confidence, and the need for an extra back-up diminished. 

During the interviews, I generally took notes by hand. I did not record the 

interviews as I believe the disadvantages, i.e., that the officers might become 

more cautious or reluctant to speak, outweighed the advantages of having a 

verbatim record of the interview. Whenever possible, after the interview, I 

transcribed my notes immediately, preferably by computer but at times by 

hand, in order not to lose any significant details. Although the interviews did 

not follow a fixed script, beforehand I prepared a number of possible ques-

tions and follow-up questions within each area covered by the grand tour 

questions. Keeping these questions in mind not only helped me pose better 

questions in the actual interview situation, but also worked as an aid to my 

memory when transcribing my notes after the interview.  

The interpretation of interview data 

The potential secrecy of the military administration and the problems sur-

rounding access, were to be expected and came as no surprise during the 

research process. What was unexpected was the degree to which “non-

sensitive” information was often inaccessible. This may to some extent re-

flect an inability on my part to understand what topics are deemed to be sen-

sitive in the context of the Chinese military. Organization charts, curricula, 

course and subject overviews were not readily available. Similarly, I had to 

make use of a number of sources, including my interviews, to piece together 

information about the inner workings of the military institutes, the division 

of labor between departments, and other information presented in the empir-

ical chapters. Previous research on the PLA was of course useful in this re-

gard, but did usually did not provide the level of detail that was needed for 

this analysis. As a result, much of the information provided in the empirical 

chapters, which may be seen as background information or a prerequisite for 

the analysis, has been gathered and organized by me. The context in which 

professional autonomy is analyzed was thus far from given when I com-

menced this study and should be seen as an important contribution. Given 
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that much about the Chinese military administration remains unknown to 

outside analysts, it can be tempting to opt for a broad approach toward a 

number of issues. Indeed, my research benefited from such studies on the 

PLA.264 Yet there is an increasing need for in-depth studies, particularly in 

regard to issues of political control and autonomy. Indeed, chapter 2 illus-

trates how previous approaches have failed to capture these issues in a satis-

fying way. These topics require detailed analyses of, for example, the actual 

implications of the structures of political control on the maneuverability of 

the military profession, as opposed to mere descriptions of these structures. 

Such in-depth approaches benefit from strategies such as data triangulation 

and cross-referencing.  

Triangulation is a useful method for increasing the reliability and validity 

of the data collected during interviews and is an often used strategy, in both 

research on the military and research on non-military Chinese politics.265 It is 

also a response to queries such as “How can you trust what they tell you?” 

Norman Denzin identifies four kinds of triangulation used in qualitative re-

search: data, the use of multiple data sources; investigator, multiple re-

searchers analyze the same object; theory, the use of several theoretical per-

spectives; methodological, the use of multiple research methods.266 I primari-

ly used the strategy of data triangulation here, in other words I searched for 

“as many different data sources as possible which bear upon the events un-

der analysis.”267 I studied the issue of professional autonomy by combining 

data collected both at different field sites (the schools) and at different hier-

archical levels, by including respondents holding various positions in the 

military hierarchy. The same type of grand tour questions were used at all 

three schools, which also provided ample opportunity for both cross-

referencing and delving deeply into the issue area. For example, information 

gained from interviews in Beijing as to the different steps of the PLA promo-

tion processes was cross referenced during subsequent interviews at the 

NUDT in Changsha. By assuming that the same logic applied across the 

schools, I could start the interview with a direct question, such as: “Tell me 

more about the work of the intermediate and higher evaluation committees 

in the context of promotion at your institute” In this way, I could double 

check the information from Beijing, and concurrently sharpen the focus of 

the interview underway. In addition to enabling me to confirm similarities, 
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this strategy also worked to reveal differences among the schools. In this 

particular case, for example, the variable use of peer review in the promotion 

process became obvious. This means that I did not make use of a fixed inter-

view guide, but adjusted the interview questions in advance of every new 

interview.  

In sum, the information gained during interviews was triangulated with 

other data, both from other interviews and from the primary and secondary 

sources described below. Information that could not be verified from more 

than one source was generally omitted. Following the introduction below of 

the other sources used in the analysis, the chapter concludes with a critical 

discussion of the sources used.  

Additional sources of data 

In addition to the interviews discussed previously, I used printed primary 

and secondary sources. The choice of sources, however, should not be seen 

as an either/or proposition. To the extent that it was possible, I used the in-

formation gained through interviews in combination with information from 

other sources. This means that when issues, of which I had no previous un-

derstanding, were raised during interviews, I searched for these specific top-

ics within both primary and secondary sources for the purpose of cross-

referencing. Similarly, I presented my respondents with documents such as 

newspaper articles or certain pieces of legislation. I would then, for example, 

ask them if practices similar to the ones reported were used at the officer’s 

home institution, or if this set of regulations ever impacted their work situa-

tion. Below, I discuss the different types of primary and secondary sources 

that were used. Full references can be found in the footnotes and in the bibli-

ography at the end of the study.  

The primary sources include both printed and non-printed material. In re-

gard to primary sources in print, included are books issued by the publishing 

houses of the included military institutes, the majority of which were pur-

chased in the PLA, AMS and NDU book-shops in Beijing. One example is 

the course book for political education, The Ideological and Moral Cultiva-

tion, and the Legal Foundation of the Soldier, published by the General Po-

litical Department and used in undergraduate political education at the 

NUDT. Other printed primary sources include information material provided 

by the schools, such as the Short Introduction to the AMS that was given to 

me by the Foreign Affairs Office at that particular school. These mainly 

served as background information since they did not contain the level of 

detail needed for an in-depth study of professional autonomy.  

A majority of the non-interview-related primary sources are non-print In-

ternet sources. Although Internet sources must be used with care, authorized 

official web pages provide useful information pertain to, for example, laws 
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and regulations, many of which have English translations. In this vein, Chi-

nese government and communist party websites provided valuable infor-

mation about, for example, regulations steering the promotion processes, the 

admission requirements for education at the three schools, and the political 

structure of the communist party. Examples of sites that I have used include: 

nudt.edu.cn (the official home page of the National University of Defense 

Technology); china.org.cn; npc.gov.cn (National People’s Congress); 

chinamil.com.cn (official web page of the Chinese military); and mod.gov.cn 

(Ministry of Defense). At these web pages, central documents such as the 

Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service and 

Regulations on the Military Ranks of Officers of the Chinese People’s Liber-

ation Army and China’s national defense white papers are available. Docu-

ments from these web pages have also served to verify information obtained 

through interviews, for example in regard to the dividing line between the 

level of colonel and senior colonel that has direct consequences in terms of 

professional autonomy. Similarly, official military web pages provided im-

portant descriptive information. For example, it proved impossible to access 

the steering documents for the evaluation of officers, but through various 

military statements about these documents, a picture of them emerged. 

The majority of the secondary sources is also of non-print character and 

was downloaded from the Internet. These include newspaper articles from 

the official military newspaper 解放军报 and its English edition, the PLA 

Daily, along with information from other Chinese news sites. The primary 

use of such secondary sources was to cross-reference with interview material 

or to gather background information. Information found on other unofficial 

Chinese websites, search engines, encyclopedias, and blogs, such as bai-

du.com, baike.baidu.com, and zh.wikipedia.org also served as a starting 

point for further searches. Such pages are generally easily accessible and 

offer information on a range of topics despite the fact that they cannot be 

used directly due to verification problems. Still, they often give an overview 

of interesting topics that can then be systematically searched for within more 

reliable sources.  

It is not only the scarcity of information that can be problematic, but there 

is also the difficulty of knowing what to look for. For example, in my en-

deavor to gain a better understanding of the role of PLA civilians, which I 

learned about during interviews, such unofficial sites provided a useful gen-

eral overview. I could then make searches specifically on, in this case, the 

grade and position system used for that category of staff on official web 

pages. Because the use of these unauthorized sources was restricted to being 

used as a sort of launch pad, they are not included in the study references. 

Nevertheless, they provided a good starting point, which then enabled me to 

cross-reference information provided by respondents.  

In regard to printed secondary sources, most of the books and articles 

used are of non-Chinese origin. One reason for this is that Chinese academ-
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ics generally do not study the PLA. In fact, a professor at Beijing University 

stood up and closed his office door before telling me about the almost negli-

gible research on PLA that civilians undertake. According to him, civilian 

academics know that such research will never be published. Chinese aca-

demics who do write about the Chinese military hold positions abroad, and 

such publications are generally in English.  

A criticism of the sources 

Research focusing on professional autonomy requires detailed information 

about the working conditions of the officers and staff at the military insti-

tutes. This, then, points to the centrality of interviews. Given this back-

ground, a critical discussion of the sources is justified. The text below begins 

with a discussion of how information gained during interviews should be 

regarded. I then discuss the validity and reliability of the other primary and 

secondary sources.  

All respondents in this study, with the exception of one, are working, or 

have worked at one of the three institutes. In that capacity, they have 

firsthand experience of the processes included here. They have been person-

ally involved in the organizing and quality control of teaching and research, 

and they have personal experiences of the promotion processes. The inter-

view questions were concrete and detailed, and the respondents were asked 

to describe specific processes which they themselves had experienced. The 

responses in most cases were detailed and congruent across the board for the 

included schools. Since I conducted several interviews at all of the three 

schools, it has also been possible to triangulate specific details one would 

expect to be similar in all three schools. For example, respondents at all of 

the schools provided consistent descriptions of the different steps contained 

in the promotion process.  

Contrary to popular belief, Chinese military officers may engage openly 

in discussions on a range of topics. The modernization of the PLA also 

means the officer corps has a more international focus, and the Chinese mili-

tary regularly sends delegations abroad to learn from other countries. Expe-

rience in foreign states is seen as something positive for officers in the PLA, 

and at the NUDT it is even a precondition for promotion to higher profes-

sional positions.268 In regard to the officially sanctioned interviews, many of 

my respondents have traveled or even studied abroad and participated rather 

openly in our conversations, though to some extent, that naturally depended 

on the discussion topic. One respondent reflected upon this and explained 

that, after years of schooling and training within the PLA, officers and staff 

know what they can talk about and what topics must be avoided. Topics that 
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were referred to as impossible to discuss include the role of the CCP in the 

military and the nationalization of the PLA. I would add to this that, in my 

experience, the degree of openness also depends on the level of detail. Dur-

ing interviews, it was obvious when my questions addressed topics or details 

that respondents were not comfortable discussing. For example, when dis-

cussing the centralized criteria used in the evaluation of research projects, 

these would not be specified in any greater detail even when I asked for spe-

cific examples. Similarly, early in the research process, before the current 

research focus had even been determined, I asked questions about political 

relations between the top military bodies and the political elites. The re-

sponses to such questions were delivered straight out of the party book, or 

else the respondent would change the topic. In my experience, the PLA of-

ficers and staff who agreed to meet were willing to tell me as much as they 

could. Questions considered to be too sensitive or problematic in some way, 

were simply not answered. Against this background, I never felt it was a 

problem to judge the reliability of the information that the respondents gave.  

Needless to say, the types of questions asked also have an effect on the 

answers one receives. When asked to provide specific explanations and de-

scriptions of daily work, officers gave detailed accounts that not only 

seemed plausible, but were also consistent with responses from other offic-

ers. In addition, as evidenced in the empirical chapters, some of the infor-

mation gathered during interviews was verified through other sources, such 

as newspaper reports of similar processes at other schools. In other cases, the 

responses were verified indirectly when compared to information available 

in legal documents.  

At the same time, respondents provided personal answers to questions 

posed that varied in a way that was consistent with their professional and 

hierarchical position. Against this background, I argue that it is more im-

portant to question the incentive not to tell the truth, rather than to question 

that they do tell the truth. Of course, military officers are expected to be loy-

al toward the military organization, but this does not automatically translate 

into deception in regard to answering questions about how one conducts 

one’s work, even if working conditions are not perceived as being ideal. And 

in regard to questions as to how research topics are chosen, how content and 

literature were decided at the last course taught, or how promotion processes 

work, there is no obvious “correct” answer. Indeed, it was not unusual to 

hear PLA officers and staff talk about their own underdevelopment in regard 

to teaching methods, the need to raise the relevance of research to the field 

units, or problems in the past ensuring that research funds were actually 

spent on research, not on house renovations and beach holidays. Similarly, 

senior officials publicly admit to the weaknesses in the Chinese military 

education system, including the problem of officers being promoted on the 

wrong grounds.  
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As mentioned earlier, during the officially sanctioned interviews more 

than one respondent was generally present. Often, these were officers from 

different departments or centers. I did not interpret this as a form of control, 

and the respondents did not hesitate to give voice to different interpretations 

and different procedures at their respective institutes. This was obvious, for 

example, in regard to peer review at one of the institutes where respondents 

had different experiences as to the weight it was given at their respective 

places of work. At times, respondents have also openly disagreed in my 

presence. In cases, where the information gained during interviews was not 

consistent, it is acknowledged in the text.  

In regard to other primary and secondary sources used in the study, I gen-

erally do not have reason to doubt their accuracy. Military books that are 

readily available, as opposed to those for internal circulation only (内军发
行), generally contained limited information of use to the analysis. They 

were used, however, to verify information, or to shed light on organizational 

layouts. Official statements from, for example, the General Political De-

partment, were interpreted with an awareness of the political intent behind 

this information. This means that while one could, for example, question the 

reliability of reported success stories in regard to the new standardized staff 

evaluation, especially since respondents reported the existence of evaluation 

fatigue at their institutes, such reports can be accepted as evidence for the 

existence of such procedures. Seen in this light, they can be used for purpos-

es of triangulation and cross-referencing. Given their political message and 

purpose, the majority of the Chinese material has been used for such purpos-

es only. Non-Chinese secondary sources, mostly from within the field of 

PLA studies in the United States, in general come across as reliable, espe-

cially in regard to facts and figures. They are also transparent about their 

written sources (the use of interviews in these studies is discussed above) 

and their information can generally be verified in this way. 
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5. The military and the cadre organization 

As argued in the introduction, the Chinese military administration holds a 

central position within the Chinese cadre administration. This implies both 

institutional overlaps and a politicized administration. This chapter begins 

with a discussion of the military as a profession and as an organization. It 

then outlines key characteristics of the military and political interconnected-

ness in China.  

That the military is both an organization and a profession is acknowl-

edged in earlier studies on civil-military relations. It is, however, more 

common to find this distinction in the literature of military sociology, than 

within the field of political science. In military sociology, the military organ-

ization is generally studied as a social organization on the micro-level, thus 

targeting issues such as military culture and socialization. Macro-level polit-

ical science studies of the military organization, which study the military as a 

state administration for the implementation and execution of state policy, are 

nevertheless rare. In cases where a distinction is made between the military 

as a profession and the military as an organization (understood to mean ad-

ministration), discussions generally exclude what this entails and what con-

sequences it may have. Samuel Huntington, for example, states that “the 

officer corps is both a bureaucratic profession and a bureaucratic organiza-

tion.”269 He makes a distinction between the two by stating that the military 

profession is organized in a hierarchy of ranks, whereas the military organi-

zation is distinguished by a hierarchy of office.270 In the case of the U.S. 

military, which is in focus of Huntington’s text, appointments to rank are 

made by the officer corps itself, and rank precedes office. This principle is 

identified as the foundation of the professional character of the officer 

corps.271 Yet Huntington does not extend the discussion of the relationship 

between the military organization and the military profession much further 

than this.  

In his research project on the U.S. army profession, Don M. Snider 

acknowledges the military’s dual character of being a profession as well as a 

bureaucracy and discusses this somewhat more extensively.272 Snider argues 
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that this duality can create tensions, both for the individual professional and 

for the military institution as a whole.273 He sees this as a consequence of the 

different tasks of the military: the profession is preoccupied with the genera-

tion and application of expertise to new situations, whereas the bureaucracy 

is focused on “apparatchik-type work familiar in any large organization.”274 

Snider sees this dual nature as intrinsic to the military and as something posi-

tive for national security, but he argues that an appropriate balance must be 

struck between the effectiveness of the profession and the efficiency of the 

bureaucracy. 

The value conflict identified by Snider, between the bureaucratic way of 

organizing work (characterized by strict rules, procedures and predictability) 

and a professional culture (marked by self-regulation, peer reference and 

public service) is a classic area of study within the sociology of professions 

and the sociology of organizations.275 By problematizing both the concept of 

organization and profession, further sociological studies have shown that this 

conflict need not be inherent and that it remains a fruitful area of study.276  

Although the dual nature of the military can potentially give rise to ten-

sion, as Snider argues, that is outside the focus of this study. In the context 

of this study, the military organization277 is seen as structure and the profes-

sion as actor. Another way of depicting this is by referring to the organiza-

tional level as a macro-level perspective and the profession as a micro-level 

perspective. Rather than envisioning the relationship between the organiza-

tion and the profession as horizontal, which Snider appears to do, I share the 

sociologists’ perspective and view the military profession as being embed-

ded in the military organization.278 The starting point, which may seem obvi-

ous, is thus that the military organization constitutes the formal power struc-

ture in which the military profession is set to function, and within which it 

can make use of its professional autonomy. Given that, the structure of the 

organization determines the formal space of professional jurisdiction. Alt-

hough all professions are controlled, or hampered, by institutional con-

straints, this is more likely to manifest in the military since the profession 

has no arena for development outside the organization. It is thus fair to ex-
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pect that institutional constraints will have a greater impact on the officer 

corps than on other professions.  

Since the military is both an organization and a profession and the former 

constitutes the structural boundaries of the latter, a study of professional 

autonomy must take into consideration the organizational context within 

which the profession is set to work. In China, the state apparatus is organized 

according to Leninist principles and thus differs from standard bureaucratic 

models. The way this state system is organized and its logical underpinnings 

also constitutes an argument for why military autonomy should be studied at 

the micro-level in the case of China, rather than on the organizational or 

structural level.  

Administration in the socialist people’s republics  

The interconnectedness of structure and actors, in this case the military organ-

ization and the military profession, illustrates the need to give attention to the 

administrative context in which the military profession functions. This is 

perhaps even more important in the case of China because the relationship 

between the political core and the subordinated administrative units differs 

from corresponding relationships in Western democracies. In the literature on 

the Chinese military, overt manifestations of the linkage between party and 

army, such as the system of political departments and party committees, are 

acknowledged and discussed.279 These are generally referred to as party pres-

ence, party organs in the military, or mechanisms of overt party control over 

the PLA. This creates an impression of a foreign element in the military, 

which runs counter to the idea of the universalism of the given state system 

and is therefore somewhat misleading. Yet the organizational structures are 

important expressions of the larger political system and will be discussed 

further. Before doing so, it is nevertheless useful to discuss the Leninist prin-

ciples of organization that the Chinese state is founded upon since they con-

stitute both the actual context for the aforementioned mechanisms and the 

very idea of the state. I begin with a discussion of the logical foundations of 

the Leninist bureaucracy, which is labeled here as a cadre administration. 

There are considerable differences between the more traditional Weberian 

understanding of bureaucracy and the role of the administration as envisioned 

by Marx and Lenin. If taken to be ideal types, the two may even be depicted 

as mirror images. After this initial ideological discussion, the text moves on 

                               
279 See for example, Shambaugh, “The Soldier and the State in China,” Swaine, The Military 
and Political Succession in China, You, “Unravelling the Myths about Political Commissars,” 
Larry Wortzel, “The General Political Department and the Evolution of the Political Commis-
sar System,” in The People’s Liberation Army as Organization, Reference Volume v1.0, ed. 
James C Mulvenon and Andrew N.D. Yang (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2002). 
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to discuss concrete organizational and ideational structures that shape the 

relationship between the Chinese communist party and the PLA today.  

Ideological underpinnings of the cadre administration 

Although all states, regardless of political system, need a bureaucratic appa-

ratus to administer, organize and manage the actual running of state affairs, 

the organization and characteristics involved in carrying out these tasks dif-

fer. The concept of bureaucracy is intimately linked to German sociologist 

Max Weber. Most, if not all, Western democracies correspond in varying 

degrees to Weber’s ideal type of the rational, legal form of state administra-

tion. To Weber, bureaucratic modes of organizing evolve as a result of a 

general development towards more rational and goal-oriented societies.280 

These societal developments, in turn, are seen as being closely related to 

capitalism and capitalist modes of production. Weber views the bureaucracy 

as an impersonal apparatus founded on technical competence, stability, and 

precision. Since it is guided by precise rules and regulations, its actions also 

become highly predictable, which allows for the rational governance re-

quired in a modern society. 

Both Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin, whose ideas have had significant 

impact on the Chinese political system, disagree with Weber's view of the 

bureaucracy as an inevitable component of modern society. They see it, ra-

ther, as a problem confined to and created by the capitalist system. In that 

capacity, the bureaucracy is seen as a capitalist feature that should be abol-

ished. 281  Although Marx admitted that the bureaucracy in earlier periods 

served to strengthen the state in its struggle against remaining feudal ele-

ments, he maintained that it later developed into a power base in its own 

right.282 To Lenin, bureaucracy constituted the basic ruling structure through 

which the capitalist class oppressed the masses, which led to the conclusion 

that it should be destroyed.283  

Given the embedded conviction in Marxist-Leninist thought that bureau-

cracy is evil, it is not surprising to find that the socialist people's republics, 

which intended to empirically implement the theories of Marx and Lenin, 

differ from capitalist states in their approach to state administration. The 

transformation from socialism to democracy in the Eastern European social-

ist states offers empirical evidence that the idea of state administration, as 

                               
280 Weber, Economy and Society 223. 
281 Vladimir I. Lenin, The State and Revolution, 2 ed. (Beijing: Foreign Language Press, 
1976) 59. 
282 Balla, Kaderverwaltung 37. Marx likened the role of the bureaucracy in the capitalist state 
with the role of the priesthood in a theocracy.  
283 Erik Olin Wright, Class, Crisis and the State (London: New Left Books, 1978) 198. 
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well as its actual implementation, was different in these states.284 The limited 

scholarly works which address this topic generally use the term cadre admin-

istration or Kaderverwaltung, its German equivalent, to distinguish this form 

of administration from the bureaucratic model.285  

In the socialist people's republics, the cadre administration is seen as part 

of a greater, all-encompassing state system, which also includes a centrally 

planned economy and one-party rule.286 Bálint Balla stresses that, even if the 

term “administration” is used to describe this system, the central attribute of 

the cadre administration is organized universalism aimed at achieving unity 

within the system.287 Its main task becomes confirming the power of the 

working class and rule by the vanguard party.288 In reality this translates into 

executing the will of the party.289 The cadre administration is thus closely 

connected to the ruling party and far from the politically neutral institution 

envisioned by Weber. Politicization is a key factor in the socialist state sys-

tems and is perhaps the most fundamental difference between Weber's and 

Lenin's administrations. It also has consequences for most other defining 

characters of socialist state administrations, including the role of the politi-

cians and the civil servants. In the socialist states, these roles are not clearly 

distinguished. As Ezra Vogel points out, “[a]ll political leaders are simulta-

neously bureaucrats, and bureaucrats are not expected to be politically neu-

tral.”290 Given the centrality of politics, recruitment and promotion of per-

sonnel becomes crucial to securing the intended political line, which the 

results of this study also confirm. The party uses a nomenclature system to 

fill central leadership positions. On an individual level, rather than formal 

employment, as in the case of the bureaucrat, being a cadre means express-

                               
284 Eckhard Schröter and Manfred Röber, “Regime Change and Administrative Culture: Role 
Understandings and Political Attitudes of Top Bureaucrats from East and West Berlin,” The 
American Review of Public Administration 27, no. 107 (1997): 219, Klaus König, “Zur Trans-
formation Einer Real-Sozialistischen Verwaltung in Eine Klassisch-Europäische Verwal-
tung,” 4. Auflage, in Speyerer Forschungsberichte (Speyer: Forschungsinstitut fuer öffentli-
che Verwaltung, Hochschule fuer Verwaltungswissenschaften Speyer, 1996), Hans-Ulrich 
Derlien, “German Unification and Bureaucratic Transformation,” International Political 
Science Review / Revue internationale de science politique 14, no. 4 (1993). 
285  See for example, Balla, Kaderverwaltung, Glaessner, Herrschaft Durch Kader, Göran 
Therborn, What Does the Ruling Class Do When It Rules?: State Apparatuses and State Pow-
er under Feudalism, Capitalism and Socialism (London: Verso, 1978), Bo Rothstein, The 
Social Democratic State: The Swedish Model and the Bureaucratic Problem of Social Re-
forms (Pittsburgh, PA: Univ. of Pittsburgh Press, 1996). It should be noticed that Bo Roth-
stein’s discussion on the cadre administration takes place within a Swedish social-democratic 
context. 
286 Balla, Kaderverwaltung 169. 
287 Ibid. 175. 
288 Ibid. 169. 
289 Glaessner, Herrschaft Durch Kader 36-37. 
290 Ezra Vogel, “Politicized Bureaucracy: Communist China,” in Frontiers of Development 
Administrration, ed. Fred W. Riggs (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1970), 556.  
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ing an overall commitment to the greater political cause and personal re-

sponsibility for any official obligations.  

With the centrality of the party, and with “democratic centralism” as the 

motto for state building, formalized rules and regulations, which are central 

to the Weberian bureaucracy, are downplayed in the cadre administration. 

All regulations are subordinated to the will of the party, just as party law is 

prioritized before formal law.291 Instead of formalized rules and institutional 

autonomy, the system is marked by flexibility and uncertainty, which in turn 

requires constant mobilization campaigns and linkage between details and 

the whole.  

Typical of Leninist and Marxist ideology is also a belief in the ability of 

humans, and great emphasis is thus placed on educating (erziehen) and re-

educating the masses. The conviction that with the right attitudes and suffi-

cient enthusiasm great societal changes can be accomplished explains 

Lenin's disregard of specialist knowledge in favor of engagement and politi-

cal awareness.292 Hence, one of the most important functions of the cadre 

administration becomes organized and systematized indoctrination.293 

In sum, from an ideological perspective, the cadre administration is part 

of a larger system that encompasses the whole state. Its primary goal is to 

bring about a transformation of society, which explains its focus on Human-

kapital and the education and re-education of cadres. Needless to say, it is a 

politicized administration that favors political commitment over expertise 

and skill. It is flexible in nature and must be quick to adapt to the constant 

changes in the political agenda. The cadre has no job security and her/his 

work is not governed by a legal framework, but is subordinate to the political 

will of the ruling party. Bo Rothstein, who has applied the concept of cadre 

administration in his study on the Swedish social democratic state, summa-

rizes the defining features of the cadre administration as: an internal direc-

tion marked by explicit ideology; negligible formal control; an operational 

logic based on substantive as opposed to formal rationality; change oriented 

with strong internal cohesion; recruitment and promotion criteria tied to ide-

ological commitment; client relationship marked by persuasion; goal fulfill-

ment as the reward for the cadres.294  

Marx and Lenin’s writings on the role and function of the state admin-

istration are as much a prescription as a description. As with Weber’s bu-

reaucratic ideal type, the refined model of the cadre administration should be 

seen as a theoretical construct to which real cases correspond in varying 

degrees. Although the purpose here is not to examine to what extent the Chi-

nese military administration shares overlapping features with the cadre ad-

                               
291 Balla, Kaderverwaltung 182-83. 
292 Glaessner, Herrschaft Durch Kader 124. 
293 Balla, Kaderverwaltung 182-83. 
294 Rothstein, The Social Democratic State 51. 
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ministration, an understanding of the Marxist-Leninist view of the state ad-

ministration sheds light on the theories on which the Chinese state admin-

istration was founded. It thereby facilitates interpretations of China’s eco-

nomic and administrative reforms and is a necessary starting point for a 

study on professions and professional autonomy.  

Structural and ideological CCP-PLA interconnectedness  

Given that the cadre administration is system-based – its foundational logic 

being the unity of the system – and refers to all organs of the state, it is at 

least theoretically impossible to imagine different institutional systems with-

in the same state.295 The universality of the system and the prominence of 

politics bind the various state institutions closely both to one another and to 

the political core. This holds true for all state institutions, but it is especially 

true for the military due to its central position in the state. Marx and Lenin 

saw overlapping roles between party and army as a natural feature of the 

socialist system, in which the functions of the state should be performed by 

the masses, and particularistic and alienating forces, such as the standing 

army, the office of the judiciary and the police force should be abolished.296 

In today’s China, however, it is misleading to refer to the overlapping roles 

of the CCP and the PLA, except in regard to the very top positions in the 

CCP and PLA leadership. The most fruitful way of viewing the relationship 

between the CCP and the PLA is instead in terms of a politicization of the 

military. According to official documents, this politicization is “the funda-

mental guarantee for the absolute leadership of the Party over the armed 

forces, and the assurance on maintaining and improving combat effective-

ness of the troops.”297  

The linkage between the CCP and the PLA is of course multifaceted. 

Here, the discussion is on institutionalized ties from the perspective of the 

political work of the military. The unity of the system and the politicized 

administration strengthens the argument that military meddling in civilian 

politics is not an optimal starting point for a study of the political control and 

autonomy of the Chinese military.  

What follows is an overview of the three tiers of political work in the 

PLA: the party committee system (党委制度), the political leader system (政
治委员制度), and the political organs system (政治机关制度). Neither the 

party committee system, nor many of the functions embedded in the political 

organs system, is unique to the military but rather correspond to similar ar-

                               
295 Balla, Kaderverwaltung 176. 
296 Ibid. 45. 
297 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, China’s De-
fense in 2002, Government White Paper,  
<http://eng.mod.gov.cn/Database/WhitePapers/2004-09/07/content_4005660.htm>  
(2013-02-05). 
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rangements in civilian administrations and governmental bodies. Only the 

political commissar system is without parallel in China outside the PLA. 

 



 

 

Table 5.1: Central organization structures for political work 
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Table 5.2: The General Political Department 

Organization 

Department 

Civilian Cadre Bureau 

General Political Department 

Cadre De-

partment 

General Office 

Propaganda 

Department 

Security 

Department 

Party Affairs Bu-

reau 

Communist Youth 

League Bureau 

Organization and 

Personnel Bureau 

Military Prisons 

Prisoner of War Bureau 

Military Courts 

Military Procuracy 

Military Police 

Education Bureau 

Film & TV Bureau 

Literature & Arts  

PLA Press 

PLA Literature &Arts 

PLA Pictorial 

Liberation Army 

Daily 

Cadre Training Bureau 

Reserve Service Cadre Bureau 

Veteran’s Welfare Bureau 

Appoint. & Removal Bureau 

Transfers Bureau 

Ranks Bureau 

Liaison Department Discipline Inspection  

Commission Department 
Subordinate Units Department 

System of political 

commissars/leaders 
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The party committee system (党委制度) 

The system of party committees is the most important feature of the politici-

zation of China’s armed forces as it is the locus of decision-making power. It 

is the main organizing device for the party’s penetration into the Chinese 

state and society on the civilian side also. Through the channel of party 

committees, the CCP can transmit its policy from the highest to the lowest 

levels of the state. The party committee system is the implementation of 

democratic centralism, which is both an ideological and organizational prin-

ciple within Leninist parties. On an ideological level, democratic centralism 

combines the ideas of democracy and central control. This means that open 

discussions and opposing opinions are tolerated before a decision is made by 

the party, but that party members must conform to the party line once a deci-

sion has been reached. In terms of party organization, democratic centralism 

translates into a hierarchical structure of organizations that runs from the 

central CCP organizations in Beijing down to military companies and pla-

toons, or villages and neighborhoods on the civilian side. According to the 

constitution of the Chinese Communist Party, the first principle of democrat-

ic centralism is that:  

Individual Party members are subordinate to the Party organization, the mi-
nority is subordinate to the majority, the lower Party organizations are subor-
dinate to the higher Party organizations, and all the constituent organizations 
and members of the Party are subordinate to the National Congress and the 
Central Committee of the Party.298 

Formally, the highest CCP organ is the National Congress and the Central 

Committee that it elects. In actuality, however, the real power center is the 

CCP Politburo, and especially its seven-member Standing Committee, which 

is set up to execute the functions of the Central Committee when it is not in 

session. In keeping with the CCP constitution quoted above, bureaucratic 

levels subordinate to the CCP Central Committee are organized in the same 

manner, with party congresses, party committees and standing party commit-

tees. In China, it is not only the military that is organized into ranks. The 

web of party organizations penetrates all CCP or government bodies, from 

central levels down to local levels, including schools, hospitals and muse-

ums.299 The party committee represents party members on a given bureau-

                               
298 Constitution of the Communist Party of China, Chapter II, article 10, revised and adopted 
at the 18th CPC National Congress on Nov. 14, 2012 
<http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/special/18cpcnc/2012-11/18/c_131982575_7.htm> 
(2013-05-01). 
299 For a discussion on military ranks, see chapter 8 in this thesis, for non-military bureaucrat-
ic ranks, see for example: Kenneth G. Lieberthal, Managing the China Challenge: How to 
Achieve Corporate Success in the People's Republic (Washington: Brookings Institution 
Press, 2011) 50-51. 
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cratic level and is formally elected by the party congress on the same level.300 

Local party committees are required to meet only twice a year, which illus-

trates that it is not the real power center.301 When the party committee is not 

in session, it is represented by its standing committee, which constitutes the 

core of the centralized leadership on a given level. In the military, the stand-

ing members of a given party committee usually include the principle com-

manders and political officers at that level, and their deputies and other sen-

ior officers.302 A party committee must be set up in military units at or above 

the regiment level. On lower levels, these are referred to as grass-roots party 

committees (基层党委) (battalion), or party branches (党支部) (company). 

The regulations stipulate that a party branch should be set up in units where 

there are at least three full CCP members.303  

The party committee system is often seen as a “transmission belt for 

propagating the Party line… throughout the military system.”304 This is in-

deed one important function of this system, perhaps even its most essential. 

Yet according to the CCP Constitution, “[a]ll major issues shall be decided 

upon by the Party committees” 305 and party committees on various levels 

take an active role also in tactical command and other matters of non-

political character.306  

The party committee system is thus a hierarchical organizational system, 

one which allows the CCP to communicate its policies and directives from 

the political center down to the grassroots military level. It is concurrently 

the central decision-making structure for all major decisions within a given 

unit, as illustrated in the empirical chapters of this thesis. The centrality of 

the system is guaranteed through a chain of vertical responsibility by which 

lower political levels report and answer to higher levels, and by which the 

party committee secretary is represented on the committee at the next higher 

                               
300 Constitution of the Communist Party of China, Chapter II, article 10.  
301 Ibid.  
302 Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 29, interviewee III. 
303 刘永宏, 路文忠, 军队基层政治工作组织程序 [Liu Yonghong and Lu Wenzhong, Organ-
izational Procedures of Army Grass-Root Political Work] (Beijing: Haichao publisher, 2006) 
4. 
304 Shambaugh, “The Soldier and the State in China,” 549. 
305 Constitution of the Communist Party of China, Chapter II, article 10. 
306 赵, 丁, 李, 刘, “科研育人：拓宽军事教育创新之路” [Zhao, Li, Ding, Liu, “Research 
Based Education: The New Development Path for Military Education”] PLA Daily, May 25 
2009, p. 2, Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 29, Jason E. Bruzdzinski, “Demystifying Shash-
oujian: China's ‘Assassin's Mace’ Concept,” in Civil-Military Change in China: Elites, Insti-
tutes, and Ideas after the 16th Party Congress, ed. Andrew Scobell and Larry Wortzel (Car-
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General Chen Pinghua, political commissar of the 14th Group Army, was quoted saying, 
“currently there is still a gap between the party committee’s command capability and the 
requirements to win an informatized warfare in some troop units” (China Military Online, 
December 22, 2011 in Chinese and December 23 in English), quoted in Dennis Blasko, “The 
‘Two Incompatibles’ and PLA Self-Assessments of Military Capability,” China Brief XIII, 
no. 10 (2013) 7, Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 29. 
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level. The party constitution stipulates that all party members must be orga-

nized into party branches or cells and are required to participate in activities 

organized by the party. Since the overwhelming majority of all officers are 

party members, the party committee system not only constitutes a central 

leadership structure, but also ensures that officers adhere to the political line.  

As mentioned previously, the party committee system is not confined to 

the military. Yet the officer corps as a profession is more interconnected 

with the CCP than perhaps any other profession in China. Two factors con-

tribute to this. First, there are no alternative career paths for a military officer 

outside the military bureaucracy; s/he is dependent on the party for a career. 

Second, all important issues, military and political, fall under the jurisdiction 

of the party committee, which arguably makes it a political decision-making 

structure. As such, military decision making is simultaneously party commit-

tee decision making, an important difference when compared to the civilian 

side where the party committee constitutes an additional but not the primary 

decision-making body. In the PLA, it is thus not correct to talk about two 

parallel systems of decision making, but rather about one system that en-

compasses two aspects of decision making.  

This discussion also illustrates how central leaders of any military unit are 

included in the party decision-making body, in which they are responsible 

for both military and political matters. This also translates into a personal 

responsibility for the correct fulfillment of orders, especially for standing 

members of the party committee. In this system, a leader is at once both a 

political leader and a military leader, and this in turn has consequences for 

how professional autonomy in the Chinese PLA can be studied. In this study, 

the stratification of the profession is investigated in order to make visible 

any differences among hierarchical levels.  

The political leader system (政治首长制度)  

In addition to the party committee system, political work in the PLA is also 

carried out through a system of political leaders. Just as in the case of the 

party committee system, and most other government and party structures for 

that matter, the political leader system is replicated from the highest military 

levels down to the level of the military company. Non-Chinese English lan-

guage sources generally refer to this as the political commissar system. Polit-

ical leaders are, however, only referred to as commissars (委员) at and 

above the regimental level.307 At the battalion and company level, the terms 

political director (政治教导员) and political instructor (政治指导员) are 

used respectively. 

The system of political leaders in the PLA has a long history. It was mod-

eled on the system of political commissars in the Soviet military and was 

                               
307 Kenneth Allen, Brian Chao, and Ryan Kinsella, “China's Military Political Commissar 
System in Comparative Perspective,” China Brief XIII, no. 5 (2013). 
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introduced already in the Chinese Red Army.308 The system of political lead-

ers is unique to communist systems and is founded on the rationale of dual 

command.309 This means that parallel to the military commander in chief in a 

given unit is a political commissar (or instructor or director) holding the 

same rank. The political leader is responsible for the overall political work in 

the unit and organizes the daily work of the party committee.310 The military 

commander, on the other hand, is in charge of military matters. The political 

leader is generally the secretary of the party committee (see above), whereas 

the military commander is its deputy secretary. They nevertheless share re-

sponsibility over the unit’s performance and are expected to work in close 

cooperation under the leadership of the party committee.311 Given that the 

party committee is a decision-making body for all matters of importance in 

the unit, a distinct division between military and political work may there-

fore be difficult to maintain.  

Organizationally, political leaders are subordinate to the Organizational 

department of the General Political Department (GPD), directly under the 

Central Military Commission (CMC). 312  At hierarchical levels below the 

GPD, the system of political leaders constitutes a separate system to the po-

litical departments discussed below. 

The political organs system (政治机关制度). 

The third tier of political work in the PLA is the system of political organs. 

In accordance with this system, a General Political Department (GPD, 总政
治部) is set up for the entire PLA, and subordinate political departments are 

set up in all units at and above the regiment level.313 In a fashion similar to 

the other systems for political work already described, the political depart-

ments on lower levels are replications of the GPD, albeit with fewer func-

tions.314 These departments constitute one of the main administrative depart-

                               
308 Li, A History of the Modern Chinese Army chapter1. 
309 The Taiwanese military constitutes a curious exemption to this rule. This can be explained 
by the origin of the Taiwanese KMT on the Chinese mainland, where it adopted this system 
just as the communist forces did. The role and mission of the Taiwanese political commissar 
system has, however, changed considerably since Taiwan’s democratization. See Allen, Chao, 
and Kinsella, “China's Military Political Commissar System in Comparative Perspective.” 
310 China’s Defense in 2002 
311 Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 29, China’s Defense in 2002.  
312  Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military 134, Wortzel, “The General Political 
Department and the Evolution of the Political Commissar System,” 235, Gunness and Vel-
lucci, “Reforming the Officer Corps,” 202. Interestingly, the political commissars are placed 
under the Organization department of the GDP, which corresponds to the Organization de-
partment subordinate to the CCP Central Committee on the civilian side. The corresponding 
civilian department handles the dossiers of government employees and other important posi-
tions in accordance with the nomenclature list. The dossiers, promotions and demotion of 
military officers, on the other hand, are handled by the cadre department of the political de-
partment. 
313 China’s Defense in 2002.  
314 Shambaugh, “The Soldier and the State in China,” 545. 
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ments in the subordinate military units, including the military educational 

institutions investigated in this study, and are staffed by political officers.315 

The subordinate political departments are responsible for carrying out party 

work at lower levels and answer to the political department on the next high-

er level. It is unclear how many of the departments and offices of the GPD 

are replicated on lower levels, but the cadre department (see below) is most 

likely present in all units where there is a political department. Many of the 

GPD departments and offices also correspond to equivalent civilian party 

organizations, although these will be directly subordinate to central CCP 

organizations and not to the GPD. 

The GPD is the largest and easily the most comprehensive organization 

for political work in the PLA. It was established already in 1931 and has 

carried the responsibility for political and ideological work in the military 

since that time.316 It is one of four general departments directly subordinate 

to the CMC and is itself organized into a number of offices and departments, 

such as: the general office; the organization department; the cadre depart-

ment; the propaganda department; the security department; the discipline 

inspection department; the subordinate units department.317 Other sources list 

additional departments and subordinate bureaus such as the liaison depart-

ment, the veteran cadre bureau, the justice bureau, the mass work bureau, 

and the cultural department.318  

The general office (办公厅) is the headquarters of the GPD and manages 

its daily work. The organization department (组织部) manages the system of 

political leaders within the PLA (see above) and coordinates with party 

committees throughout the military, already discussed above.319 The cadre 

department (干部部) is the main actor regarding the management of officers. 

It organizes promotions and demotions, transfers and appointments, as well 

as officers’ personal dossiers.320 Control over personnel is central to the Len-

inist party state, and the nomenclature list is an essential tool in this regard. 

                               
315 In the Chinese PLA, the officers are categorized as operational, political, logistics, arma-
ment or specialized technical officers. See Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers 
in Active Service, <http://www.china.org.cn/china/LegislationsForm2001-2010/2011-
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316 叶扬, 赵生晖, 中国共产党建设辞 [Ye Yang, Zhao Shenghui, The Construction of the 
Communist Party of China] (Shandong: People's Publishing House, 1989) 698. 
317 王和中, 吕冀蜀, 军事理论教程 [Wang Hezhong and Lü Jishu, Militay Theory Lectures] 
(Beijing: Tsinghua University Press Ltd., 2002) 114. 
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System,” 234-40. 
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The nomenclature is a list of central leadership positions over which the 

CCP exercises control. It also specifies on what level in the bureaucratic 

hierarchy certain personnel decisions should be made. Some of these lists, 

which are intrinsically secret, have been made available to scholars of Chi-

nese politics, and they provide a picture of how the CCP manages its ca-

dres.321 One difference that sets China apart from practices in both Poland 

and the Soviet Union is that the Chinese list, which is managed by the Chi-

nese Communist Party Central Committee, includes only the very top posi-

tions of the military, such as the chairman, vice-chairmen, member secretary 

and deputy secretaries of the CCP Central Military Commission.322 Accord-

ing to John Burns, additional senior military positions are found on a sepa-

rate list, maintained by the Central Military Commission (CMC).323 Still, all 

senior military positions must be approved by the CMC Chairman, a practice 

which is discussed in the chapter on promotion ahead.  

Another key office of the GPD is the propaganda department (宣传部), 

which is responsible for the dissemination of ideological and political mate-

rial in the military, including political education in PLA schools and acade-

mies.324 Within the propaganda department are subordinate functional bu-

reaus overseeing political film, television and press.325  

The GPD discipline inspection department (纪律检查部) is responsible 

for the discipline of party members within the PLA and for monitoring their 

implementation of, and compliance with, party regulations.326 This depart-

ment reports to both the Central Discipline Inspection Commission, under 

the CCP Central committee, and the Central Discipline Inspection Commis-

sion office of the Central Military Commission and constitutes part of this 

overall CCP subsystem for party member control.327 The major tasks of the 

discipline inspection commissions at various levels are “to maintain CPC's 

[CCP’s] constitution and other inner Party rules and regulations, assist Party 

committees to strengthen the Party style, examine the implementation of the 

                               
321 See John P. Burns, “China's Nomenclatura System,” Problems of communism 36, no. 5 
(1987), Burns, “Strengthening Central CCP Control of Leadership Selection,” Hon S. Chan, 
“Cadre Personnel Management in China: The Nomenklatura System, 1990-1998,” The China 
Quarterly (2004 ). 
322 Burns, “China's Nomenclatura System,” 46. 
323 John P. Burns, The Chinese Communist Party's Nomenklatura System: A Documentary 
Study of Party Control of Leadership Selection, 1979-1984 (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E.Sharpe, 
1989). 
324 Wortzel, “The General Political Department and the Evolution of the Political Commissar 
System,” 236, Gunness and Vellucci, “Reforming the Officer Corps,” 209. 
325 Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military 135. 
326 Wortzel, “The General Political Department and the Evolution of the Political Commissar 
System,” 237, Shambaugh, “The Soldier and the State in China,” 549, The Central Organiza-
tions of the CPC, available at the official web portal of the Chinese government, 
<http://english.gov.cn/2005-09/02/content_28610.htm> (2013-04-23). 
327 Shambaugh, “Civil-Military Relations in China,” 122-23, The central organizations of the 
CPC. 
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lines, policies, principles and decisions of the Party.”328 In reality, much of its 

work often translates into handling corruption investigations.329  

Taken together, the systems of party committees, political leaders and po-

litical organs outlined above constitute three parts of the overall system for 

political work in the PLA. In theory, these may appear to be three distinct 

sub-systems, but in reality they are interwoven in a number of ways.330 In 

this capacity, they serve to uphold the centrality of the system, which as 

argued previously, is a key element of the Leninist state. The party commit-

tee is one example of how these three tiers come together in the military 

unit: the political leader (commissar, director, or instructor) is generally the 

secretary of the party committee; the political director, who is the head of the 

unit’s political department, is one of the standing members in the party 

committee;331 the head of the discipline inspection committee in the unit is 

also represented on the party committee on the same level, generally as a 

standing member.332 Another example of the interconnectedness of the three 

sub-systems is that officers concurrently hold leadership positions in more 

than one organization, and also in organizations of different military rank. 

To give an example, the deputy director of the General Political Department 

is concurrently the secretary of the CMC Central Discipline Inspection 

Committee, an organization with a different rank.333 This practice is also 

                               
328 Ibid.  
329 According to official numbers, the Discipline inspection commissions handled more than 
139,000 corruption cases in 2010. It is unclear if this includes military officials, or only abuse 
by civilian officials. See Xinhua News Agency, Discipline Inspection Agencies Handled 
139,621 Corruption Cases in 2010, June 22, 2011 
<http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90001/90776/90785/7417202.html> (2013-05-15). Alt-
hough this appear to be a large number of cases, only a minority of officials – according to 
Minxin Pei less than 10 percent – who are caught for corruption become subject to criminal 
prosecution. See, Minxin Pei, China's Trapped Transition: The Limits of Developmental 
Autocracy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006) 153. See also chapter 4 in the 
same publication. Corruption surely constitutes a major problem also within the PLA, but 
there are fewer reports on investigations and prosecutions of military officers. See for exam-
ple: James C. Mulvenon, “To Get Rich Is Unprofessional: Chinese Military Corruption in the 
Jiang Era,” China Leadership Monitor, no. 6 (2003), Minnie Chan, “PLA Urged to Reform, 
Upgrade to Fight Hi-Tech Wars,” South China Morning Post, August 3 2013.  
330 See also Shambaugh, “The Soldier and the State in China,” 550. 
331 Interviewee III. 
332 Evidence of this practice in the PLA is scarce, but data from civilian universities, govern-
mental bodies and state owned companies supports the claim. For example, the secretary of 
the Discipline inspection commission in Shanwei municipality in Guangdong is a standing 
member of the municipality party committee, see <http://www.shanwei.gov.cn/english/ De-
fault.html>. Similarly, the secretary of the discipline inspection commission of the China 
No.15 Metallurgical Construction Group Co., Ltd, concurrently is deputy secretary of the 
party committee in the unit. Given that the discipline inspection commissions works under the 
party committee, and constitutes a central organ within any given unit, the representation of 
its secretary as a standing member on the party committee appears logical.  
333 See Wang Shibin, “PLA discipline inspection work conference held in Beijing,” PLA 
Daily, Jan 09, 2007, PLA Daily, “PLA establishes first discipline inspection and supervision 
department in institute,” Sept 05, 2012. 

http://www.shanwei.gov.cn/english/%20Default.html
http://www.shanwei.gov.cn/english/%20Default.html
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found on the civilian side of the party state, and is generally interpreted as a 

way to secure increased central control of lower levels.334  

The role of political education and ideology 

Politicization of the military and organizational interconnectedness is to be 

expected in a state founded on Marxist-Leninist principles of organization. 

The previous sections describe the structural and organizational devices for 

political work in the Chinese military. Another related question is in regard 

to the actual content of political work, political education and ideology. In 

the cadre administration, which was discussed earlier in this chapter, ideolo-

gy plays a central role both as a uniting force and as a key to bringing about 

great societal transformations. Central PLA documents regarding political 

education tend to confirm this picture. In line with the CCP constitution, 

steering documents of the PLA stress the guiding role of Marxist-Leninism, 

Mao Zedong Thought, Deng Xiaoping Theory, the “Three represents” and, 

since the 18th CCP National Congress, in all likelihood also “the Scientific 

Outlook on Development” the latter being Hu Jintao’s contribution to the 

constitution of the CCP. These theories are being transmitted to the troops 

through political work and political education. The question, however, is the 

role that ideological and political work are playing today. 

Writers within the non-Chinese PLA literature argue that ideology and 

political work and education are currently being downplayed in the Chinese 

military. Ideology, in the form of Marxism-Leninism, is said to be of little or 

no importance today, and the amount of time spent on political work is 

claimed to be reduced.335 It is argued that the broader tenets of Marxism-

Leninism have been replaced by a more limited focus on the Party’s absolute 

leadership over the military.336 Others make an important distinction between 

ideology and politics, which is worth reiterating. According to this view, 

political work and education are important, not despite, but because of the 

declining importance of ideology.337 If ideology no longer plays a unifying 

role, political education must instead be reinforced to ensure leadership of 

the CCP over the PLA. Although it is hard to make qualified comparisons 

with the practices of earlier years, it is clear from steering documents and 

                               
334 See Maria Edin, “State Capacity and Local Agent Control in China: CCP Cadre Manage-
ment from a Township Perspective,” The China Quarterly 173 (2003). 
335 See for example, Shambaugh, “Civil-Military Relations in China,” 13, Kiselycznyk and 
Saunders, “Civil-Military Relations in China,” 9, Thomas Bickford, “Trends in Education and 
Training, 1924-2007: From Whampoa to Nanjing Polytechnic,” in The “People” In the PLA: 
Recruitment, Training, and Education in China's Military, ed. Roy Kamphausen, Andrew 
Scobell, and Fred Tanner (Carlise, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 
2008), 40. 
336 Mulvenon, “Professionalization of the Senior Chinese Officer Corps,” 22. 
337 David M. Finkelstein, “China's National Military Strategy,” in The People’s Liberation 
Army in the Information Age, ed. James C Mulvenon and Richard H. Yang (Santa Monica, 
CA: RAND Corporation, 1999). 
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from interviews that political education and political work continue to be 

stressed within the PLA. In 2007, with amendments in 2009, the General 

Political Department issued an Outline for Ideological and Political Work in 

the Armed Forces.338 This document covers both the content of political edu-

cation and the minimum time that all troops should spend on it. According to 

this document, the ratio between the amount of military work and political 

work ranges between 6:4 and 7:3. One political officer explained to me that 

the ratio during the first year of military education is generally 7:3, and that 

it varies according to position on higher levels. Other respondents in this 

study found it hard to estimate the exact amount of time spent on political 

work, but implied it involved weekly activities.339  

This is not to say that ideological content remains unchanged from what it 

was at an earlier point in time. Rather, the CCP and the PLA evidently make 

efforts to improve political education and make it more relevant to modern 

military operations.340 Yet for the purpose of a study concerned with profes-

sional autonomy, the content of political education is of secondary im-

portance. Whether and to what extent it still takes place and from where its 

content originates are issues that are more important to an understanding of 

the maneuverability of the profession.  

A distinction should be made, however, between the regular political edu-

cation classes, which are regulated in the steering documents referred to 

above, and the general concept of political work. One respondent referred to 

this difference by stating that “political work is a broad concept and perme-

ates the whole education; it is just not the classes.”341 There is evidence of a 

clear link between political work and what can be called the political sociali-

zation of the Chinese armed forces, a connection that is hardly recognized in 

the existing literature. The many sub-departments of the GPD presented 

above clearly illustrate the many facets of the politicization of the Chinese 

armed forces. Activities such as sports, drama and the arts are sometimes 

dismissed as non-political activities, or activities that have little to do with 

political indoctrination, an opinion I do not share. Such undertakings could 

turn out to be of growing importance in a time when Marxist-Leninist ideol-

ogy fails to unite the corps. Similarly, it is interesting that activities focusing 

on military norms and ethics within the Chinese military are all in the hands 

of the CCP. Undertakings aimed at boosting the spirit of the armed forces, 

which in a Western context may be referred to as professional socialization, 

                               
338 中国人民解放军思想政治教育大纲 [Outline of Ideological and Political Work in the 
Armed Forces], issued by the General Political Department, Nov 09, 2009 
 <http://www.mod.gov.cn/policy/2009-11/19/content_4105221.htm> (2013-05-16). 
339 Interviewee VIII, interviewee V. 
340  Outline of Ideological and Political Work in the Armed Forces, David Szerlip, “The 
Changing Face of PLA Political Education,” China Brief X, no. 13 (2010). 
341 Interviewee XVII. 
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are planned and executed by the political departments of the units.342 This 

should be kept in mind when discussing military professionalism since it 

limits the room for socialization originating from within the military profes-

sion. The socialization that takes place can thus not be expected to relate 

solely to being a military professional. At the same time, it constitutes yet 

another link between the CCP and the PLA, a link that has often been over-

looked in previous research.  

The structural interconnectedness, the systems for carrying out political 

work, the politicized military socialization, and leaders having duties that are 

both political and military in nature are all key characteristics of a Leninist 

administration. Regardless of whether or not Marxist-Leninist ideology has 

played out its role, these structures are still in place and have consequences 

for how a worthwhile study on professional autonomy can be undertaken. 

The interconnectedness of political and military institutions and functions 

illustrate the limits of a study of institutional autonomy. Similarly, the dual 

roles of persons in leadership positions indicate that a focus on managerial 

autonomy would risk produce biased results. Consequently, a study on au-

tonomy in the Chinese military is best conducted on the micro-level by fo-

cusing on the profession.  

                               
342 Interviewee V, Interviewee VI.  
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6. Organization and execution of teaching and 
research 

The starting point for this thesis is that the issue of political con-

trol/autonomy in the context of the Chinese military can be analyzed advan-

tageously by a research focus on professional autonomy. Professional auton-

omy here means that the profession, as a group and as individual members, 

is allowed to use its professional competence and judgment in the execution 

of its work and with regard to decision making in areas of key importance to 

it. Based on the theoretical and methodological discussions in previous chap-

ters, three key areas were identified as being of central importance for a 

study of professional autonomy: organization of work, quality control and 

promotion. The role of the profession in these three areas is encircled by 

applying three questions to the empirical material: how, what and by whom.  

Teaching and research are central missions of the military institutes in-

cluded in this study. They are also the main tasks of the professionals being 

focused on. The way in which teaching and research are organized and exe-

cuted therefore has a direct bearing on their work situation. This chapter, 

then, analyzes the autonomy of the professionals in this context. The organi-

zation of research and teaching involves a number of actors holding posi-

tions on different hierarchical levels in the organization. The focus here, 

however, is on the autonomy of the teachers and researchers whose work is 

directly affected by this. 

An analysis of the organization of teaching and research entails studying 

how central decisions regarding these issues are implemented in the form of 

courses, lectures, or research projects at the military institutions that are the 

focus here. Such an analysis also takes into account decisions regarding 

teaching material and the processes by which it is selected. It includes look-

ing at decisions regarding what courses that are being taught, and how they 

are being taught. In terms of research, it also entails investigating how re-

search priorities are decided. The question by whom is asked to shed light on 

potential stratification within the profession.  

In the organization and execution of teaching and research, it is critical to 

focus on the scope of professional jurisdiction and the allowed space for 

professional maneuverability. Evidence of professional autonomy in these 

processes includes, for example: Planning processes being influenced by the 

professional concerned; signs of collegial decision making in regard to cru-
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cial decisions; allowance being made for flexibility and room for interpreta-

tion regarding course content, and influence over teachers’ appointments and 

pedagogical methods.  

What follows is a description of the organization of military education 

from the very top of the military hierarchy. I then discuss the organization of 

teaching at the level of the educational institute. This affords an opportunity 

to analyze the maneuverability of the profession and individual professionals 

in regard to the teaching mission. The corresponding processes in regard to 

research are subsequently discussed.  

Central level planning of teaching 

The Central Military Commission (CMC), China’s top military organ, has 

overall responsibility for the planning of military education. The four general 

headquarters/departments directly subordinate to it, the General Staff De-

partment (GSD); the General Political Department (GPD); the General Lo-

gistics Department (GLD); and the General Armament Department (GAD), 

do the practical work of identifying needs in their area of responsibility. 

Within each of these headquarters, there is a military training depart-

ment/officer training department or the like, which has a committee with 

responsibility for determining the annual activities.343 Each of these head-

quarters issues an annual plan for general education (培养计划), which is 

put together with the help of universities and schools subordinate to them.344 

The plans that are assembled by each general department are then forwarded 

to the GSD, which has the final say in deciding the overall plan for military 

education and training.345 The GSD issues a general outline (军事训练大纲) 

for military education and training in the PLA. If there are issues that fall 

under the responsibility of more than one general department, the general 

departments are required to notify each other and make joint decisions. Thus, 

in the areas of teaching and training, the political colleges may receive “dou-

ble decisions,” from both the GSD and the GPD.346 

 

                               
343 Interviewee III. See also Finkelstein, “The General Staff Department of the People's Liber-
ation Army,” 176ff. for additional tasks of the GSD training department. 
344 The schools subordinated to each of the headquarters educate officers and men in the 
respective four areas. The majority of the schools/institutes is subordinate to the General Staff 
Department. Although the schools included in this study are not subordinate to any of the 
general departments, but directly to the CMC, it was confirmed during interviews at both the 
AMS and the NDU that the AMS and NDU forward suggestions to the GSD nevertheless. 
(Interviewee II, Interviewee III). 
345 This was described as a negotiating process between the different headquarters. Interview-
ee III. 
346 Interviewee III. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6.1: Organization chart over the top levels of the military organization 
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The general outline is valid for one year and is issued in January. It is the 

same for all universities. If special issues turn up during the year, amend-

ments may be provided. The outline is general in nature and states the main 

issues and objectives; it also includes the overall budget.347 The Central Mili-

tary Commission also issues a five-year plan for military building (军队建设
). This plan outlines military training, teaching and expenses for the upcom-

ing five years. It also allocates resources for the various functions in the 

military. Although the plan has no direct impact on teaching, it has an indi-

rect impact in that it allocates funds to universities, which in turn places lim-

its on their activities.348  

There are at least three different general outlines regulating military edu-

cation. Two target military schools. One is directed toward military educa-

tion in the Chinese society at large – mainly referred to as national defense 

education.349 In regard to the two plans that guide activities of the PLA edu-

cational institutions, thereby impacting the schools included in this study, the 

first one is issued by the GSD and targets what can be termed military edu-

cation. The second one is issued by the GPD and regulates political and 

ideological education in the military. The third plan, guiding national de-

fense education, is issued by the National Defense Mobilization Committee (

国家国防动员委员会), an organ which is subordinate to the State Council 

and the Central Military Commission.  

I was unable to access to the general outline issued by the GSD that regu-

lates the military content of education. In all probability, this plan is not pub-

licly available. The outline for political military education is, however, ac-

cessible,350 as well as the outline for national defense education for the rest of 

society.351 The general plan for political and ideological education within the 

military offers both general and specific guidance. In regard to the exact 

content of courses, it is formulated in rather general terms. It states, for ex-

ample, that political and ideological education should contain the party’s 

basic theories, the historical mission of the military, legal matters, and ethics. 

Because the GPD is responsible for issuing the teaching materials for these 

courses, the course content is the same nationwide. The room allowed for 

interpretation and flexibility of the profession is hence virtually zero when it 

comes to implementation of course contents, despite the fact that the plan is 

fairly general.352  

                               
347 Interviewee III. 
348 Interviewee IX. 
349 Defense education is an integrated part of the Chinese education system, from the lowest 
to the highest level. Hence, the general plan on national defense education is aimed at kinder-
gartens as well as universities. It also makes reference to other sections of society, such as 
farmers and workers, business organizations and village/city committees. 
350 General Outline for Ideological and Political Education of the Chinese PLA.  
351 Ibid. The outline that is still being referred to, was issued in December 2006.  
352 For example, the curriculum for political education at the undergraduate level contains a 
number of compulsory courses that are the same nationwide. These courses are taught by 
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The general outline for national defense education within civilian organs 

of the Chinese state is less detailed than the one for political work but it re-

fers specifically to other legal documents and guidelines that contain more 

detail. The outline for national defense education states the aims and objec-

tives of education, and what that may entail at different educational levels. In 

regard to college and university students, the minimum time required is also 

stated. In addition, it addresses the selection of teachers, teaching materials, 

the evaluation and review process. Based on the plans for military political 

education and national defense education that are accessible, as well as in-

formation provided during interviews, I conclude that the outline for military 

education is also a fairly general document. Since it applies to all military 

institutions in the PLA, it may likely only intend to provide the broad foun-

dations for teaching. The implication is that the detailed planning of teaching 

and research must take place at lower levels of the military hierarchy.  

The advantage of an analysis of the autonomy of the profession, as com-

pared to institutional autonomy, is clearly illustrated here. In a study con-

fined to institutional autonomy based on the public administration literature, 

focus would be on the division of responsibility between the CMC and the 

four general departments on the one hand, and the military educational insti-

tutions on the other. Since the general outline, which is a goal-oriented steer-

ing document, leaves the actual content of teaching and research to the 

schools, the level of autonomy exercised by the schools may be interpreted 

as being substantial. The question remains, however, whether decision-

making power has been transferred out of the political realm, or whether it 

has merely been delegated to lower political levels. Discussion in earlier 

chapters on the political-military interconnectedness within these top institu-

tions illustrates that the CMC and the general headquarters should be defined 

as being both military and political organizations. Thus, to answer the ques-

tion of where decision-making power rests, it is necessary to look at the ma-

neuverability of the profession that is staffing the organization. After looking 

at how the organization of teaching and research is handled at the top of the 

military hierarchy, the level of the school is the next focus.  

School level planning of teaching 

The three top institutes for professional military education (PME) in the PLA 

are included in this study: the National Defense University (NDU), the Na-

tional University of Defense Technology (NUDT), and the Academy of 

Military Science (AMS). The NDU and the NUDT have a large teaching 

mission, though they also do research. The AMS is the PLA’s key research 

                                                                                                                             
political instructors only and they are mainly given during the first year of the undergraduate 
program. Interviewee X. 
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organ, and any teaching conducted there is limited to graduate students who 

are slated to become researchers. Discussion of the AMS will therefore be 

found mainly in the sections to come focusing on the organization of re-

search  

Organizational charts of military education institutions are not publicly 

available, so most open sources (Chinese and foreign) provide fragmented 

information in this regard. By assembling information from various sources, 

and making use of the fact that military units are organized according to the 

same logic, a picture of the organizational structure at the various institutes 

can be drawn. At the top level of the school is the office of the commandant 

and his353 deputy, one commander and one political commissar, in keeping 

with the logic of dual command. On the next hierarchical level, there are a 

number of administrative departments. At the NDU, there are four adminis-

trative departments composed of the training department (训练部), the polit-

ical department (政治部), the administrative department (校务部), and the 

research department (科研部).354 The NUDT has corresponding departments 

at this organizational level, although the English translation of their names 

differs.355 There is one interesting exception to this rule. The political de-

partment at the NUDT appears to have changed names during the time this 

dissertation was being written. On its Chinese webpage, what was previously 

referred to as the “political department” (政治部), which followed the pat-

tern of all other military units, has now been relabeled the “human resources 

department” (人力资源部). This is somewhat peculiar, since there are regu-

lations stipulating that a political department should be set up as an adminis-

trative entity at the headquarters of every PLA unit at or above the regiment 

level.356 One of the respondents said that this change was probably due to the 

fact that the university’s official homepage is used primarily in communica-

tions with other, non-military, universities.357 Having a human resource de-

partment is more in line with a civilian university and could be a way of 

emphasizing overlapping research foci with civilian institutions.358 The mili-

                               
353 These are all men. Yet one deputy leader at the school level of the AMS is reportedly a 
female, who was said to be the highest ranking women in the PLA. Interviewee V. 
354 It is also possible to imagine that some schools have fewer or additional administrative 
departments. However, both the NDU and the NUDT have these four departments, or their 
equivalents. NDU Briefing, PowerPoint presentation acquired on CDROM from the FAO of 
the National Defense University in November 2011. See also the official webpage of the 
Chinese Military, <http://www.chinamil.com.cn/site1/2007ztpdd/2007-12/05/content_ 
1045835.htm> (2011-03-09), and Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military 178.  
355 See NUDT English homepage, <http://english.nudt.edu.cn/> (2013-02-05). The Academy 
of Military Science looks slightly different and is included in the discussion on the organiza-
tion of research.  
356 China’s Defense in 2002.  
357 Interviewee XIX. 
358 Similarly, earlier versions of its Chinese and English homepage presented both the presi-
dent of the school and its political commissar, with academic and military titles. The current 
homepages (February 2013) only make references to President Yang Xuejun (professor). That 
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tary also has an internal web through which the university’s communication 

with other military units takes place.359  

Of these administrative departments, the training department is responsi-

ble for planning, managing and evaluating teaching and training.360 This is 

the administrative organ primarily responsible for the task of translating the 

general guidelines issued by the CMC into tangible teaching plans and cur-

ricula. At the NDU and at other universities and schools, it is also the central 

training department that is responsible for forwarding suggestions regarding 

teaching to the general departments for incorporation into the general guide-

lines, as described in the section on the central level planning of teaching 

above.361 At the NDU, the training department is staffed by approximately 15 

people, mainly teachers in the different military systems and experts in de-

sign and planning.362 The staff was described as a good mix of officers (both 

political and military, for example).363 Given that the number of students is 

greater at the NUDT, the training department there is likely larger.364  

The number of additional organizational levels varies among the institutes 

included in this study, likely depending on their size and the number of stu-

dents and faculty. At the NUDT, there are three additional levels below the 

main administrative departments: colleges (学院); departments (学系); and 

teaching and research groups/sections (教研室). 365  These are staffed by 

teachers and researchers.366 At the NDU, there are six academic departments 

or institutions367 (教研部) in addition to the four top administrative depart-

                                                                                                                             
he is a Lt. General is not mentioned, and the political commissar Wang Jianwei is completely 
omitted from both pages. A search for “political commissar” or 政治委员 did not generate 
any results at all. Yet other sources make reference to the military title of the current president 
as well as the political commissar of the school. See for example, Choi Chi-yuk, “Rising Star 
in PLA to Head Top College,” South China Morning Post, July 9 2011, Shengnan Zhao, 
“Military Tech Put to Use in Everyday Applications,” China Daily, October 7, 2012. 
359 Interviewee XIX. 
360 Interviewee III, NUDT, English homepage, “Education Department,”  
<http://english.nudt.edu.cn/introduce_eng.asp?classid=31> (2013-02-06). 
361 Interviewee IV. 
362 Interviewee IV, interviewee IX. 
363 Interviewee III. 
364 The NUDT training department has at least 3 subordinate offices (处) and one subordinate 
center (中心). Interviewee XIX. 
365 Interviewee X, NUDT Chinese homepage, <http://www.nudt.edu.cn/> (2013-02-06). 
366 At the NDU and the AMS, these are concurrently military officers and hold military rank. 
At the NUDT, the majority of faculty is PLA civilians. These are in active service and wear 
uniform, but do not have military rank. Interviewee XIX, see also Blasko, The Chinese Army 
Today 63-64. At least at the NUDT, some of the civilian disciplines, such as English, may 
also be taught by civilians. Interviewee XIX.  
367  David Shambaugh refers to these as second-level teaching divisions, see Shambaugh, 
Modernizing China's Military 178. Here, I have chosen the Chinese and English terms that 
officers have on their business cards, and information gained from interviews conducted at 
these departments. One respondent (interviewee III) counted 10 academic departments at the 
NDU, whereas another (interviewee IX) claimed the number to be 6. An introductory 
CDROM that was provided by the Foreign Affairs Office of the NDU also lists 6 academic 
departments and Interviewee IX specified that there are altogether 6 teaching plans issued 
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ments. Below these, there are a number of institutes (研究所), centers (中心
)and “teaching and research groups” (教研室). At the NDU, the size of these 

range from approximately 5 to 25 persons. They are, as in the case of the 

research and education departments, headed by directors and deputy direc-

tors.368  

At the NDU, each academic department issues a teaching plan (教学计划
) based on the general outline received from the central level. Needless to 

say, these plans must meet the standards of the general outline, though they 

are much more specific in content.369 They include detailed information on 

the courses, the number of hours to be spent on each course, what teachers 

and faculty will be engaged, and teaching methods.370 Teaching plans also 

have to be developed in agreement using current slogans and speeches pro-

vided by party leaders. One example of influential statements with a bearing 

on curriculum development is “loyalty to the party, love for the people, ser-

vice to the country and devotion to the mission and upholding honor” by 

former president Hu Jintao.371 The flexibility allowed the teachers generally 

depends on the character of the course and who the students are. This varia-

tion in maneuverability is illustrated later. 

The NUDT has a broader mission than the NDU and it educates mainly 

cadets and technical officers. Recently it has also increased its education 

mission in regard to commanding officers.372 The NUDT offers a wide range 

of subjects, but the focus is on technology and engineering.373 At the NDU in 

Beijing, focus is on professional education for officers, as opposed to cadets. 

Education at the NDU comprises both shorter and longer courses for field 

officers in advance of promotion, and also graduate programs. The shorter 

courses are more flexible in terms of content and are often modified to fit the 

current needs of officers. The longer courses, described as regular courses, 

undergo change less often, roughly on an annual or a biannual basis.374 Both 

of these types of courses are included in the teaching plan, issued once a year 

by each research and education department. In comparison, the regular 

courses were described as being “not so popular” among the students.375 Per-

haps this is one of the reasons why the number of regular courses has been 

shrinking in relation to the more flexible ones since the early 1990s. Other 

                                                                                                                             
every year. Most likely, the higher number includes the four administrative departments at the 
same organizational level (6+4).  
368 Interviewee IX. 
369 Interviewee X. 
370 Interviewee III, Interviewee IX. 
371 Interviewee II. 
372 Interviewee XIX. 
373 See the homepage of the NUDT. 
374 Interviewee IX. 
375 Interviewee IX. 
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explanations for this may be increased foreign influences and changing de-

mands on the PLA.376  

At the NDU, the teaching plan is decided during meetings between senior 

members of staff and researchers within the departments.377 There is a core 

group of people within the department who participate in these meetings, 

and regular meetings are held throughout the year. In regard to the more 

flexible (and shorter) courses, the teaching plan issued by this group is the 

result of, for example, discussions regarding current international flash-

points, the background of the incoming students, and research results pro-

duced by the department.378 When it comes to the “regular courses,” which 

are adjusted less often, working with the teaching plan involves comparing 

the courses at the NDU with courses at other PLA schools and also with 

courses taught at foreign military schools. Generally, the training department 

will assemble course outlines from throughout the military education system 

in China to ensure that overlaps are kept to a minimum. Chinese military 

schools share their plans with each other, and other schools may use the 

teaching plans of the NDU as a reference in order to assure that their teach-

ing is up to date.379 The work on the departmental level was described as a 

rather democratic process, one in which all participants put forward their 

thoughts. Nevertheless, it was made clear that the general director of the 

department has the final say.380  

The departments at the NDU have subordinate institutes and centers that 

are also involved in teaching (see previous chart) and these produce a teach-

ing plan for their specific field. Most teachers are involved in this process, 

but the director of the sub-unit has the final say as to what will be included 

and then forwarded to the head of the academic department (general direc-

tor) on the next level.381 

Once the departments have put together their teaching plans, they are 

forwarded to the NDU training department, which is charged with approving 

the plans from each research and education department. This implies a pro-

cess of negotiation between the research and education department and the 

training department, but in fact the training department was reported to by 

and large accept the plans.382 After the various plans are assembled by the 

training department, they are forwarded to the Head of the school that has 

the final say.383 As mentioned above, the shorter courses of three months or 

less require flexibility and may thus be updated throughout the year. The 

                               
376 Interviewee IX. 
377 Interviewee IV. 
378 Interviewee IX. 
379 Interviewee IX. 
380 Interviewee IX. 
381 Interviewee IV. 
382 Interviewee III. Interviewee IX. 
383 Interviewee IV. 
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general director of the research and education department concerned has the 

authority to do such updating, but s/he needs to first notify the training de-

partment.384 

At the NUDT, the planning of teaching varies between courses and also 

between undergraduate and postgraduate studies. In general, planning re-

sembles the process at the NDU as described above. Yet there are some 

noteworthy differences in regard to the maneuverability of the teachers, and 

these become evident in the discussion on the role of the profession that 

follows.  

The role of the profession in the organizing of teaching 

The description above provides the framework for how teaching is organized 

and planned at the National Defense University and the National University 

of Defense Technology. Thus far, the text has mainly described how this 

plays out on an institutional level. As argued in previous chapters, a more 

detailed analysis of the role of the profession and the nature of its profes-

sional autonomy is needed to arrive at conclusions about the autonomy from 

political influence that the military profession can be said to enjoy. As stated 

above, the overarching question is thus what role the profession plays in the 

organization of teaching and research. A comprehensive answer to this ques-

tion requires a discussion of the stratification within the profession and the 

role of professional discretion in decision making. To capture these aspects, 

the discussion is guided by the following three questions: what, how, and by 

whom. The profession in this case is the group of officers working within 

these departments and institutes, i.e., the faculty. This section looks specifi-

cally at these issues in regard to the organization of teaching. 

As described above, it is on the department level, and the subordinated in-

stitute level, that the content and details of teaching plans are decided. The 

level of detail in the teaching plans, and thus the involvement and autonomy 

of the teacher with respect to her/his classes, varies depending on courses 

and departments. In some of the NDU departments, teachers were said to be 

given a detailed manuscript for the whole lecture that had to be precisely 

followed. In other departments, teachers were said to be given only rough 

outlines.385 Some of the differences between departments were explained by 

the personality of the general director and the level of trust between him and 

his staff. At the NUDT, teachers were said to enjoy more flexibility at the 

postgraduate as compared to the undergraduate level. When compared to the 

NDU, the overall maneuverability of the teachers appears greater at the 

NUDT. In light of these differences, the discussion below separates the dif-

ferent educational institutions included in this study. 

                               
384 Interviewee IX. 
385 Interviewee IX. 
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The National Defense University 

Students who enroll at the NDU are master students, doctoral students, or 

senior military officials from the field units who enter the school to under-

take highly specialized courses that are required for promotion. In terms of 

ranks and grade positions,386 the student population is thus rather heteroge-

neous and includes officers ranging in rank from captains to full generals. 

Interviews reveal that seniority is the key determining factor in regard to 

professional autonomy of the faculty. This applies not only to decisions re-

garding course content and methods of teaching, but also to the execution of 

teaching. The principle that “senior officers teach senior officers” generally 

applies, which points to the necessity of discussing the stratification within 

the profession. This is especially true in regard to the regular courses, which 

are taught by officers above the rank of colonel.387 In the non-regular cours-

es, on the other hand, junior officers may be called upon to teach within their 

area of expertise. In terms of teaching responsibility, there is thus a dividing 

line that cuts through the teaching staff at the level of senior colonel. At this 

level and above, a teaching officer is considered qualified to teach the most 

senior officers at the NDU. The dividing line between a colonel and a senior 

colonel proves to be significant in other situations, including job security and 

retirement benefits, and is discussed elsewhere in this thesis. 

Generally speaking, an instructor has more room for interpretation when 

the students are junior officers as opposed to high-ranking military person-

nel. Nevertheless, everything is relative, and flexibility in regard to teaching 

lower-ranking officers in this context means, for example, freedom to identi-

fy course literature and compile literature lists. In the words of one inter-

viewee, “All teaching is decided by the boss, but the details are decided by 

the teachers.”388 An additional example of the level of professional autonomy 

with respect to similar teaching situations was provided by another respond-

ent: 

For example, if the teaching plan states that I have one hour of lecture, fol-
lowed by half an hour of discussion, then if I feel like this is such an im-
portant subject for discussion, I could lecture 10 minutes less and increase the 
discussion time instead, or the other way around.389  

Even so after giving this particular example, the respondent reiterated that 

this was only possible if the students were junior officers. A demobilized 

officer teaching at the NDU, emphasized the same issue by stating:  

                               
386 See chapter 8 for a clarification of ranks and grade positions in the PLA. 
387 Interviewee IX, IV. 
388 Interviewee IV. 
389 Interviewee IX. 
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If the students are all very high-ranking officers, there is no flexibility at all – 
you better make sure to follow the instructions exactly! You should see how 
much time they spend on preparations before teaching senior officers!390  

At the NDU, the apex of the Chinese Professional Military Education (PME) 

system, organization and execution of teaching is in some respects decentral-

ized. The training department, which is the administrative department in 

charge of the teaching plans, delegates decision-making power to lower lev-

els. Greater responsibility is given to the general directors at the top of each 

teaching and research department, and I was told by one respondent that the 

directors “can be very flexible” in their relations with the training depart-

ment.391 For example, the general director can act independently to change 

the teaching plan of the department, if it is deemed necessary. Such an action 

does not need to be approved by the training department of the school; it is 

enough to give notification.392 However, another respondent pointed out that 

it is important that the training department be informed beforehand, and that 

this office also has the power to veto proposals from departments if deemed 

inappropriate.393 

To sum up, in regard to the organization of teaching at the NDU, profes-

sional autonomy, defined as decision-making power and professional discre-

tion, varies between type of course (regular and non-regular) and the student 

group (lower- or higher-ranking officers). There is also evidence that the 

degree of professional autonomy hinges on seniority in rank and grade posi-

tion of the teaching officer concerned, and that it is accompanied by addi-

tional levels of control. At the NUDT, the school discussed in the next sec-

tion, most students are undergraduates, and a useful comparison can thus be 

made between undergraduate teaching and higher level teaching in the mili-

tary educational hierarchy.  

National University of Defense Technology 

The NUDT, the largest of the three institutions included in this study, has 

approximately 14,000 enrolled students, of which 60 percent are undergrad-

uates and 40 percent are master and Ph.D. students.394 As is the case with the 

NDU, this institution has a central administrative training department, 395 

which plans the teaching and coordinates the teaching plans of school’s col-

                               
390 Interviewee XI. 
391 Interviewee IV. 
392 Interviewee IV. 
393 Interviewee IX. 
394 Homepage of the NUDT. 
395 On the NUDT homepage, this is called the education department in English, but since the 
Chinese name is the same as at the NDU, I refer to it as the training department to illustrate 
the similarities between the schools.  
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leges and departments. This department is also charged with the develop-

ment and supply of textbooks for courses.396  

The room allowed for the exercise of professional autonomy and decision 

making in regard to teaching varies depending on educational level and type 

of course. At the undergraduate level, these plans are detailed, and they 

strictly regulate the teaching material, the amount of time allotted to each 

course, and the layout of the different steps of the course. This was reported 

to apply to both the teaching of mechanical skills, such as handling a rifle, 

and to theoretical subjects.397 Yet more interesting in this regard is the influ-

ence of the teachers and instructors involved in the creation of the plan. With 

respect to undergraduate education, approximately 30 percent of the course 

content is decided by the headquarters.398 The layout of the undergraduate 

program is also specified beforehand. This means that the course modules, 

such as science education, military studies, and political education, are speci-

fied by the central level, along with a number of compulsory courses within 

each of these modules. It also specifies that political education must count 

for at least 15 percent of the courses. Some respondents reported that the 

instructors generally consider this ratio to be too high, and one strategy for 

working around it has been to include a number of courses, apparently with-

out political and ideological content, into the module of political educa-

tion.399 In this way, students are able to meet the 15 percent quota by study-

ing courses considered by the instructors to be more relevant. This also ex-

plains why courses such as Introduction to Defense Economics and Contem-

porary World History are classified as political education at the NUDT 

undergraduate level. 400  The compulsory courses also have pre-determined 

books and other materials, and there is little room for interpretation by the 

teacher, who is reported to have no freedom to alter the contents of the 

teaching plan. In the theoretical courses, where more than one teacher is 

involved, the planning takes place within teachers’ groups. Before the course 

commences, the teachers agree on the presentation, and then practice with 

each other. They make use of the same materials, for instance, the same 

PowerPoint presentation, to make sure that teaching is uniform. The teacher 

may add some of his/her own thoughts, but it is not permissible to omit parts 

of the teaching plan.401  

The degree of centralization is also apparent with regard to teaching mate-

rial as it pertains to undergraduate courses. It is common that books are writ-

ten specifically for a certain course. “First, the course is identified, then we 

                               
396 Hompepage of the NUDT, The Education Department,  
<http://english.nudt.edu.cn/introduce_eng.asp?classid=31> (2013-05-13). 
397 Interviewee X. 
398 Interviewee XIX. 
399 Interviewee XIX. 
400 NUDT course outline for political education, provided by the NUDT.  
401 Interviewee X. 

http://english.nudt.edu.cn/introduce_eng.asp?classid=31
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know what books that are needed, and these are then produced. This is most 

often the case.”402 This is especially evident in regard to political education. 

For example, the course “The Ideological and Moral Cultivation, and the 

Legal Foundation of the Soldier,” which is compulsory during the first se-

mester of the undergraduate program at the NUDT, follows the chapter out-

line of the key course book exactly, or perhaps the other way around.403 This 

obviously restricts the freedom of a teacher to identify the teaching material 

s/he deems suitable. When asked what could be done if the teacher identified 

a better book than one currently in use, one respondent replied:  

Well, that is highly unlikely, but in such a case, I would contact the head of 
the university.  

Not your immediate superior?  

No, there is no need to go through all the layers in the hierarchy in such a 
case, since this means that the whole school would have to change books or 
even all schools in the nation.404 

This points to a high degree of centralization in part of the courses at the 

undergraduate level and suggests that final decisions regarding content lit-

erature are taken far from the instructors. The efforts to centralize the educa-

tion at the military schools was also said to have increased over the past 

years.405  

In the undergraduate courses where specifics are not issued from above, 

and also in post-graduate courses, teachers enjoy more autonomy in regard 

to course content and literature. The planning of these courses takes place 

within teachers’ group in conjunction with the supervisor of the subject. In 

this context, the teachers at the NUDT were said to have both maneuverabil-

ity and decision-making authority.406 There are, however, clarifications to be 

made in this regard. First, the flexibility allowed the teaching staff is likely 

related to the level of sensitivity of a given subject. In this regard, there may 

well be a difference between the social and natural sciences, as some of the 

social science disciplines can include politically sensitive content.407 Second, 

the supervisor involved in the planning of teaching is not only a senior pro-

fessor, but also a leader.408 Individuals in such positions are subject both to 

                               
402 Interviewee X. 
403 Course outline provided by the NUDT. Hence, the key course book is called 军人思想道
德修养与法律基础 [The Ideological and Moral Cultivation, and the Legal Foundation of the 
Soldier] (Beijing: NDU Publishing House, 2009). 
404 Interviewee X. 
405 Interviewee XIX. 
406 Interviewee XIX. 
407 This interpretation was voiced by one respondent. 
408 Interviewee X. 
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rigorous reviews and receive benefits that other professors do not.409 This 

category of teaching staff is further discussed in chapter 8.  

In short, the partial flexibility allowed to the instructors teaching courses 

for master students and junior officers at the NDU is also present in the 

teaching of postgraduate students and commanding officers at the NUDT. 

Yet teaching at the undergraduate level at the NUDT is marked by the same 

centralization and lack of flexibility that characterize the courses offered to 

the most senior officers at the NDU. The room to maneuver and the profes-

sional autonomy of the teaching officers in this context is interpreted as be-

ing restricted. This topic is discussed later in this chapter.  

The Academy of Military Science (AMS) 

At AMS, unlike at the NDU and the NUDT, there is no training department. 

The coordination of education and teaching is the responsibility of the grad-

uate department (研究生部). The reason for this is that, whereas the NDU 

and the NUDT educate and train commanding officers, the students who 

enter the AMS will take up positions in the future as researchers and staff 

officers. The education at the AMS is limited to graduate students and senior 

officials and is mainly focused on research related work. As is the case at the 

other two schools, at the AMS there are both centralized courses and more 

flexible courses. Teaching during the first year and a half of graduate studies 

at the AMS follows a centralized pattern. These courses, compulsory for all 

students regardless of research area, are referred to as common courses. 

They include subjects such as computer networking, political theory, and 

military science. A national outline exists for these courses, and there is little 

flexibility or opportunity for individual interpretation.410 The literature is also 

fixed, and the AMS uses its own textbook series consisting of 55 books pub-

lished in 1997. These books are currently (as of the end of 2010) undergoing 

a second revision.411  

During the second year, when students embark on their research projects, 

at the very least Ph.D. students will have special courses designed to suit 

their respective topics. These courses are decided in conjunction with the 

supervisor.412 As discussed in greater detail later, the graduate student super-

visor not only influences the course work, but also the research focus and 

even the very admission into the institute.413 

                               
409 For example, a supervisor enjoys more extensive medical care than a regular professor. 
Whereas the regular professors get their medical examination at the local PLA hospital, su-
pervisors are sent to the larger city of Wuhan for their annual check-ups. Interviewee XIX 
410 Interviewee I. 
411 Interviewee I. 
412 Interviewee I. 
413 Interviewee XIV. 
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Comparison of teaching undertakings: the role of the profession  

The focus of this chapter is professional autonomy in the organization of 

teaching and research. In the beginning of this chapter, three questions – 

what, how, and by whom – of central importance to the examination of pro-

fessional autonomy were posed. After the presentation of how the profes-

sionals concerned participate in the planning of teaching at the three schools, 

this section discusses the conclusions regarding professional autonomy that 

can now be drawn. As defined here, professional autonomy entails that the 

profession enjoys decision-making power in key areas of importance for the 

profession, and that it is allowed to exercise professional judgment in these 

areas. Professional autonomy also includes the freedom to organize work 

according to professional standards within a given framework. In the organi-

zation of teaching, it would thus include that the profession has the freedom 

to decide what courses should be taught, how these should be taught, and by 

whom. It also entails that decisions relating to the execution of teaching and 

the compilation of course materials should be based on professional judg-

ment and considerations. The answers to these questions can be found in the 

planning process in regard to the teaching plan, as this document stipulates 

what courses should be offered, what content they should contain, how they 

should be taught and by what teachers. The way in which (how) the teaching 

plans is created is thus of central importance.  

In regard to the organization of teaching, it is useful to note the varying 

degrees of decentralization, both in terms of courses and among schools. 

Decentralization means that decision-making power is assigned to lower 

levels in the organizational hierarchy, in this case where the professionals 

involved carry out their work. Decentralization can thus be seen as a prereq-

uisite for professional autonomy. From the above description of how teach-

ing is organized at the three institutes, some general conclusions can be 

drawn in this regard. One is that decentralization co-varies with the speciali-

zation of the courses. The more specialized the course, the more decentrali-

zation there is. It is thus not surprising that the greatest degree of decentrali-

zation is found at the NDU with regard to the non-regular courses that recur 

throughout the year.414 These courses necessitate a certain amount of flexibil-

ity to make certain they are up to date. The teaching plans thus need to be 

updated more often, and specialists are given increased authority concerning 

content and literature within their field of expertise because there is no way 

around it. Consequently, the teaching staff in the academic departments was 

said to participate in and comment on the preparation of the teaching plans. 

In theory, the same flexibility could be applied to the planning of regular 

courses to assure the highest quality course content, but this does not appear 

                               
414 According to an introductory CDROM provided by the FAO at the NDU, courses range 
from “training on the job courses” of between 1 week and 3 months, to advanced staff courses 
of 2 years. See also Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 62-63. 
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to be the case. A similar variation is found at the NUDT with the centralized 

undergraduate courses and the more flexible graduate courses, where teach-

ers were said to enjoy greater decision-making power. 

According to the findings of this study, another determinant in regard to 

the maneuverability of the teacher is the seniority level of the students, alt-

hough this relationship is not linear. At the NDU, there is a clear negative 

correlation between high-ranking officer students and flexibility on the part 

of the instructor. A similar correlation was found in the teaching of cadets at 

the undergraduate level at the NUDT.  

At the AMS, the first year of graduate education is centralized and seldom 

changes.415 Given that the material and course structures are centralized, the 

teaching professional’s room to maneuver is restricted to teaching methods. 

In this regard, respondents reported that teachers are free to make decisions 

for themselves.416 During the second year, individual professionals, in their 

role as supervisors, have greater influence over the courses. As is the case 

for general directors and the heads of the various units of the NDU or the 

supervisors at the NUDT in the examples above, the supervisors at the AMS 

are not simply senior professionals in the field. First, all Ph.D. supervisors 

are required to be associate researchers.417 This requires that the officer has 

attained at least the rank of colonel and a grade position corresponding to a 

regiment commander. However, an associate researcher position does not 

automatically grant the right to be a tutor. First, “You must pass the review 

for the qualification of a tutor.”418 Individuals entrusted with greater autono-

my as to structuring and planning courses are in effect subject to an addi-

tional control mechanism, one which also includes political review. As is the 

case with all staff-related matters, this is handled by the political department 

of the institute; an institute staffed by political officers and having an agenda 

that extends beyond the strictly military. This can be interpreted as yet an-

other level of control. The criteria for promotion and the process of selecting 

candidates for the various positions are discussed in more detail in the chap-

ter on promotion in this thesis. 

In sum, the autonomy of the profession in the organization of teaching 

varies among the three schools. Centralization in regard to planning, staffing, 

and identifying course material is still the norm in many courses. At the un-

dergraduate level, centralization can be traced back to the level of the gen-

eral headquarters. On higher educational levels, centralization refers to key 

leaders at the department level. Only when necessary, i.e., only in regard to 

highly specialized courses and disciplines that would be impossible to teach 

without some degree of autonomy on the part of the instructor is it allowed. 

                               
415 Interviewee I. 
416 Interviewee I. 
417 See chapter 8 for a discussion of the required qualifications for these positions.  
418 Interview V. 
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My interpretation is that the level of quality aspired to in these cases is seen 

as requiring more direct involvement of specialists in the field. The same 

logic could certainly be applied to all courses throughout all schools, and it 

is not unlikely that the quality of the courses would improve if more auton-

omy was to be granted the teaching profession. This is, however, not the 

case. Since there is also a variance in the courses offered at the NDU, the 

school with the most specialized courses, it is difficult to explain the vari-

ance in autonomy other than to conclude that it is granted only when there is 

no way to avoid it. This is in contrast to the situation of the teaching staff at 

the NUDT above the undergraduate level, who is permitted to be fairly flex-

ible in regard to the content and literature of their courses. Aside from the 

fact that a greater number of the courses at the NUDT can be considered 

non-sensitive, the type of student involved also contributes to this difference. 

The students at the NUDT are generally technical rather than commanding 

officers. The officers who are educated at the NDU, on the other hand, are 

current or future military leaders, and their education is more likely to be 

subject to greater control and centralization.  

As mentioned above, signs of professional autonomy in regard to teaching 

are found at both the NDU and the NUDT. At the NDU, this was most no-

ticeable in the specialized courses, where the professionals involved in 

teaching have some degree of freedom to decide course materials and teach-

ing methods. The same situation was described at the NUDT in regard to 

postgraduate courses, at least those related to non-sensitive disciplines. From 

this perspective, it could be argued that professional autonomy in regard to 

the teaching of specialized courses at the NDU and postgraduate studies at 

the NUDT is greater compared to other courses. While there are signs of 

decentralization in the processes described above, it is important to further 

discuss the role of the profession at the department level.  

Where responsibility has been delegated to lower levels, for example at 

the NDU where the departments are given greater freedom to decide on 

courses and content, this responsibility rests with the department head. It is 

thus not necessarily correct to conclude that the decision-making power has 

been transferred to the profession as a group, although this is the case to 

some degree in regard to the highly specialized courses. Rather, it is the gen-

eral director, not the instructors, who possesses maneuverability vis-à-vis the 

center. Aside from the general director, leaders of the various units subordi-

nate to the departments also enjoy some influence with regard to the plan-

ning of teaching, but the final decision as to teaching rests with the general 

director. One could, of course, argue that a person who has reached the level 

of professor or full researcher is expected to possess the professional qualifi-

cations needed to make decisions regarding course content and literature, 

given that the promotion to these positions is subject to extensive review and 

control. Yet autonomy regarding these issues is restricted to an even smaller 

portion of the profession, which is why it should be seen as an additional 



 

 131 

control mechanism. In this context, the qualifications required to become a 

general director, or any other central leadership position within a department 

for that matter, must therefore be kept in mind (see chapter 8). At the NUDT, 

the planning of postgraduate teaching takes place within the group of teach-

ers involved, together with the supervisor of the discipline. Similar to the 

situation of the general director, this is a leadership position over which ad-

ditional control is exercised.  

The professionals who enjoy greater autonomy all occupy ranks and posi-

tions that they have gained only after political screening processes, based in 

part on criteria external to the profession. Although they may meet the nec-

essary professional criteria, i.e., having the military expertise needed for a 

given position, they must also meet external, non-professional criteria. Ac-

cording to this logic, then, a person who fails to meet such external criteria 

will not be considered for a position that carries with it autonomous deci-

sion-making power, regardless of his/her professional skills.419 Consequently, 

decisions taken by senior officials in leading positions, such as department 

directors at the NDU or supervisors planning courses at the AMS, must meet 

both professional and non-professional standards, or at least not be at odds 

with political priorities. The remaining professionals staffing the depart-

ments, its centers and units are usually limited in their autonomy. Their au-

tonomy extends only to minor decisions within a limited field, i.e., teaching 

methods or reading lists, and the teaching of master and doctoral students as 

opposed to senior military officials. At the NUDT, the level of professional 

autonomy of the teaching staff above the undergraduate level is markedly 

higher, which may be explained by the subject matter of the courses.420  

Another point that should be highlighted is that courses given to high-

ranking officers are also subject to more rigorous evaluation and control than 

other courses. These courses, which at first glance appear to be more decen-

tralized since they are updated regularly within the departments, are at the 

same time subject to stricter ex-post control. The control mechanism in these 

cases is applied after, rather than before, the course commences. The way in 

which courses are evaluated and audited is described more thoroughly in the 

upcoming chapter on quality control 

                               
419 For example, the fact that all high-ranking officers are party members is an indication of 
this. Although membership is not a formal requirement, all senior officers have membership 
in the CCP. Party membership is also a requirement for master studies at the AMS and the 
NDU (probably also at the NUDT, but this has yet to be confirmed). One interviewee estimat-
ed that only 1-2% of the officers are not party members and most cadets are said to join the 
CCP upon graduation. Interviewee X. 
420 Most likely, the distance from Beijing, the apex of military power, has also some explana-
tory value in this regard.  
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Organization of research 

To facilitate the analysis, a separation has been made between the planning 

of teaching and the planning of research, partly because there are different 

organizational structures set up to handle these tasks. Having discussed the 

planning process in regard to teaching, I now turn to research planning at the 

military institutions that were investigated. The central question concerns the 

role of the profession in the process of organizing research. Professional 

autonomy means that the profession involved in research is entrusted with 

decision-making power regarding the research process, including identifying 

research needs and the methods of research. Another important factor is that 

research results are applied to improve the work of the profession, i.e., that 

there is a link between research and the conduct of everyday work. All three 

institutions included in this study perform research, and the discussion that 

follows starts with an introduction of the AMS is the highest-level research 

institution of the PLA. This chapter then considers how the planning and 

execution of research is done at the two other universities. 

The Academy of Military Science (AMS) 

Unlike the NDU and the NUDT, the Academy of Military Science is primar-

ily a research institution, and its educational mission is limited to the educa-

tion of researchers. As mentioned above, it is directly subordinate to the 

CMC and is described as the center for research within the PLA, with the 

wider mission of coordinating research activities conducted by other military 

institutions.421 A commission to do research at the AMS can come from vari-

ous sources: the CMC, the general headquarter/departments, from army units 

and from the AMS itself in order to meet the institute’s own needs.422 Since 

the AMS is the center of research for the CMC, it follows that most tasks 

originate there. Its coordinating role implies that it is in charge of allocating 

research funds from the central levels to research projects that are applied for 

by AMS and other PLA units.423 These are generally large projects with 

budgets in the hundred-thousand-yuan range.424  

Under the Academy’s head office, the AMS has three administrative de-

partments: the department of scientific research guidance (DSRG, 科研指导
部); the political department (政治部); and the academy work department (

                               
421 Official Website of the Chinese military, 中国解放军军事科学院 [The Academy of Mili-
tary Science of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army]  
<http://www.chinamil.com.cn/site1/2008a/2008-03/12/content_1160947_2.htm>  
(2011-03-24). 
422 Interviewee III. 
423 Interviewee V. 
424 Interviewee XVIII. 

http://www.chinamil.com.cn/site1/2008a/2008-03/12/content_1160947_2.htm
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院务部).425 On the same organizational level, there are six academic research 

departments as well, each of which have research offices and institutes sub-

ordinate to them. In addition, the AMS has a graduate department, a press 

department and a military library and archive.426 In terms of research, the 

DSRG is responsible for managing research and for distributing research 

projects and tasks within the AMS. This department has two offices: a plan-

ning office (组织计划处) and a research review office (学术调查研究部).427 

The planning office is responsible for distributing research projects from 

higher organizational levels to the subordinate departments and offices at the 

AMS. When the AMS is commissioned to do research by the CMC or by 

headquarters, this office must find the right researcher for the task, estimate 

the needed funding, the time required and the type of findings that the top 

leaders are looking for.428 It is also in responsible for coordinating research 

proposals that are put forth by other PLA institutions, described above. Yet 

these are research projects that are of relevance to the entire PLA. Other 

institutes have research budgets, too, and finance their own projects as well, 

although these are generally of smaller scale. Similarly, the AMS and its 

academic departments also have budgets for smaller projects.429 The research 

review office of the DSRG is responsible for the distribution of research 

results. 

In addition to the three administrative departments described above, there 

are six academic research departments that conduct research: Department of 

War Theories and Strategic Studies; Department of Operational Theories and 

Doctrines; Department of Armed Forces Building; Department of World 

Military Affairs; and the Military Operational Analysis and Research Insti-

tute.430 These departments have four to five subordinate offices, each special-

izing in a certain field. Although the distribution of research projects be-

tween the different academic departments varies from year to year, the dis-

tribution chain generally looks like this: Central Military Commission 

(CMC)/one of the general departments – Department of scientific research 

guidance (DSRG) – one of the academic departments – one of the subordi-

nated offices.431 However, academic departments having close connections 

                               
425 马天保 et. al., 20世纪中国学术大典: 军事科学 [Ma Tianbao et. al., Academic Diction-
ary of 20th Century China: Academy of Military Science] (Fuzhou: Fujian Education Press, 
2002) 358-359.  
426 Ibid.  
427 Interviewee V, Interviewee XVIII. 
428 Interviewee XVIII. 
429 Interviewee XVIII. 
430 Brief Introduction to the Academy of Military Science, PLA, information handout provided 
by the Foreign Affairs Office of the AMS, April 2011. It is unclear if all these departments 
have corresponding functions. One respondent claimed that the six previous departments had 
been reduced to four during reforms in 2003. Interviewee VII, Interviewee II. 
431 Interviewee V. 
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with the CMC and the general departments may also get missions directly 

from there.432  

The annual research plan at the AMS is finalized early in the year in 

which it is valid.433 Before that, the DSRG invites the academic departments 

of the AMS to put forward research applications and concurrently informs 

them what the incoming tasks from the top leaders of the CMC and the 

headquarters are. In this way, the departments know what the leaders are 

looking for.434 If urgent and important matters occur after the research plan 

has been finalized, additional research tasks can be added throughout the 

year.435 

It is not surprising that priority must be given to projects that originate 

from the general headquarters and the Central Military Commission. The 

research undertakings are categorized according to level of priority as “top, 

medium, or ordinary” projects with those that are commissioned generally 

falling within the first two categories.436 Only a minority of the projects that 

are commissioned from the CMC or the headquarters is of top priority.437 

These mostly have an “urgent time-limit.”438 Ongoing projects that are issued 

by the AMS itself will then have to be put aside, and primary focus is given 

to the research tasks from above. However, these other tasks must neverthe-

less be completed within the given time frame, a situation which puts con-

siderable stress on the researchers. If the various projects cannot be complet-

ed within the stated time frame, a project from within the AMS may be post-

poned to the following year. Recently, a new rule was put in place stating 

that, if a researcher has an ongoing project which remains unfinished, s/he 

cannot submit another application for the year to come.439 

The researchers usually work on several projects at once. These can be 

projects that are assigned from the CMC or the general departments, or larg-

er projects that originate from within the department, or individual projects. 

The ratio between external and internal projects was estimated to be 50/50.440 

Individual projects, however, where a researcher can focus on a subject of 

his/her own choosing, were said to account for one to two projects annually. 

Mostly, these are smaller projects that result in reports of shorter length.441  

The DSRG is described as a “very powerful” department, with an im-

portance equal to that of headquarters of a field unit.442 It is made up of re-

                               
432 Interviewee V. 
433 Interviewee XVIII. 
434 Interviewee I. 
435 Interviewee I, Interviewee XVIII. 
436 Interviewee V, Interviewee XVIII. 
437 Interviewee XVIII. 
438 Interviewee V. 
439 Interviewee V. 
440 Interviewee V. 
441 Interviewee V. 
442 Interviewee V. 
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searchers, but does not itself conduct research. Apart from its organizational 

role as the manager of research projects, it also decides which research re-

ports are forwarded to the AMS president. The AMS president then has the 

final say as to which reports will be forwarded to the CMC and other top 

leaders in the end. The DSRG also takes an active part in research by manag-

ing the review of the projects. Although it is not a requirement that DSGR 

staff members have a political background, they ensure that researchers fol-

low the party line and do not make bold or provocative statements or sugges-

tions.443 The review process is further discussed in the chapter on quality 

control.  

Since 1985, the AMS has also offered a doctoral program.444 The program 

runs over the course of three years, with the first two years being spent on 

coursework, as described earlier in the section on teaching. During the third 

year, the student, who is also a military officer, writes her/his dissertation. In 

regard to choosing a topic, students can do research on any topic that serves 

the aim of modernization; meets the needs of the field army; and is in line 

with their own interests.445 When applying to do a Ph.D. at the AMS, stu-

dents submit a research proposal within a research field that is covered by 

one of the departments of the AMS. The applicable department will design a 

test to examine the knowledge of the applicant, especially with regard to the 

proposed research topic.446 The future supervisor can chose from among the 

candidates, and can even promote a candidate with lower test scores on the 

application test if the research proposal is deemed more worthwhile.447  

After the doctoral student is admitted, s/he often joins the projects of the 

supervisor. The decision as to whether a thesis topic meets the needs of the 

field units will be made by the supervisor. If the supervisor turns down a 

proposed topic from the student, the student has no option but to change 

topics or try to reach a compromise with the supervisor.448 Since the Ph.D. 

student is considered to be the responsibility of the supervisor, it is in a su-

pervisor’s best interests that students meet the given standards. The student 

must also present her/his research ideas before a committee put together by 

the supervisor, and this committee in turn reports to the DSRG. If this group 

rejects a student’s idea, the supervisor will “lose face,” so the student and the 

supervisor should be in agreement before meeting with the committee.449 

Doctoral students are often incorporated into larger projects that have been 

                               
443 Interviewee V. 
444 Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military 180. Apart from the internal doctoral program 
at the AMS, the academy also encourages its researchers to pursue doctoral degrees at civilian 
universities, such as Beijing University, Beijing Normal University and Tsinghua University. 
Interviewee VIII. 
445 Interviewee I. 
446 Interviewee V. 
447 Interviewee XIV. 
448 Interviewee XIV. 
449 Interviewee XIV. 
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given clearance from above. This, too, increases the influence of the supervi-

sor. This system can have a tendency to place limitations on new and inno-

vative projects if they fall beyond the scope of ongoing research projects, or 

because they appear to be too bold at the outset. The system also limits the 

options of Ph.D. students when it comes to making independent choices.  

Research at the NDU and the NUDT 

At the National Defense University, the planning of research resembles the 

planning involved in teaching. The research department (科研部), which is 

one of four central administrative departments, is the main body for research 

planning. This office issues a yearly research topic plan (科研选题计划), 

specifying topics that are to be researched throughout the year.450 Although 

teaching and research are separated into two administrative departments, the 

level of cooperation between them has increased over time. These two de-

partments make joint decisions regarding teaching and research in a con-

scious effort to increase their integration.451  

At the NUDT, everyone is expected to do research, professors as well as 

researchers. Also at this university, the research department constitutes one 

of four central administrative departments, just like the training department 

described above. This department coordinates research at the NUDT, but 

differs from the DSRG at the AMS in that this university is not commis-

sioned research tasks from the CMC and the general headquarters to the 

same extent.452 At the NUDT, the research department appears to be strictly 

an administrative department that does not intervene in the research process 

in the same manner as the DSRG. It does not check the quality of research 

proposals, or the results of completed projects. The researchers were said to 

enjoy “great flexibility” in regard to research focus. But again, this was said 

to also depend on the research topic at hand, which means that, for example, 

a social science project with possible political implications might be subject 

to more scrutiny by this department.453 The research department assists re-

searchers in their applications for funding, which includes applications for 

PLA funding, which are submitted to the AMS as described above, and ap-

plications to civilian funding agencies. It also coordinates large-scale pro-

jects which include researchers from several departments and stakes out the 

long-term direction of research at the NUDT. The research department also 

assists with managing the financial aspects of research projects and helps 

researchers apply for awards and prizes.454  

                               
450 Zhao, Li, Ding, Liu, “Research Based Education: the New Development Path for Military 
Education.”  
451 Interviewee IX. 
452 If at all, such research tasks likely invlove mechanics and technical innovations to solve 
practical problems within the troops. Interviewee XIX. 
453 Interviewee XIX. 
454 Interviewee XIX. 
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Like the AMS, the NUDT also accepts Ph.D. students. A more detailed 

discussion of how the admission process is handled, which is arguably a 

form of control, is provided in the chapter on quality control and evaluation 

(chapter 7). In the Ph.D. admissions guide, both the academic discipline and 

the future supervisor are announced. At the NUDT, the supervisor needs to 

choose candidates according to the results of the Ph.D. examination; he or 

she cannot select from among the candidates according to her/his subjective 

preferences.455 In this way, the supervisors at NUDT appear to exert less 

influence over the selection of research projects that should be undertaken 

than their counterparts at the AMS. Yet this is not entirely true. At the 

NUDT, the potential candidate needs backing from the appropriate supervi-

sor to be able to take the test in the first place.456 All persons who wish to sit 

for the admission exam into the Ph.D. program must first get the approval of 

the subject’s supervisor. If an applicant enters the test without it, a supervi-

sor can later turn them down.457 This means that all potential candidates must 

contact the supervisor, argue their case, and convince the supervisor of the 

quality of their work. Generally the supervisor approves the applications of 

only some of the candidates wishing to sit the exam.458 Just as at the AMS, 

the Ph.D. student participates in the research project of the supervisor, and if 

a student’s project does not seem useful to a supervisor’s research, the appli-

cation is not considered.459 The choice of research topics for the Ph.D. stu-

dent was said to often lead to discussions and even fierce arguments between 

the student and the supervisor.460 The options for independent choices by 

Ph.D. students are thus limited in this regard, and if it exists at all, it is with-

in a given framework.  

In regard to research projects conducted by the ordinary research staff at 

the NUDT, there is a noticeable difference in the degree of flexibility as 

compared to the research students and to researchers at the AMS. Research 

focus was said to be decided on by the researchers, and the Research de-

partment does not interfere with the chosen topics or the research results. 

Researchers submit their proposals to civilian research funding agencies as 

well and must compete with researchers outside the military sphere. The 

project proposals must therefore be of high standards to be successful.461 One 

reason for the greater maneuverability enjoyed by researchers at the NUDT, 

as compared to the AMS, is likely that their research focus is considered less 

sensitive. Indeed, most research results are classified at the AMS and made 

                               
455 Interviewee X. 
456 Interviewee X. 
457 Interviewee X. 
458 Interviewee X. 
459 Interviewee XIX. 
460 Interviewee XIX. 
461 Interviewee XIX. 
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accessible only to a number of selected leaders.462 At the NUDT, this is the 

exception, and most research reports are included in an open access data-

base.463  

The role of the profession in PLA research 

At the three institutions included in this study, the process of planning and 

conducting research displays both overlapping features and divergences. For 

example, in both schools that dominate the previous discussion (the AMS 

and the NUDT), research is managed by a Research department, and super-

visors turn out to be influential in regard to research focus. Yet a number of 

differences are also in evidence, especially in regard to the professional au-

tonomy of the research staff.  

In comparison to the planning of teaching at the other two schools, re-

search planning at the AMS is marked by centralization, standardized proce-

dures, and external control. The fact that at least half of the research con-

ducted at the AMS focuses on topics assigned from higher up gives credence 

to the view that research is a centralized undertaking with limited profes-

sional autonomy. This is especially true for the more junior staff members, 

who are generally incorporated into larger projects run by more senior offic-

ers. This practice reduces the possibility that professionals working in the 

various research departments can engage in research projects stemming from 

their own understanding of urgent subject matters. Again, on paper, the 

DSRG is an organ staffed by professionals, that is, military researchers. 

However, as was pointed out, they do not conduct research themselves. Giv-

en that this office has a stated purpose of ensuring compliance with party 

policies, it can have an impact on what projects receive support. At the 

NUDT, researchers enjoy greater degrees of autonomy and can be rather 

flexible in their selection of research focus, which points to an important 

difference between the two schools. 

In comparison to regular research undertakings, the admission of Ph.D. 

students at the AMS affords a greater degree of autonomy for the supervisor, 

which is further discussed in the chapter on quality control and evaluation. 

As discussed, the supervisors of doctoral students enjoy greater autonomy 

and have the power to influence the choices of students as to research focus. 

They also have a voice on the subject of who get admitted. Only officers at 

and above the rank of colonel who hold the professional position of associate 

researcher can function as supervisors. They must also pass a special review 

to qualify over and above the review they undergo to be promoted to associ-

ate researcher. In addition to the initial control of a research idea in its early 

stages by a committee put together by the supervisor, research results are 

                               
462 Interviewee V. 
463 Interviewee XIX. 
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also subject to ex-post control, which is described in the chapter on quality 

control. If a supervisor fails to meet the expected standards, it was explained 

that her/his entitlement to supervise may eventually be removed.464 In short, 

the professional roles that bring with them greater autonomy are themselves 

subject to various forms of control which, it appears, serve to modify their 

decision-making power. 

The individual holding the position of supervisor at the NUDT also 

wields power, perhaps even more so than at the AMS. As will be discussed 

in following chapters, a supervisor clearly has a leadership role at the 

NUDT. Although there are fewer overt control mechanisms in regard to re-

search at this school, the role of the supervisor seems to bring with it some 

of the control functions that are institutionalized by other means at the AMS. 

Professional autonomy in the organization of work 

This chapter has discussed the organization of teaching and research by 

looking at the role of the profession engaged in these tasks. Specifically, I 

look at the role of the profession in deciding what it should teach and re-

search, how it should carry out these tasks, and whom within the profession 

that has decision-making power in these aspects.  

Returning to the two interconnected research questions of the study, the 

analysis of this chapter provides support for an affirmative answer to the first 

question posed, which asks whether or not the profession enjoys autonomy. 

Yet as the yes/no character of this question illustrates, it is basically a start-

ing point for the second question of how this professional autonomy should 

be understood. The purpose of the previous analysis has been to provide an 

answer to this second question, which is summarized below.  

As illustrated by the discussion on the role of the professionals in the 

planning and execution of teaching and research, the profession as a group 

enjoys autonomy within only a few of the areas of daily work investigated, 

and moreover there are significant variations within groups of professionals. 

There are also visible differences between the schools in the capital and at 

the NUDT in Changsha, which are returned to shortly. In regard to teaching, 

the general director and other select members of staff enjoy some maneuver-

ability vis-à-vis the administrative units of the NDU. Less senior staff mem-

bers are also allowed to make independent choices regarding literature lists, 

and can also be called upon to teach the most senior officers. Given that the 

demands of the incoming field officers may be for highly specialized course 

content, there is no other option available but to entrust these persons with 

the autonomy needed to design and teach such courses. In other courses, the 

maneuverability of the profession largely depends on the seniority of the 

                               
464 Interviewee XIV. 
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teacher, the level of the students, and the type of course. Yet the overall im-

pression is that, apart from the general director, the teachers at the NDU and 

the AMS are restricted in their maneuverability. In cases where the profes-

sion has greater influence over the content and execution of the course, the 

ex-post control is also greater.  

In regard to research, the profession is more restricted in its maneuvera-

bility. There is limited freedom to undertake research work that falls outside 

the commissioned tasks; at least half of the research tasks are given before-

hand at the AMS. The profession in question thus has limited influence when 

it comes to identifying the research needs of the profession. The question is 

how these tasks from higher organizational and political levels should be 

viewed in the context of professional autonomy. Most likely, these projects 

meet military research needs that have been identified higher up in the mili-

tary and political hierarchy. These projects might be of benefit for the pro-

fession as a whole. Yet it is clear that this kind of arrangement especially 

since it determines the undertakings of research groups, limits the possibility 

that the concerned profession is allowed to plan and organize its own work. 

This interpretation is further strengthened by the fact that research projects 

undertaken by officers on their own initiative are rarely forwarded to higher 

levels and thus fail to make an impact or a contribution to the development 

of the collective professional expertise. Such an arrangement also risks re-

ducing research to a mechanical process devoid of creativity and critical 

thinking about new ideas. Taken together, these procedures illustrate the lack 

of autonomy in the organizing of research. 

As already mentioned above, there are also differences in regard to pro-

fessional autonomy between the schools in Beijing and the NUDT. Clearly, 

the freedom to decide course content, literature and teaching methodology is 

greater outside the capital. This difference is also found in regard to re-

search, which is subject to less control at the NUDT than at the AMS. A 

couple of factors may explain this. First, in regard to teaching, the students at 

the NUDT are either cadets or technical officers. In comparison, students at 

the NDU are commanding officers who form the current and future leader-

ship of the PLA. Because of this, the need for control over undertakings 

related to teaching is considered to be greater. Second, in regard to research, 

the focus is generally on less sensitive issues, which explains why greater 

freedom may be allowed the researchers. Hypothetically, the geographical 

distance from Beijing, the political and military power center of China, also 

make possible greater professional autonomy for the military staff engaged 

in teaching and research at the National University of Defense Technology.  

As argued above, it is important that research results are integrated and 

made part of the collective knowledge of the profession. In that regard, this 

study points to interesting differences between the AMS, which is a research 

institution, and the NDU, where teaching is the primary undertaking. At the 

NDU, research results are integrated into the practice of the PLA in a num-
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ber of ways. Amendments to the teaching plan may, for example, be sug-

gested to the training department as a result of research findings. Senior of-

ficers who come to the NDU to take courses might also request analyses of 

certain problems which are thereafter integrated into the units.465 The prac-

tice of incorporating research results into the daily business of the PLA, 

which is a stated aim at the National Defense University, is not as evident at 

the AMS. This may in part be explained by the different focus of research at 

the two institutions. Whereas the focus of the NDU is on training and mili-

tary exercises, the AMS focuses mainly on the development of doctrine and 

theory. As such, there is not a direct link between research findings and im-

plementation, but in the long term, results can lead to changes to military 

doctrine or defense laws.  

To find that a hierarchical structure of authority takes precedence over 

discretionary decision making is not unexpected in the context of a military. 

Yet the inclusion of both teaching and research in the analysis illustrates that 

there are differences in the approach to professional autonomy regarding 

these two tasks. That all three schools at the top of the military education 

pyramid are included also makes visible differences between the center and 

the periphery. What is common to both teaching and research is that political 

control is executed through individuals holding leadership positions. Any 

decentralization of decision making is thus tolerated only to the extent that 

control remains in the hands of individuals selected at least in part for their 

political reliability. Thus, pointing to organizational devices such as political 

departments and party committees as evidence that the system of political 

control is a parallel system, one that exists alongside the military system, is a 

simplification. In addition to the more overt, distinguishable systems for 

control, every leadership position in the regular military system simultane-

ously constitutes a checkpoint of control by the party.  
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7. Quality control and evaluation 

The overarching focus of this chapter, as in the other two analytic chapters 

of this thesis, is the professional autonomy of the Chinese military officer 

corps. The organization of work, quality control, and promotion are three 

central processes in which the role and maneuverability of the profession can 

be studied. The previous chapter (chapter 6) discusses the role of profession-

als in the organization of teaching and research. Here, the focus is on the role 

and maneuverability of the officer corps in terms of the quality control of the 

work it carries out. Put simply, for the profession to enjoy professional au-

tonomy in regard to quality control means the capacity to make decisions as 

to what constitutes a job well done and ensuring that these standards are 

upheld. In order to investigate this, the analysis in this chapter is organized 

around the following three questions: how, what, and by whom. 

Since this study investigates professional autonomy at the top three insti-

tutes for research and education in the PLA – the National Defense Universi-

ty and the Academy of Military Science in Beijing, the National University 

of Defense Technology in Changsha – it is within the context of teaching 

and research that quality control is studied. The overarching question that is 

asked is if and how the profession enjoys professional autonomy regarding 

quality control and evaluation. Indications of professional autonomy not 

only include evidence that the profession uses its professional judgment in 

the evaluation of its work. It is also important that standards are arrived at 

through the exercise of professional discretion and that they are based on 

professional expertise and practice. It also means that decision-making pow-

er in these processes rests with the professionals themselves and that meas-

urements of quality are not dictated by politicians or other external groups. A 

final aspect that should be considered is stratification within the profession. 

Taken together, an investigation must address both how and by whom quality 

is assessed, and also what it is that is being evaluated. The role of the profes-

sion in all these aspects of quality control is crucial. Who decides the criteria 

according to which work is assessed? Are decisions made by the profession 

or standardized and issued from above? Are they measured by quantitative 

rather than qualitative terms? These questions are studied in this chapter. 

In the Chinese military, not only is the work of the profession subject to 

quality control and evaluation, but also the officers themselves. In line with 

the logic of the Leninist cadre administration, there is no such thing as job 

security at the Chinese military academies, at least not for officers of junior 
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and intermediate ranks and grades. In addition to the evaluation processes 

that take place prior to of promotion, officers within the PLA are also subject 

to annual assessments that play a role in determining who stays on and who 

must leave their positions. Although this type of evaluation is somewhat 

different from the control of work output described above, it is an important 

part of the quality control system and needs to be included in the analysis to 

form a comprehensive understanding of professional autonomy. The text 

below is organized in three parts describing the means applied to assure 

quality in teaching and research, as well as the evaluation of staff. The role 

of the professionals in these processes is discussed by addressing the ques-

tions what, how, and by whom that were posed above.  

Quality control: evaluation of teaching 

The PLA works to raise the quality of teaching in a number of ways. To 

ensure that teaching is relevant to the field units, military leaders are en-

gaged as teachers at the NDU, and other leaders and experts, both from Chi-

na and abroad, are invited as guest lecturers.466 PLA institutions for higher 

learning across the country have reported such practices and engage experts 

from the troops as teachers and supervisors on a regular basis.467 Quality 

control in regard to teaching can be seen as part of the endeavor to improve 

quality in teaching, and encompasses an evaluation of both the teacher’s 

performance and the general content of the courses.468 As such, it is an area 

of importance to the civilian leadership, who naturally want a strong and 

capable military. Concurrently, it is also of importance to the military pro-

fession charged with performing these duties. The expertise of the profession 

is transmitted at the schools, which is why evaluation of teaching is an im-

portant means by which the profession can safeguard its area of competence. 

For an investigation of professional autonomy, it is thus important that the 

standards of measurement correspond to professional standards and that 

                               
466 Lin Peixiong and Wu Tianmin, “NDU Steps Up Overall Transformation,” PLA Daily, 
English edition, November 10, 2006, <http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/columns/2006-
11/13/content_643765.htm> (2013-03-30), Interviewee XI. 
467 Jian Li and Xia Xiaosheng, “No. 1 Aviation Institute Puts Experts and Professors to Lead-
ing Posts,” PLA Daily, English edition, December 8, 2005,  
<http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/columns/2005-12/09/content_358295.htm>  
(2013-03-30), Zou Hong and Ren Gang, “Information Engineering College Appoints Com-
manding Officers as Supervisors to Postgraduates,” PLA Daily, English edition, July 14, 
2005, <http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/columns/2005-07/15/content_250500.htm>  
(2013-03-30), Liu Yidai and Zhang Jun, “A Command College Invites Experts to Be Its Visit-
ing Professors,” PLA Daily, English edition, December 26, 2003,  
 <http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/militarydatabase/2004-09/17/content_19286.htm> 
(2013-03-30). 
468 A comprehensive evaluation necessarily includes the results of the students, but since 
focus here is professional autonomy, this perspective has been excluded. 

http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/columns/2006-11/13/content_643765.htm
http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/columns/2006-11/13/content_643765.htm
http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/columns/2005-12/09/content_358295.htm
http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/columns/2005-07/15/content_250500.htm
http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/militarydatabase/2004-09/17/content_19286.htm
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professionals can be said to be in charge of these evaluation processes. As 

illustrated below, the frequency and methods that are used to assess the qual-

ity of teaching vary in the military institutions included in this study, but 

they share the same underlying logic.  

At both the National Defense University (NDU), and the National Uni-

versity of Defense Technology (NUDT), the training department (训练部) is 

the unit in charge of administering teaching evaluations.469 The training de-

partment is mainly staffed by officers from the different military systems, 

experts in design and planning, as well as leaders. It consists of a number of 

offices and centers that help organize and evaluate teaching, such as the 

evaluation center (评估中心) at NUDT.470 The actual means that the training 

department employs for evaluation and control purposes depend on the 

course and the type of students, which is illustrated below. 

At the NDU, one commonly used method is to survey the students. The 

training department organizes surveys that are to be filled out by the students 

enrolled in the different courses. In these surveys, each student assigns a 

mark to the content of the lecture, as well as one to the instructor. All cours-

es are subject to this kind of evaluation, but its frequency varies according to 

how imperative the course is considered to be. If a course is classified as 

especially important, each lecture will be evaluated.471 This is generally the 

case with courses intended for high-ranking officers from the field units, 

which, as a respondent pointed out, led to the meticulous preparation by 

instructors in advance of teaching senior officers.472 However, the students 

who fill out these evaluations are reportedly rather moderate in their criti-

cism and seldom give below average grades to the instructors.473 The results 

of evaluations are included in the overall staff evaluation, described below, 

and the students are aware that harsh marks may have severe consequences 

for an individual teacher, a fact which might discourage them from assigning 

low grades to the instructors.  

Teaching evaluation at the NUDT also includes surveying the students, 

though more focus is devoted to the higher-ranking commanding and tech-

nical officers who undertake postgraduate studies at the university than to 

the cadets. Currently, the university is taking measures to improve the evalu-

ation of undergraduate teaching. This means that the evaluation center is 

looking at methods utilized by other schools in China and abroad, including 

ways to computerize evaluations. Also at this school, the surveyed students, 

                               
469 Interviewee III, interviewee XII. At the NUDT, this department is referred to as the “Edu-
cation Department” on its English homepage, but the Chinese name is the same, See, 
<http://english.nudt.edu.cn/introduce_eng.asp?classid=31> (2013-02-06). 
470 Interviewee XIX. 
471 Interviewee IX. 
472 Interviewee IX. 
473 Interviewee IX. 

http://english.nudt.edu.cn/introduce_eng.asp?classid=31


 

 145 

i.e., the cadets, rate all courses as excellent, which obviously undermines the 

usefulness of student surveys as a tool for improving quality.474  

In addition to these student surveys, and perhaps intended as a way to 

balance the moderate results, the training departments at the NDU and the 

NUDT also dispatch a teaching guidance group, or supervisors group (督导
组) to help with the evaluation process.475 This group is made up of retired 

professors and is put together by the training department especially for this 

purpose. At the NDU, the group sits in on most lectures, especially the ones 

given to high ranking officers.476 It then makes its own evaluation based on 

its observations and forwards the results to the training department. There, 

the results of the supervisors group and the student evaluations are combined 

in order to get a full picture of the course and the instructor. This is done at 

the end of every course in order to determine whether an instructor is suita-

ble to continue as a teacher. When the training department has gathered the 

available information, it undertakes discussions with the appropriate teach-

ing and research department in order to get the view of the general director. 

In this situation, the general director has an informal but significant role 

when it comes to negotiating on behalf of his staff. Generally, it is in the 

interest of the general director to have the instructor in question deemed 

suitable for future teaching assignments since any disruptions to staffing 

means an increased workload for the general director and the remaining 

teachers in the department.477 At the NUDT, the group of supervisors is dis-

patched only when a teacher is looking for promotion, and not in the regular 

course of evaluating.478  

In addition to the supervisors group, the NDU training department also 

utilizes master and doctoral students in the evaluation processes that it initi-

ates. At the educational institutions, students are organized into student 

teams (学员队). The team leaders of these groups assist the authorities in a 

number of ways, for example, by taking care of student matters that fall out-

side the activities in the classroom. They also actively work to help students 

improve their learning skills and participate in the evaluation of courses and 

teachers.479  

The processes for evaluating teaching and courses at the NDU and the 

NUDT described above correspond to evaluation processes at other PLA 

institutes. At the PLA Institute of Foreign Languages, for example, a system 

of “quaternary” appraisal is used for teaching assessment. This includes ap-

                               
474 Interviewee XIX. 
475 Interviewee III. 
476 Interviewee IX. 
477 Interviewee IX. 
478 Interviewee XIX. 
479 Interviewee III. 
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praisals by leaders, experts, students, and colleagues.480 The underlying as-

sumption that quality assessments have a positive impact on teaching thus 

seems to be shared by units throughout the PLA. These quality assessments 

have a joint purpose. They identify and encourage positive role models, 

through, for example, teaching awards and prizes, and they discourage others 

through reprimands or removal.481 At the NDU and the NUDT, leaders such 

as the general director of the involved academic department do not engage in 

teaching evaluation. 482  Yet a department head can use the results of the 

teaching evaluation in his/her evaluation of staff. 

In comparison to this, teaching evaluations at the undergraduate level is 

assigned less importance. This is in keeping with the centralization of educa-

tion at lower levels, which is described also in the chapter on the organiza-

tion of teaching and research (chapter 6). Teaching, including the planning, 

execution and quality assessment thereof, is more centralized overall on the 

undergraduate level, and the maneuverability of the instructor therefore more 

limited. If teaching evaluation is understood as a means by which courses 

and teaching are improved, then its absence is congruent with the opinion of 

one respondent that the undergraduate curricula “never changes.”483 Yet in 

years to come, this is likely to change as efforts are undertaken to centralize 

the evaluation of teaching.  

Overall, the military institutions display great faith in evaluation, which 

takes place in different forms on different levels. Every level in the hierarchy 

is evaluated in one way or another. Thus, the schools themselves are evalu-

ated by higher levels. In regard to the NUDT this means that it is evaluated 

by both the Ministry of Education and the military headquarters. This was 

perceived as being excessively time consuming, and public resentment was 

expressed about the time and money spent on the evaluation team dispatched 

by the headquarters.484  

The AMS, the third military institute included in this study, focuses on re-

search, which means that its volume of students is smaller than at the NDU 

or the NUDT. This, in turn, affects the methods for both course and teacher 

evaluations. At the AMS, course evaluation was described as a long process 

that is undertaken by the administrative organs of the Academy, which in 

this case most likely means the graduate department. This is in line with a 

fixed curriculum during the first year of study and points to a difference 

compared to the NDU, where courses change on a regular basis. Although 

                               
480 Ma Chenwei and Wu Jianbin, “PLA Institute of Foreign Languages Uplifts Teaching 
Quality,” PLA Daily, English edition, Feb 6, 2007, 
 <http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/columns/2007-02/07/content_728796.htm>  
(2013-03-27). 
481 Ibid.  
482 Interviewee IV, Interviewee IX, Interviewee XIX. 
483 Interviewee X. 
484 Interviewee XIX. 
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the courses are subject to direct evaluation, how well students perform on 

exams is also seen as an indirect form of assessment. It was reported that the 

overall quality of a student is demonstrated in the thesis and not during the 

coursework. In this regard, the innovation of the student was perceived as 

being most important.485 

The fact that there are so few students in classes at the AMS reportedly 

makes it harder to assess the teachers compared to at the NDU or NUDT. “If 

there are only two or three students, or perhaps only one, it is not likely that 

they would criticize the teacher.”486 Therefore, student opinions are taken as 

a reference but not as something to be acted upon. In recent years, an annual 

assessment has been introduced whereby students can give a mark to each 

course. This type of assessment is organized and executed by the graduate 

department. The results, regardless of whether they are positive or negative, 

are published in the newsletter of the Academy.487  

Ultimately, the evaluation of teaching at the three institutions that were 

part of this study indicates that the weight given to course and teacher evalu-

ation increases the more advanced a course is. At the highest level of the 

military education system, i.e., the shorter courses targeting the highest-

ranking officers at the NDU, both the views of the students, who are them-

selves military professionals and the opinion of the supervisors’ group are 

taken into consideration. The result of this evaluation has a direct impact on 

the courses and on the staffing of courses. In addition, courses targeting low-

er-ranking officers at the NDU are subject to evaluation both by students and 

by the reference group made up of retired professors. The shorter courses are 

nevertheless evaluated more often, due to the fact that some of them are of-

fered on several occasions throughout the year, and also due to the fact that 

every lecture is being evaluated. 

Teaching quality assessment: how, by whom, and what?  

The text above describes the process of teaching and course evaluation at the 

military institutions included in this study and is the first of three examples 

of quality control discussed in this chapter. The focus of this study is profes-

sional autonomy of the military profession staffing these institutes. Given 

that the military organization throughout is staffed by officers and other mili-

tary staff, the focus here is on the segment of the profession that is directly 

affected by these forms of quality control. In the beginning of this chapter, I 

posed three questions that are critical to the investigation of professional 

autonomy in the quality control of work. They can be summarized as fol-

lows: how is quality assessed and by whom, and what is being evaluated? 
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148 

The key focus here then is to determine the role of the profession in regard to 

how the evaluation takes place; by whom it is carried out, and according to 

what criteria. 

At the NDU, the very top of the military educational pyramid, teaching is 

mainly evaluated by the students and by the supervisors group. Both these 

types of evaluation are administered by the training department. However, 

this office is an administrative office that merely has the responsibility for 

organizing the evaluation; it does not intervene in the evaluation of quality. 

The evaluation of quality is left to the supervisors group and to the officers 

enrolled in the courses. The students generally assign a grade to the course, 

or in some important courses, to each lecture. This is an example of a stand-

ardized evaluation survey without qualitative feedback. The survey questions 

come from the training department, and since this department does not have 

expertise in all the areas being taught, the questions are most likely to be 

standardized. Although, it sets out to measure the quality of teaching, the 

fact that students are reluctant to give low grades so as to not jeopardize the 

future of an instructor, suggests that this form of evaluation cannot be said to 

fulfill its purpose. The evaluation by the supervisors’ group, on the other 

hand, is an example of a qualitative assessment where the group itself de-

cides the criteria. Nevertheless, both these types of evaluation aim to evalu-

ate the professional content of the course/lecture and the proficiency of the 

instructor. As illustrated below, this is not necessarily the case when it 

comes to research and staff evaluation, when political considerations come 

into play. What is revealing in this regard is that the training department is 

separate from the political department and has a purely administrative role in 

this process. 

In the chapters on promotion and organization of teaching and research, I 

argue that the general director cannot be expected to base his decisions on 

professional considerations only, given that he is also responsible for politi-

cal work within the department. One can raise the question of whether the 

same argument could not be used regarding the supervisors’ group, i.e., that 

the retired professors in fact take political considerations into account when 

making their evaluations and whether these criteria weigh just as heavily on 

their professional judgment. This possibility cannot of course, be completely 

ruled out. Yet there are important differences that can be put forth to 

strengthen the argument that professional military judgment prevails in this 

context. First, these professors are selected by an office staffed by officers 

who are experts on different military systems. If political criteria were in-

tended to be the priority here, it would be a logical choice to let the political 

department administer the evaluation of teaching content as well. Second, 

unlike department heads and their deputies these professors are not in current 

leadership positions which entail responsibility for political correctness with-

in a department. The fact that they are retired also, at least in theory, allows 
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them to pay less attention to political criteria; they do not have to “play it 

safe” to avoid jeopardizing their future careers.  

Great weight is reportedly also given to the opinion of the students, espe-

cially when they are senior military officials. At the NDU, these military 

officers are often the most senior commanders from the field units, which 

mean that they place high importance on course content being of use in the 

execution of their professional tasks. It can therefore be expected that their 

judgment will be based principally on professional considerations. Although 

the surveys they respond to are standardized and produced by an administra-

tive department of the school, the answers that the students give are expected 

to be based on professional criteria. This interpretation is further supported 

by the fact that commanding officers and senior technical officers who un-

dertake postgraduate training at the NUDT are included in the evaluation of 

teaching while cadets at the undergraduate level are not in any systematic 

manner.  

In sum, the evaluation of teaching has both quantitative and qualitative 

elements, but the way it is arranged facilitates and promotes professional 

judgment. It is true that it is not the instructors themselves exhibiting auton-

omy in this regard. In this context, however, given their close relationship 

with the subject at hand, both the students and the retired professors should 

be seen as members of the profession. Professional autonomy as it is defined 

in this study means the maneuverability of the profession and its individual 

members to make decisions in matters of importance to it, based on profes-

sional considerations. In the context of teaching evaluation, I therefore con-

clude that the profession enjoys autonomy. Professional judgment and pro-

fessional competence are called upon when assessing both the content of 

teaching and the performance of teachers.  

Quality control: research 

The Academy of Military Science is the top research agency of the People’s 

Liberation Army. It carries out research within a number of fields, including 

doctrinal development, military theory and military regulations.488 This sec-

tion looks at the means applied to assure quality in the research conducted at 

the AMS, including both thesis work conducted by students and regular re-

search undertaken by the ordinary staff. Research is conducted at the other 

institutes included in this study as well, but given the centrality of the AMS 

for military research in the PLA, this section is dominated by a focus on the 

AMS. I start by discussing measures taken to assure high quality in the work 

of research students who enter the Academy, including how these students 

                               
488 Brief Introduction to Academy of Military Science, PLA, information handout provided by 
the Foreign Affairs Office of the AMS, April 2011. 
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are selected in the first place. Thereafter, I discuss the control proceedings 

accompanying research output produced by the researchers.  

As mentioned previously, the AMS accepts master’s students and Ph.D. 

candidates who will work as researchers upon graduation. They may, for 

example, return to their units, take up research work at either of the general 

departments, or at the AMS itself.489 Arguably the process through which 

these graduate students are selected constitutes a form of ex-ante quality 

control which needs to be clarified and tied to the discussion on professional 

autonomy.  

The admission of new students  

To be eligible for master’s studies at the AMS, candidates must fulfill certain 

conditions. In 2006, such requirements at the AMS included, for example, 

being an active military officer above the level of deputy company, or a PLA 

civilian at the corresponding grade level, age 36 years or under with a degree 

in military strategy, military history or other key subjects.490 At the NDU, the 

same procedure applies, but the requirements may look slightly different. In 

2013, for example, a minimum of one year experience commanding was 

required in addition to educational requirements, as well as staff evaluation 

result above “competent” (see below).491 A common requirement for mas-

ter’s and doctorate studies at these two schools is Chinese Communist Party 

membership.492  

In regard to the actual process, the selection of both master’s and Ph.D. 

students resembles the procedure that applies to civilian postgraduate educa-

tion and encompasses two steps. First, candidates who wish to undertake 

                               
489 Half of the staff at the AMS was said to be graduates from the AMS. Interviewee I.  
490 See for example, 中国人民解放军军事科学院 2006 年硕士研究生报名须知 [PLA 
Academy of Military Science Graduate Admission Information 2006] 
 <http://www.chinakaoyan.com/graduate/info/nid/4539/schoolID/232.shtml> (2013-03-18).  
Information about requirements and procedures for graduate students’ admission at the mili-
tary institutions included in this study can be found at Chinese information sites for postgrad-
uate studies and examination, such as chinakaoyan.com, yz.chsi.com.cn. The latter is the 
homepage of “China Higher Education Student Information,” subordinate to the Chinese 
Ministry of Education.  
491 See, 国防大学 2013 年统招硕士研究生招生简要说明 [National Defense University 
Postgraduate Enrollment in 2013] <http://yz.chsi.com.cn/sch/viewBulletin--infoId-686265, 
categoryId-478769,schId-367819,mindex-12.dhtml> (2013-03-18). According to the Law of 
the People's Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, the result of the staff evaluation 
may take three values: incompetent, competent or excellent (article 11), see Database on laws 
and regulations, <http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/Law/2007-12/11/content_1383536.htm>  
(2013-03-18).These categories correspond to those used in the evaluation process of civilian 
cadres. See Edin, Market Forces and Communist Power 127. These are discussed further in 
the chapter on promotion. 
492 See for example, National Defense University Postgraduate Enrollment in 2013. 
and 军事科学院 2012 年博士研究生招生简章 [The 2012 Ph.D. Admissions Guide of the 
AMS] <http://mall.cnki.net/magazine/article/GUOF201111011.htm> (2013-03-19). 
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master’s studies at the AMS must register to take a national entrance test. 

This first test varies according to the applicant’s educational background and 

the master’s program chosen, but some subjects are common to all. These 

include ideological and political theory, English, and basic theory of military 

science.493 The first two subjects are also compulsory in the entrance tests for 

civilian master’s programs.494 It is likely that the civilian and military tests 

are identical when it comes to the English exam, but military officers may 

possibly have a more rigorous political test.  

Based on the results of this first round of exams, candidates are selected 

for another round of assessments. Generally, the bench-mark for participat-

ing in the second step of the admission process is set by central authorities 

and not by the school. Mirroring the admission procedures of civilian uni-

versities, the second round of examinations is, however, administered by the 

school in question.495 This step may include written exams and/or interviews 

and applicants must submit a research proposal for their up-coming stud-

ies.496 This is administered by the institutions’ graduate department. Accord-

ing to listings from recent years, the annual intake of master’s students totals 

36.497 For prospective master’s students, the number of slots in each subject 

is generally given beforehand. For example, the AMS may accept one stu-

dent to pursue a degree within the field of Mao Zedong military thought, two 

in the field of military strategy and so on.498 The number is thus determined 

on a central level and remains beyond the control of the profession that is to 

teach the incoming students.  

Just as in the application procedure for master’s courses described above, 

admission to the Ph.D. program at the AMS (and the NDU and the NUDT) 

entails a two-tier process, where the first step is a written exam. The differ-

ence is that the institutes themselves are responsible for both the examination 

and the evaluation process. The first test step is a written exam consisting of 

three parts: foreign language, the discipline of the master’s degree, and the 

discipline for which the applicant applies.499 Unlike the entrance exam for 

                               
493 See, 中国人民解放军军事科学院 2010 硕士研究生专业目录 [2010 Index of graduate 
studies at the Chinese PLA Academy of Military Science] 
 <http://www.chinakaoyan.com/graduate/info/nid/4540/schoolID/232.shtml> (2013-03-19). 
494 Rui Chen, “Selection for Admission to Graduate Level Education in China,” in 33rd An-
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496 Interviewee XIV. See, National Defense University Postgraduate Enrollment in 2013. 
497 See for example, 中国人民解放军军事科学院 2009 年硕士研究生招生 [Academy of 
Military Science Graduate Enrollment in 2009] 
 <http://yz.chsi.com.cn/kyzx/zsjz/200811/20081107/9767877.html> (2013-03-20), or the cor-
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mater’s studies, there is no test on political theory or ideology. The candidate 

must also submit a research proposal. The graduate department of the AMS 

receives the applications and is responsible for administering the entrance 

exams.500 Given the high degree of specialization, each test must be tailored 

to the respective subfield and the questions must be rather specific, based on 

both previous studies and the proposed research topic. The researchers with-

in the academic department that the applicant wishes to join are responsible 

for writing the exam questions.501 These are forwarded to the graduate de-

partment which puts together the test and takes care of its general admin-

istration. In addition to these specialized questions, more general questions 

may be included from a pool of questions that is available to the graduate 

department.502  

The second part of the admission process entails, as it does for the mas-

ter’s courses, interviews and oral exams.503 Whereas test scores appear to be 

a decisive factor regarding the admission of master’s students, i.e., candi-

dates above a certain score are selected for the next round of exams, admis-

sion to the doctoral program is less predictable. Here, future supervisors 

have a greater say in the process. Not only can the supervisor decide how 

many students to take on, but also which ones to accept.504 Indeed, it was 

explained that a candidate with lower scores on the test may be chosen be-

fore one with higher marks if the research proposal is deemed more interest-

ing.505 Similarly, some flexibility may be shown if a candidate demonstrates 

“excellent military skills” but fails the English test.506 The influence of the 

supervisor in the selection process of Ph.D. candidates may be explained by 

the close cooperation between the supervisor and the Ph.D. candidate 

throughout the program. For example, doctoral students are normally con-

nected to their supervisors’ projects.507 As mentioned previously, the superi-

ors also shoulder responsibility for their staff, and so it is important to the 

supervisor that a good candidate is selected. If not, it can have negative con-

sequences on a supervisor’s career. Candidates who are not accepted at the 

AMS, on the other hand, may be transferred to another military college by 

the political department.508 

The admission process at the NUDT resembles corresponding processes 

at the other schools, though a few more details can be added to the descrip-

tion above, especially regarding the role of the supervisor, who plays a pow-

erful role in the Ph.D. admission process. Generally, the doctoral student 
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takes part in the project of the supervisor who, at least in the case of the 

NUDT, also finances the student through her/his research grant. Consequent-

ly, the supervisor was said to generally favor persons who can be useful to 

their own project.509 A person who wants to apply for Ph.D. studies at the 

NDU must first file for permission from the leader of her/his department. 

This involves filling out a form stating what you want to do and why. If 

permission is granted, the potential candidate must then contact the supervi-

sor whose name is stated in the announcement for the subject of interest. The 

supervisor must give his/her permission before the candidate can even par-

ticipate in the examination. Therefore, it is incumbent on a candidate to con-

vince a supervisor of their ability and knowledge of a subject.510 Without this 

permission, a supervisor is able to turn down the candidate after the test re-

gardless of the results. A supervisor will permit only a portion of all the can-

didates wishing to take the exam to do so. The student is thus dependent on 

the relationship with the supervisor, and if the two cannot get along, the for-

mer “will not let him [the potential Ph.D. candidate] take the test.”511  

The test generally spans two days and consists of three parts: English; the 

major pursued in previous studies; and the subject in which you are apply-

ing. It is the supervisor who writes the second and third examination. On the 

third day, there is an interview with the supervisor and a group of supervi-

sors for master’s theses. The test scores are decisive on the question of who 

is accepted in the end, and it was said that a supervisor can rarely overrule 

the test results.512 This presumes, however, that a supervisor has agreed to the 

candidate in the first place. 

Deciding research focus in thesis work 

After the graduate course work that the Ph.D. candidates and the master’s 

students undertake during the first one to one-and-a-half years, they spend 

the rest of their time writing their master’s or doctoral theses. In terms of the 

research topic of the Ph.D. thesis, the students at the AMS are reportedly 

able to conduct research on any topic that serves the aim of modernization; 

meets the needs of the field units; and meets the interests of the individual 

Ph.D. candidate.513 As described above, the supervisor is instrumental in the 

selection of Ph.D. candidates, who are then incorporated into a supervisor’s 

project. It is thus not surprising to learn that a Ph.D. candidate at the AMS 

chooses a research topic in conjunction with the supervisor.514 If the two 

have problems agreeing on a topic, it was said that they must find a com-

                               
509 Interviewee XIX. 
510 Interviewee X. 
511 Interviewee X. 
512 Interviewee X. 
513 Interviewee I. 
514 Interviewee XIV. 
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promise. In theory, if the relationship is problematic, the possibility exists 

for a candidate to change supervisors if the relationship is problematic, but 

this was described as being unthinkable in reality.515 

At the AMS, the research idea of the Ph.D. candidate must also be pre-

sented to a committee of experts in the research field, assembled by the su-

pervisor. This committee reports to the Department of Scientific Research 

Guidance (DSRG) – a department that is central in maintaining the quality 

control of research and is described further later. If this committee turns 

down the research idea, the Ph.D. candidate has no choice but to change 

focus.516 A rejection by the committee is also an embarrassment to the super-

visor, which suggests that s/he will become involved beforehand to ensure 

that the research focus is acceptable.  

At the NDU, a “postgraduate dissertation topic-selection direction data-

base” has been introduced in order to encourage students to undertake their 

research on especially pressing theoretical and empirical issues.517 Given that 

the AMS has fewer students, such a database is perhaps not feasible at this 

institute. Since students join research projects that to a large extent has been 

commissioned or approved by higher levels, the projects can be presumed to 

address topics that are considered important. At the NUDT, Ph.D. students 

are reported to have flexibility in regard to choosing a topic for the disserta-

tion.518 Yet given that a student often joins the project of the supervisor, who 

is also the sponsor of the project, total flexibility in this regard cannot be 

expected 

Evaluation of research 

Both the doctoral theses and the regular research reports produced at the 

AMS are subject to evaluation. When it comes to evaluation of doctoral the-

ses, these are sent to experts outside the AMS. This review is done anony-

mously by two reviewers, who are reported to be experts in the field.519 The 

same applies to doctoral theses at the NDU.520 This, then, is an example of 

professional peer review, performed with the purpose of safeguarding pro-

fessional standards. At the NUDT, a good grade from these external exami-

nators is also a precondition for graduation.521 In addition, the AMS, and 

                               
515 Interviewee XIV. 
516 Interviewee XIII. 
517 Li Xucheng and Wu Tianmin, “Quality of Postgradute Dissertation in NDU Greatly En-
hanced,” PLA Daily, Dec. 23, 2005. <http://english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/news-channels/ 
2005-12/23/content_368637.htm> (2013-03-27). 
518 Interviewee X. 
519 Interviewee I. 
520 李绪成, 武天敏, “国防大学学位论文实行 ‘双盲匿名评阅’” [Li Xucheng and Wu Tian-
min, “National Defense University Implements System of Double Anonymous Reviewers in 
Thesis Defense”] PLA Daily July 23, 2007, p.2.  
521 Interviewee X. 
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other military institutions, applies a system of additional ex-post control of 

the completed doctoral theses. Every year, a committee is formed at the level 

of the administrative departments of the AMS, and it undertakes a random 

control of a percentage of all theses authored at the Academy. In addition, a 

similar committee is formed at the level of the general departments (army 

level) that randomly checks a percentage of all the theses written at all the 

military schools. If these committees find serious mistakes in the works se-

lected, the doctor title of the researcher involved may be rescinded.522 This 

was said to, in general, apply to cases of plagiarism and other kinds of fraud, 

since these committees hardly have the expertise to intervene regarding re-

search results or other content-based mistakes.523 These committees carry out 

general evaluations of the written work, and they can be seen as a mecha-

nism for identifying theses of both outstanding and poor quality.524 Similarly, 

the military institutions also nominate doctoral theses for the nationwide 

“National Top 100 Outstanding Doctoral Dissertations,” organized by the 

Ministry of Education.525  

Regular research at the AMS is generally commissioned by the Central 

Military Commission, the general departments or initiated by the institute 

itself, which is described in further detail in the chapter on the organization 

of teaching and research (chapter 6). Regardless of the origin of the research 

undertaking, all projects are subject to evaluation. The AMS, unlike the 

NDU and the NUDT, does not have a training department. Here, the DSRG (

科研指导部) is the main administrative actor in the evaluation process. This 

department is central to the research process in various ways. In addition to 

its role in research evaluation, discussed below, it is also responsible for 

administering and distributing incoming research tasks. The DSRG also de-

cides what research results will be forwarded to the Head of the school to 

potentially be forwarded to the CMC and the general departments, a role 

which underlines its centrality.  

When research projects at the AMS are close to completion, they undergo 

review (评审). This is organized by the planning office of the DSRG, which 

invites experts in the appropriate field of study and arranges a conference. 

These may be academic experts, commanding officers from field units or 

administrative staff from the AMS, and the leader of the research project 

may suggest whom to invite. A minimum of five persons participate in a 

review group, including representatives of the DSRG. If it is an important 

project, there may be as many as nine persons in the review group. General-

                               
522 Interviewee XIV. 
523 Interviewee XIII. 
524 Li Xucheng and Wu Tianmin, “Quality of Postgradute Dissertation in NDU Greatly En-
hanced.” 
525 Ibid., English homepage of the NUDT, “A Good News [sic] on NUDT’s Participation in 
the Evaluation of National Excellent Doctoral Dissertation,” June 15, 2010, 
<http://english.nudt.edu.cn/Articleshow_eng.asp?id=5971> (2013-03-31). 
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ly, all projects are subject to this type of review process, though if the re-

search results are considered top secret, the president of AMS may do the 

review himself.526 

The review starts with a briefing, after which the researcher leaves the 

room. The invited experts then discuss the quality of the project. When the 

researcher returns, the review group has readied its suggestions for im-

provement. Few projects pass immediately, and most receive suggestions 

that the researcher needs to address. A project may also fail, but this is re-

portedly a rare situation.527 The comments are said to be just for reference, 

and the researcher generally can chose whether to make the corresponding 

changes or not.528 Yet significant suggestions must be followed, and the desk 

officer at the planning department of the DSRG ensures that such changes 

have been completed once the researcher resubmits the report.529 Given that 

this department decides what research findings make it to the head of school, 

the researcher is left with little choice but to follow the advice given by this 

department. One respondent confirmed that “If you do not make the suggest-

ed changes, you know that the report will never make it to the top.”530 

There are two overarching criteria that a research project is required to 

meet. It should either be of value for military building and how future wars 

will be fought by the PLA, or be of academic value, for example, relating to 

theory development.531 In addition to these considerations, the experts who 

are called in to help with the evaluation may suggest changes in any aspect 

of the project, including the use of theory and methodological choices. In 

addition, the DSRG uses a detailed, comprehensive, and centralized evalua-

tion manual, which is the same for all projects.532 Another important function 

of the DSRG participants in the review process is to make sure that research-

ers follow the party line and do not make controversial statements or sugges-

tions in their reports.533  

The review is not only an effective control mechanism for ensuring that a 

project meets the given professional and non-professional standards, as dis-

cussed above. It also carries great weight for the individual researcher. A 

positive review means a greater chance of future funding, which is of obvi-

ous importance. Participation in research projects is, for example, one pa-

rameter in the evaluation process, which is initiated prior to staff promotion. 

Receiving invitations to join larger projects means that the research qualities 

of the individual are valued. A negative review has the opposite effect. If a 

                               
526 Interviewee XVIII. 
527 Interviewee XVIII, Interviewee V, Interviewee I. 
528 Interviewee V. 
529 Interviewee XVIII. 
530 Interviewee V. 
531 Interviewee XVIII. 
532 Interviewee XVIII. 
533 Interviewee V. 
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project fails due to low quality, research funds must be paid back. Also, the 

planning office becomes reluctant to grant a researcher in this situation fur-

ther funding, and s/he is disqualified from being a project leader in the fu-

ture. It also negatively impacts a researcher’s chances of remaining at the 

institute.534 At the end of the process, the assessment of the research project – 

whether favorable or not – is made public through the newsletter of the insti-

tute.  

Altogether few research reports reach the top leaders. The forwarded re-

ports are produced by large research groups and relate to projects classified 

as “urgent.” Such reports, and other reports that are generated from projects 

assigned by the CMC and the general headquarters, are more likely to be 

read than projects from within the AMS. The end result is that many, per-

haps even a majority, of the reports are never read. Since they are generally 

classified, no one from the outside can access them either, with the exception 

of select leaders at the NDU. Many end up as reference material in the AMS 

library, which according to one respondent was said to be demotivating for 

researchers. The resigned comment to this was: “But what can we do? We’ll 

just do what they tell us.”535 

Research quality assessment: how, by whom and what? 

As in the section on teaching evaluation, the central question here is whether 

the profession is granted autonomy in the evaluation process in regard to 

research. Again, it is essential to look at how the evaluation process is car-

ried out, by whom, and what it is that is being assessed. The first section 

above describes the intake of students within the master’s and doctoral pro-

gram at the AMS. Although not research per se, I argue that it is a form of ex 

ante control that to some extent decides the research results that are pro-

duced, which justifies its inclusion here. The intake of master’s students is a 

centralized process, organized nationally. The content of the entrance exams, 

the minimum score that the student must attain to be allowed to participate in 

the second round of exams, and the number of incoming students are all 

matters that are decided centrally. The second round is organized by the 

AMS. Here, the researchers working in the departments concerned partici-

pate in the process by providing exam questions and interviewing potential 

candidates. Yet as stated previously, the number of students and their disci-

plines are determined beforehand, which curtail the ability of the profession 

to promote certain fields of research, ones which they might judge to be 

worthwhile or urgent, nor can they downgrade those topics that are per-

ceived as less relevant.  

                               
534 Interviewee XVIII. 
535 Interviewee V. 
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The admission of Ph.D. candidates is marked by a higher degree of decen-

tralization and flexibility. Here, the profession, as represented by researchers 

at the departments, is more central in that it creates exam questions, conducts 

interviews with potential students and, finally, selects the candidates. The 

supervisors, especially at the NUDT, are given autonomy regarding which 

students and how many students are chosen, which points to a difference vis-

à-vis the intake of master’s students. The question is then on what basis the 

supervisor makes her/his decision, i.e., what criteria are these prospective 

candidates measured against. Since Ph.D. candidates will usually be incorpo-

rated into the project of the supervisor, it is in a supervisor’s best interest that 

a student who is accepted is likely to make a contribution. As such, s/he 

must express professional competence in line with the needs of the project. 

This was also made clear in the case of the NUDT, where it was reported 

that supervisors accept only those candidates likely to be of use for the own 

project. At the AMS, interesting project proposals were said to be given 

precedence over high test results, which indicate that creativity is premiered. 

At the same time, it cannot be forgotten that the supervisor at this phase is 

already considering the political sensitivity of the project, given that s/he 

will be held responsible. In light of how the research topic is decided, a pro-

cess described above, a candidate with a professionally interesting but auda-

cious proposal may well have to stand aside for a less relevant but uncontro-

versial proposal already in the admission process.  

The profession enjoys autonomy in regard to the latter part of the admis-

sion process of master’s students and the complete process regarding doctor-

al candidates. This was most obvious is at the NUDT in Changsha. Thus, the 

response to both the “by whom” and the “what” question is the profession in 

question and professional expertise. Yet the final selection of candidates may 

rest on more than just professional judgment. Given how research topics are 

chosen, it is not possible to rule out that professional judgment has to give 

way to political considerations. This does not necessarily mean that a super-

visor is guided by a book-length list of topics to be avoided.536 It is, however, 

easier to reject a project that could produce controversial results at the very 

beginning and to “play safe” and not jeopardize the own career.  

At the AMS, the judgment of the supervisor alone does not suffice when 

it comes to the selection of a research topic. Rather, a committee must be 

formed and the project must be presented and judged acceptable. The super-

visor has the opportunity to assemble this committee her-/himself, but it 

nevertheless reports to the DSRG. This need to report is clearly a control 

mechanism. Since it is part of the DSRG’s mandate to assure that projects 

                               
536 There are subjects that would not be accepted as dissertation topics, including any topics 
questioning the superiority of the CCP over the military or promoting a nationalization of the 
armed forces. Officers who are educated in the military system are well aware of what they 
may or may not conduct research about and likely apply a certain degree of self-censorship in 
this regard.  
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are politically acceptable, it is hard to argue that the profession has autono-

my to make decisions such as these, based solely on professional considera-

tions. At the NUDT, more trust rests with the supervisor. Yet at the same 

time, the supervisor is considered a leader, and in this way more senior than 

a regular professor. It means that the person who is exercising autonomy also 

is selected carefully. For example, s/he is one of the party committee mem-

bers of the academic college. This is discussed further in the chapter on 

promotion (chapter 8). 

As previously mentioned, the DSRG is the key body for evaluating the re-

search projects at the AMS. Just as in the case of training department at the 

NDU, this department is not connected to the political department. It is 

staffed mainly by researchers, although these are not individuals who do 

research themselves. A major difference between the training department 

and the DSRG is that the latter takes an active role in evaluating research, 

whereas the former is limited to performing administrative task in regard to 

quality control of teaching. The DSRG assembles a review group that does a 

screening of the research project shortly before it is ready. The experts who 

are invited to take part in the review process are selected based on their aca-

demic, or military, credentials. Yet the DSRG not only commissions this 

group, but also takes part in the review process. The question thus becomes 

what criteria guide this office in its work. Although there may not be only 

one, or at least not one definite answer to this question, one aspect of their 

mission is to make sure that projects are not politically controversial. All 

projects must be filtered through this department before being submitted to 

higher levels, which gives it great power and also great responsibility for 

what is allowed to pass through. And given that research is conducted within 

a large number of departments and subordinate offices, each with its own 

specialty, it seems unlikely that the main task of the DSRG personnel is to 

give detailed feedback on scientific analysis found in the research projects 

presented. This is performed by the invited experts. Given that the DSRG 

uses a detailed and centralized manual to evaluate projects, it hardly appears 

to be the scientific quality of projects that is being scrutinized.  

Research projects at the AMS, PLA’s main research institution, can thus 

be said to be evaluated according to both non-professional and professional 

criteria. There is arguably an additional form of evaluation by the DSRG, 

which is based on political, or at least not purely professional, criteria. This 

refers back to the process in which research proposals that are suggested by 

the academic departments are selected in the first place. This gives the 

DSRG the opportunity to deselect project proposals that are considered “too 

bold” or controversial in other respects. As such, it functions as a form of ex-

ante control. Similarly, when it comes to the review of nearly completed 

research projects, the DSRG, in theory at least, merely offers “guidance” and 

cannot coerce researchers into making changes to their reports. Research 

authors know, however, that if the advice given by this office is not acted 
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upon, the research project will not be forwarded to higher levels in the mili-

tary, and will thus fail to make an impact. It could also have negative conse-

quences for the researcher in the promotion process. Although the projects 

undergo professional review as well, by the select committee of experts, it is 

still the DSRG that decides if a report will be forwarded to the head of the 

school and beyond, which constitutes yet another control mechanism. In 

sum, the evaluation of research projects at the AMS is carried out by an of-

fice that takes political considerations into account and applies non-

professional as well as professional evaluation criteria. Professional autono-

my is thereby hindered in various ways throughout the research process, 

including through the use of both ex ante and ex post control.  

At the NUDT, control appears to be less institutionalized. At this institu-

tion, the supervisor is the most important actor. This is a leadership position 

that has been approved by the academic committee at the level of the univer-

sity, which has the same members as the party committee. Given how this 

person is selected, and the status s/he enjoys, the supervisor functions as a 

control mechanism to a greater extent at the NUDT than at the AMS. The 

leadership status of a supervisor ensures that controversial issues are avoid-

ed, since it is not in the interest of the supervisor to jeopardize her/his own 

career. This “personalized” control is perhaps more likely to be found at an 

institution that, in general, produces research on less sensitive topics. Yet 

references were made during interviews to situations where external interfer-

ence attempted to prevent certain research findings to be distributed.537  

Staff evaluation 

In addition to and in conjunction with the evaluation of teaching and re-

search, the staff at the military academies is also evaluated on a yearly basis. 

According to the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Ac-

tive Service, leading cadres are responsible for the appraisal of officers su-

pervised by them. Such appraisals are to be undertaken together with the 

political department of the unit.538 More specifically, they are managed and 

organized by the cadre department (干部部), which is part of the political 

department of the school. Such evaluations are important for two reasons: 

job security and promotion. In this section, the linkage between staff evalua-

tion and job security is discussed. Appraisal in advance of promotion is de-

scribed and discussed in the chapter on promotion. There are many similari-

                               
537 In one case, the conclusions reached by the student were considered too critical. The su-
pervisor was therefore contacted by a higher level staff officer and encouraged to make the 
student modify the result. When this was not done, the thesis was classified and made inac-
cessible to anyone below the level of the general headquarters. Interviewee XIX. 
538 Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, Chapter III, article 
11.  
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ties between these two processes, and for officers who are up for promotion, 

they most likely overlap. However, the promotion intervals are considerably 

longer (see chapter 8) than the intervals for evaluation, which is why it 

makes sense to discuss them separately.  

Unlike in many militaries in the West, job security is a foreign concept to 

the officers in the PLA, and a proportion of officers are forced to leave the 

armed forces every year. This holds true also in regard to those attached to 

the institutions for military education that are included in this study. Alt-

hough, the exact number of officers and staff demobilized annually is un-

clear, it is a large enough number to require centralized political measures. 

Generally, the state offers resettlement assistance to these officers, which 

includes finding jobs within the civilian sector. The rights and entitlements 

of demobilized officers vary depending on the number of years in service 

and their rank and post.539  

It is the General Staff Department (GSD) that identifies the employment 

needs within the Chinese military each year. Apart from the number of Ph.D. 

and master’s students, this includes both how many staff members should be 

employed, and what types of positions need to be filled.540 This quota forms 

the basis for the personnel plan, which is the responsibility of the cadre de-

partment of the political department in each military unit. It is thus the GSD 

that decides the required numbers of professors, researchers and other staff 

members, whereas the cadre department of the NDU, NUDT and the AMS, 

in cooperation with the party committees, identify, evaluate and ultimately 

select the individuals.541 The final decision rests with the party committee on 

the next higher level, i.e., the level of the college/department, the school, or 

the general headquarters.542  In actuality, the leaders of the department in 

question are also involved in this process, although they lack a formal man-

date to make decisions. The level of detail of the aforementioned personnel 

plan and its inflexible nature was exemplified by one respondent as “The 

personnel plan states that there should be 70 professors at the NDU, no 

more, no less.”543  

After the absolute number of staff for the actual year has been announced 

by the GSD, the cadre department of the political department makes an an-

nouncement regarding the personnel situation. This personnel plan is issued 

by the end of every year and initiates the process of adjusting the number of 

staff at the military institutes.544 At both the NDU and the AMS, approxi-

                               
539 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Na-
tional Defense in 2004 “Chapter V: The military service system” <http://www.china.org.cn/e-
white/20041227/> (2013-03-30) 
540 Gunness and Vellucci, “Reforming the Officer Corps,” 204-05. 
541 Ibid., 209. 
542 Interviewee I, Interviewee X. 
543 Interviewee IX. 
544 Xinhua News Online, “Chinese Army Ensures Benefits of Demobilized Soldiers,” Nov 8, 
2007 <http://english.sina.com/china/1/2007/1108/131159.html> (2013-03-31). 

http://www.china.org.cn/e-white/20041227/
http://www.china.org.cn/e-white/20041227/


162 

mately two people will have to leave each department annually.545 This num-

ber refers to persons who have to leave the military, and does not include 

persons who leave a department to take up different tasks elsewhere in the 

PLA. Not surprisingly then, the period at the end of the year when these 

evaluations take place was described as a tense period of time at both the 

AMS and the NDU.546 Normally, it is the general director of the academic 

department who decides, or rather makes suggestions to the political depart-

ment on questions concerning staff within the department. This is similar 

within the field units, where the commander ranks the subordinate officers 

and makes formal recommendations about promotions.547 At large schools, 

such as the NUDT, it is impossible for the head of department to know all 

the staff, and generally, s/he receives names that have been forwarded from 

lower levels.548 Individuals being required to leave were said to always come 

from the level of the office, and it is thus the office head who makes the 

decisions. Such a decision may also be made by the party committee of that 

level. Yet the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active 

Service stipulates that no officer should be removed (or appointed for that 

matter) without an appraisal.549  

The evaluation process 

Evaluation and appraisal of officers has a long history within the Chinese 

military, and it is seen as a means of improving the quality of the armed 

forces. In recent years, efforts have been undertaken to regularize, institu-

tionalize and standardize these undertakings.550 Between 2008 and 2010, the 

Central Military Commission (CMC) and the General Political Department 

(GPD) issued three sets of regulations and steering documents, governing 

respectively the evaluation processes for commanding officers, staff officers 

and technical officers.551 These documents cover a range of macro and micro 

                               
545 Interviewee IX, Interviewee V, and Interviewee VIII. 
546 Interviewee IV, Interviewee VIII, and Interviewee IX. 
547 Wortzel, “The General Political Department and the Evolution of the Political Commissar 
System,” 238. 
548 Interviewee XIX. 
549 Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, Chapter III, article 
11. 
550 Xinhua News Online, “中央军委日前印发 ‘中国人民解放军指挥军官考核评价纲要’” 
[“The CMC Issues ‘Outline for the Appraisal of Chinese PLA Commanding Officers’”] April 
29, 2008 <http://news.xinhuanet.com/newscenter/2008-04/29/content_8074216.htm>  
(2013-03-17). 
551 For commanding officers, these documents include: 中国人民解放军指挥军官考核评价
纲要 [Outline for the Appraisal of Chinese PLA Commanding Officers], 中国人民解 放军指
挥军官考核评价实施办法 [Implementation Measures for the Appraisal and Evaluation of 
Chinese PLA Commanding Officers], 中国人民解放军指挥军官考核评价标准（试行) 
[Standards for the Appraisal and Evaluation of Chinese PLA Commanding Officers (trial)]. 
For staff officers, the following documents were issued in 2010: 中国人民解放军参谋军官
考核评价纲要 [Outline for the Appraisal of Chinese PLA Staff Officers], 中国人民解放军参



 

 163 

level issues and are at present gradually being implemented. The main policy 

documents, i.e., the Outline for the Appraisal of Chinese PLA Commanding 

Officers and Outline for the Appraisal of Chinese PLA Staff Officers, lay out 

the general principles of the evaluation process on a macro and policy lev-

el.552 For technical officers, I have not found a corresponding outline. Yet in 

regard to standards and implementation, similar documents exist for each of 

the three categories of officers. They cover the specifics of the evaluation 

process: how it should be organized and implemented, with what frequency 

officers should be evaluated, what methods should be used, and how the 

results should be assessed.553 I was unable to access the actual documents, 

but the available descriptions of them indicate a high level of detail. For 

example, the evaluation criteria to measure the moral character and perfor-

mance of the officers are divided into two categories. The first is universal in 

character and encompass five aspects: morals (德), ability (能), diligence (勤
), achievement (绩), and physique (体). These are consistent with the evalua-

tion criteria for civilian cadres, with the addition of physical requirements.554 

The second category is more specific and evaluates the officer according to 

the responsibilities and tasks attached to her/his position.555 There are also 

detailed instructions for how these areas should be graded in terms of eval-

uation items and evaluation points.556 Based on this, officers are graded as 

incompetent, competent, or excellent.557 In regard to frequency, it is spelled 

out that, for example, staff officers at or above the army level should be 

evaluated once every two years, whereas staff officers at or below the divi-

                                                                                                                             
谋军官考核 评价实施办法 [Implementation Measures for the Appraisal and Evaluation of 
Chinese PLA Staff Officers] and 中国人民解放军参谋军官 通用考核评价标准(试行
[Standards for the Appraisal and Evaluation of Chinese PLA Staff Officers (trial)]. The same 
year (2010), the following documents were issued governing the appraisal of technical offic-
ers: 中国人民解放军专业技术军官 考核评价实施办法 [Implementation Measures for the 
Appraisal and Evaluation of Chinese PLA Technical Officers] and中国人民解放军专业技术
军官通用 考核评价标准(试行) [Standards for the Appraisal and Evaluation of Chinese PLA 
Technical Officers (trial)]. 
552 The PLA Daily, “总政干部部详解: 解放军指挥军官如何 考核 评价 [“A Detailed Expla-
nation by the Cadre Department of the GPD of How to Assess and Evaluate PLA Command-
ing Officers”] May 6, 2008. 
 <http://www.china.com.cn/policy/txt/2008-05/06/content_15080780.htm> (2013-03-17). 
553 Ibid.  
554  See, Edin, Market Forces and Communist Power 127, Melanie Manion, “The Cadre 
Management System, Post-Mao: The Appointment, Promotion, Transfer and Removal of 
Party and State Leaders,” The China Quarterly, no. 102 (1985): 227. 
555 The PLA Daily, “A Detailed Explanation by the Cadre Department of the GPD of How to 
Assess and Evaluate PLA Commanding Officers.” 
556 Chinese Communist Party News Web, 总政治部干部部领导就专 业技术军官考核评价
体系有关问题答问 [“Q and A with Leaders of the GPD Cadre Department Regarding the 
Evaluation System for Specialist Technical Officers”] Sept 3, 2010 
 <http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64093/82429/83083/12625715.html> (2013-04-01). 
557 According to the Law of the People's Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, the 
result of the staff evaluation may take three values: incompetent, competent or excellent 
(article 11). 
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sion level generally should be assessed annually.558 If the frequency of these 

evaluations is similar across the officer categories, this may be illustrated 

empirically in the following way: at the level of the research departments at 

the AMS and the NDU, the general director of an academic department and 

his deputy are only subject to evaluation once every second year, whereas 

office heads and other members of staff not in leadership positions will be 

evaluated once every year. This dividing line regarding the frequency of 

evaluation is consistent with other “dividing lines” identified in previous 

chapters. Above this line, the so-called flag rank officers or senior leaders 

are found, to which certain conditions apply. The policies also spell out that 

the assessment generally should be combined with the summary of work that 

each office must put together on a yearly basis in order to save time and 

money.559 Overall, it is believed that these guidelines, which regulate in de-

tail the evaluation and assessment of commanding, staff and technical offic-

ers, increase the objectivity and impartiality of the evaluation process by 

applying scientific standards.560 

The documents that are referred to above were issued between 2008 and 

late 2010 and are gradually being implemented throughout the PLA. Need-

less to say, evaluations took place previously also, and for top-level schools 

such as the ones included in this study, the changes are perhaps not so dras-

tic. In fact, it was suggested that this standardization was directed more at 

lower levels of the military, where nepotism and bribery in the promotion 

process is said to be more of a problem.561 It is also important to note that the 

documents discussed above do not indicate that the decision-making process 

has changed in these matters.  

It is the cadre department of the political department of the school that or-

ganizes and executes staff evaluations, but the general directors of the con-

cerned departments reportedly make suggestions regarding the individuals 

who will be required to leave. It should be noted, however, that the results of 

the appraisal may have consequences other than dismissal. For example, the 

Law of the People's Republic of China on Officers in Active Service stipu-

lates that, if an appraisal proves that an officer is unqualified for her/his cur-

rent post, the officer should be transferred to a post at a lower level.562 The 

responsibility for staff matters sometimes creates the impression that the 

cadre department functions as a human resource department. As mentioned 

in chapter 6, which discusses the organization of teaching and research, even 

                               
558 PLA Daily, 参谋军官考核评价制度 主要政策点设计背景解读 [The Cadre Department 
of the GPD, “Interpretation of, and Background to, the Policies of the Staff Officer Evaluation 
System”] June 18, 2010 <http://www.mod.gov.cn/policy/2010-06/18/content_4324012_4 
.htm> (2013-03-17). 
559 Ibid.  
560 Ibid.  
561 Interviewee XIX. 
562 Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, Chapter III, article 
23. 
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the PLA itself refers to the political department at the National University of 

Defense Technology as a human resources department (人力资源部). Alt-

hough political departments at military institutions, and especially the cadre 

departments, shoulder tasks directly related to the well-being of officers such 

as personal development and counseling, their mission exceeds that of tradi-

tional HR management. The most central task of the General Political De-

partment (GPD), which is the main administrative department to which all 

political departments at lower levels are subordinated, is party building in 

the armed forces. The political departments below the GPD are thus respon-

sible for administrating, organizing, and implementing political and party 

work in their respective units.563 That being said, the handling of staff mat-

ters, especially the exercise of control over the promotion and demotion of 

officers, is a critical feature of the political influence over the military. This 

is discussed in greater length in the chapter on promotion (chapter 8). 

As mentioned above, the department head plays a central role in identify-

ing the persons who may be terminated from the unit. There are different 

ways to arrive at this decision. The leader of the department may use the 

evaluation of the institute, described previously in this chapter, as guidance 

for staff evaluation. The general director may simply make the decision him-

self, or he can let the results of a peer review decide for him. The peer re-

view, which is also used when an officer is to be promoted, generally means 

that faculty members anonymously evaluate each other, under the admin-

istration of the political department. It is thus the political department that 

plans, organizes and compiles the results of these evaluations. The actual 

peer review is done by a simple grading system, which may be arranged as 

one to five, one to three, or ABCDE.564 Even though the results of the peer 

review do not themselves translate into a final decision regarding who will 

be kept on, it was described as being influential. Of course, it is also possible 

to allow colleagues to cast votes just for informational purposes. Yet the 

system is not that well received by the officers involved at the schools in 

Beijing. For example, concern was expressed that the system was unscien-

tific and to some degree unfair, given that how someone casts a vote likely is 

based on personal likes or dislikes. This, in turn, was said to be damaging to 

academic quality.565 Whereas peer review is a method used at both the AMS 

and the NDU – at the AMS it was even described as having become more 

popular – it is not utilized at the NUDT.566 

At both the NDU and the AMS, respondents maintained that whether or 

not peer review was used as a selection mechanism depended on the strength 

of the department head. “If a leader is strong enough, he should be able to 

                               
563 China’s Defense in 2002. 
564 Interviewee IV. 
565 Interviewee IV, Interviewee VIII. 
566 Interviewee X, Interviewee XIX. 
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make the decision himself,” was one reflection on this.567 Another was that 

peer review is a way for the leadership to escape responsibility, since the 

decision can then be said to have been made by one’s colleagues. Thus the 

conclusion, “It makes their life easier.”568 In the end, whether or not there 

will be a peer review at all and the amount of weight given to its result, dif-

fers among departments, a situation which may change when the new regula-

tions are completely implemented. Thus, in some cases, peer review may fill 

the function of giving a leader information about the relationship among 

colleagues, and in some cases, “Those who get the lowest marks may have to 

go.”569  

As mentioned above, the system of peer review is not used at the NUDT. 

Instead, decisions regarding who will have to leave each department annual-

ly are based on staff regulations.570 Indeed, the Chinese regulations for mili-

tary staff on active duty specify the maximum number of years that can be 

served in a certain position.571 However, if there are several officers meeting 

the time or age limits for their position, it is the party committee on the level 

stipulated by the regulations (institute, department and so on) that makes the 

final decision.572  

Being forced to leave the military involuntarily can have severe conse-

quences for an individual, especially for older faculty members who are 

more apt to encounter difficulties in the civilian labor market. Officers and 

staff members, who are obliged to leave, receive their basic salary for six 

months while looking for other positions. Nevertheless, since the salaries of 

officers in the PLA to a great extent are supplemented by extras and bonus-

es, the first half year after demobilization will most likely be marked by a 

significant decrease in income for most concerned.573 When asked if it was 

clear beforehand who would be designated to leave at the AMS and the 

NDU, the response was no, although there is gossip and rumors about it 

within the departments.574 Age is reportedly not a decisive factor since both 

older and younger members of staff can be forced to leave. However, offic-

ers with higher educational degrees are said to feel a little more secure “as 

long as you do a good job and have good relations with your superiors.”575 In 

the end, regardless of whether the general director reaches his verdict 

through peer review or not, the final decision has to be approved by the po-

litical department, and a decision must be taken by the party committee at 

                               
567 Interviewee IX. 
568 Interviewee V, and Interviewee VIII. 
569 Interviewee IV, Interviewee VIII. 
570 Interviewee X. 
571 See for example, Law of the People's Republic of China on Officers in Active Service. 
572 Interviewee X. 
573 Gunness and Vellucci, “Reforming the Officer Corps,” 191ff. 
574 Interviewee V, Interviewee VIII. 
575 Interviewee V. 
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the level specified by the regulations.576 If, for example, the officer in ques-

tion has outstanding qualities, or for some other reason, the political depart-

ment can veto the decision of the department head.577 At the NUDT, it was 

said that the political department never intervenes with the decisions of low-

er levels, and its approval is seen as a formality.578  

Staff quality assessment: how, by whom and what? 

In a similar fashion to the sections on the evaluation of teaching and re-

search, the text below discusses the maneuverability of the profession in the 

staff evaluation processes. The central question is how the profession is in-

volved in the evaluation processes, if it is allowed to make judgments based 

on its professional expertise, i.e., if it enjoys professional autonomy, and also 

if the assessment of staff is based on professional criteria. At the beginning 

of this chapter, the following three questions were identified in order to facil-

itate the discussion on the role of the profession: what, how and by whom.  

As evidenced by the discussion above, staff evaluation contains several 

actors and methods. Characteristic of the process as a whole, however, is that 

it is organized and executed by the political department, although the final 

decision-making power rests with the party committee two levels up. As 

argued above, the political department is not a human resource department in 

the classical sense, given that its main mission is to ensure that the party line 

is upheld in the military. This overarching task takes precedence over the 

other undertakings of this department and it is not a coincidence that matters 

of promotion and demotion come under its purview. Indeed, control over the 

election of staff is a central feature of the Leninist state system, not least 

through the nomenclature system (see also chapter 5). It is also noteworthy 

that the regulation of the evaluation process has been strengthened recently 

through the release of several directives by the general political department 

(GPD), which is, to reiterate, one of the main organizations through which 

the party instills its propaganda, ethos and ideology in the military. It is thus 

not surprising that these documents specify both political and professional 

evaluation criteria, and that they pinpoint a number of CCP documents and 

principles that should guide the staff evaluation.579  

In addition to addressing matters that are both professional and non-

professional in character, these documents are, moreover, both detailed and 

all-encompassing in that they cover most aspects of the evaluation process. 

                               
576 See also: Wortzel, “The General Political Department and the Evolution of the Political 
Commissar System,” 238. 
577 Interviewee IV, Interviewee IX. 
578 Interviewee XIX. 
579 Moral, for example, generally equals political loyalty. Examples of CCP principles that are 
central in the evaluation include Deng Xiaoping Theory and the Three Represents by Hu 
Jintao.  
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These new regulations thus result in the flexibility of the profession being 

further restrained as the space and maneuverability required to apply profes-

sional judgment is further limited. At lower levels, regulations may aid in the 

prevention of nepotism and reduce the practice of buying or selling of posi-

tions. Despite any potentially positive effects, however, they do nothing to 

increase the autonomy of the profession. These regulations are the end result 

of close consultations with military units throughout the PLA, surveys of 

thousands of military officers, and research on the existing models of evalua-

tion within the units. Yet they are an expression of centralization, and a form 

of steering from above that reduces the maneuverability of the profession.580  

All the respondents interviewed singled out the general director as a key 

person in the yearly process of selecting employees who will be terminated 

from the departments. This suggests that the political department often ac-

cepts the suggestions put forward by the head of the department. It is unclear 

if this will change as a result of the regulations discussed previously. It is 

possible that it will become more difficult for the general director to disre-

gard the results of the detailed evaluations produced by the political depart-

ment when making his recommendations. The maneuverability that the gen-

eral director currently enjoys in these matters therefore might be at risk of 

getting reduced. In this context, it is important to consider the role of the 

general director. How should this leader be viewed in a discussion of profes-

sional autonomy? As a representative of the profession? As a representative 

of the organization? Or both? Needless to say, a general director of an aca-

demic department is a senior military officer who has undertaken relevant 

professional training. In this regard, s/he is arguably a senior representative 

of the military officer profession. On the other hand, persons holding leader-

ship positions do so because they have proved they possess military skill and 

politically trustworthiness. In the course of advancing within the military 

hierarchy, they have successfully cleared several political control mecha-

nisms. By the time someone is appointed general director, s/he is deeply 

entrenched in the political system, as indicated by virtue of holding a posi-

tion as party committee member. It is therefore not correct to regard individ-

uals in this role as being strictly professionals whose influence is governed 

solely by professional ideals. This is not to make the argument that officers 

and staff are dismissed solely, or even primarily, on political grounds. Since 

the general director is responsible for the overall work of the department, 

which, of course, also is being evaluated, s/he is more likely to suggest that 

officers who contribute the least to the daily running of the department are to 

                               
580 How these regulations came about is discussed in the following articles: The PLA Daily, 
“A Detailed Explanation by the Cadre Department of the GPD of How to Assess and Evaluate 
PLA Commanding Officers,” Chinese Communist Party News Web, “Q and A with Leaders 
of the GPD Cadre Department Regarding the Evaluation System for Specialist Technical 
Officers.” 
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be dismissed. Regardless of whether a decision by the general director is 

based on political or professional considerations, or some combination 

thereof, it is important to remember that the decision may ultimately be over-

ruled by the political department.  

As described previously, peer review is also included in staff evaluations 

at the AMS and the NDU, and it is used in a similar manner as during the 

promotion process (see chapter 8). Peer review is a control mechanism that 

is generally associated with collegial influence and the self-regulation of a 

profession. The basic idea is that the work of a member of the profession is 

evaluated by other members of the same profession in order to ascertain that 

professional standards are being upheld. Peer review in the context of staff 

evaluation at the Chinese military institutes, however includes another as-

pect. First, it is somewhat odd that officers evaluate each other within the 

same department. This opens the door to a review of the colleague as an 

individual, rather than to her/his work. The ranking of one’s colleagues risks 

reducing the whole procedure to a subjective exercise where higher grades 

are given to colleagues who are well liked, regardless of their professional 

qualities. Departments in which the result of the peer review is truly taken 

into consideration thus encourage “best friend voting.” The respondents with 

experience in this system also expressed a lack of faith in it, saying that it 

came down to “personal likings” in the end. Even if staff members cast their 

vote in the peer review strictly according to the professional capabilities of 

candidates, the weight given to the result can be disregarded by the general 

director as well as by the political department, and finally by the party com-

mittee of the school on the corresponding level.581 In conclusion, profession-

als do not enjoy autonomy regarding the methods or the criteria applied in 

staff evaluations. Also, the entire process is administered by another depart-

ment, one with a mission that is not strictly military in nature. The only indi-

vidual identified as having some degree of maneuverability is the general 

director, but in this case political considerations may well influence deci-

sions and undermine the process.  

Professional autonomy in quality control and evaluation 

In this chapter, I have described the processes for quality control and evalua-

tion in the areas of teaching, research and staff. I have also discussed the 

maneuverability of the profession in regard to these undertakings, specifical-

ly by asking what is being evaluated, how is it being evaluated, and by 

whom is it being evaluated. Looking back at the two interconnected research 

questions of the study, the first can be answered affirmatively. The profes-

                               
581 On what level the decisions regarding promotion or dismissal of officers should be taken is 
regulated by law and is discussed more thoroughly in the next chapter.  
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sion does in fact enjoy professional autonomy in the context of quality con-

trol and evaluation. Yet the scope and depth of the analysis cannot be ade-

quately captured by this question, which in reality is posed as a means of 

determining whether it is possible to investigate the second question. Indeed, 

the answer to the second question of how best to understand this professional 

autonomy opens the door to a comprehensive and detailed discussion, espe-

cially with regard to variations found between issue areas and within differ-

ent groups in the profession. The analytic approach in this study reveals the 

deep reaching and extensive mechanisms of control that exist in regard to 

quality control and evaluation in the Chinese military. This serves to illus-

trate that organizational devices such as the system of political commissars 

or the political departments, constitute just one aspect of control within the 

Chinese armed forces. This chapter ends with a short summary and reflec-

tion on the overall professional autonomy in regard to quality control. 

Of the three areas that are studied in this chapter, the evaluation and ap-

praisal of staff varies the most. Unlike evaluation of research and teaching, it 

is difficult to find practices that correspond to this undertaking in a non-

Leninist administrative context, at least when the consequences are taken 

into account. Moreover, the results of the two first evaluations also contrib-

ute to the overall staff evaluation since the persons behind the teaching and 

the research obviously are also staff members. Whereas teaching and re-

search are evaluated by the administrative organs of the institutes (the train-

ing department and the DSRG respectively), staff evaluation is carried out 

by the political department. In regard to teaching evaluation at the NDU, the 

military profession – both the officer-students and the supervisors’ group – is 

involved in the evaluation process. The criteria originate from within the 

profession, as opposed to being imposed from above or from some external 

entity. There is no evidence that political considerations play a role in these 

processes. 

In regard to research, the administrative organ at the AMS does intervene 

in individual research projects on non-professional grounds. It cannot, there-

fore, be seen as merely a collegial peer review mechanism to improve the 

collective professional knowledge. The maneuverability of the profession is 

thus circumscribed. At the NUDT, by contrast, there is less direct institu-

tional control, and more responsibility is delegated to the supervisor.  

Finally, the staff evaluation, as already mentioned, is a process totally re-

moved from the profession and placed under the control of a department that 

operates according to a different logic, for a different purpose. It is also the 

evaluation that has the most far-reaching consequences for individual offic-

ers. If looked at in the context of control, it is the strongest control mecha-

nism, and it overrules the other two types of quality control. It is telling that 

this process is also the one in which the profession can hardly be said to 

enjoy any degree of autonomy.  
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8. Promotion 

The starting point for this thesis is that political control/autonomy in the 

Chinese military can be usefully analyzed by a research focus on profession-

al autonomy. Professional autonomy here means that the profession, as a 

group and as individual members, is allowed to use its professional compe-

tence and judgment in the execution of its work and in regard to decision 

making in areas of key importance to it. Based on the theoretical and meth-

odological discussions in previous chapters, three central areas have been 

identified in which it is beneficial to study professional autonomy: organiza-

tion of work, quality control, and promotion. The role of the profession in 

these three areas is encircled by applying three questions to the empirical 

material: how, what, and by whom.  

The two previous chapters investigate the autonomy of the profession in 

the planning, organization, quality control and evaluation of its work. The 

focus of this chapter is promotion, which is directly linked to quality control 

and the evaluation of staff, discussed in the preceding chapter. Promotion is 

important for any profession since, by encouraging certain behaviors and 

skills, the profession continues to develop and progress. Promotion is a way 

of rewarding work well done, work which in turn should be judged by pro-

fessional criteria. The analysis of the different processes for promotion with-

in the Chinese military in this chapter is structured around the three ques-

tions how, what, and by whom. The first question facilitates an understanding 

of how the processes of promotion are organized and executed. A closer 

examination of these processes reveals what role the profession plays in this 

context. Second, by asking what, the analysis captures the standards and 

criteria that are used in the promotion processes and the way in which these 

are decided. This enables a discussion of the role of the profession in decid-

ing the basis on which officers should be promoted. By whom, the final ques-

tion that is used to structure the analysis in this chapter, helps differentiate 

between different hierarchical levels within the military officer corps.  

As mentioned above, professional autonomy in the promotion process al-

lows the profession to determine its professional standards and is beneficial 

to the continuation and advancement of its expertise. Obvious signs of pro-

fessional autonomy in the context of promotion are, for example, that pro-

motion and demotion decisions are based on professional competence and 

expertise. This, in turn, means that the standards applied originate from with-

in the profession. At the same time, control over personnel is a cornerstone 
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of the Leninist state system, especially through the nomenclature. Given the 

politicization of the cadre administration, recruitment and promotion of per-

sonnel becomes crucial to securing the desired political line, and control 

over cadres is often singled out as one of the most important sources of party 

control.582 Promotion thus has a direct bearing on control and autonomy, not 

only in the Chinese military, but in other professions as well.  

Given that this thesis studies professional autonomy by looking at three 

military institutions for research and education, it is within this context that 

the discussion on promotion takes place. The processes of promotion of 

ranks and grade positions look similar in other units, but the professional 

positions that are discussed below are specific to the educational institutions.  

Promotion processes in the Chinese PLA 

The position an officer in the Chinese PLA holds depends on several factors. 

Consequently, there are at least three promotion processes that carry differ-

ent weight in regard to the overall status of an officer. This section begins 

with an introduction to the ranks, grades and categories of the Chinese of-

ficer corps. These generally do not correlate exactly to categories used by 

Western armed forces, and it is sometimes hard to provide an exact transla-

tion. Yet they are central to a discussion on promotion. I then provide an 

overview of the different promotion processes at the Chinese military institu-

tions. The analysis later in this chapter looks at the role of the profession in 

each of these schools.  

Chinese officer categories and other members of staff 

According to Chinese regulations, a PLA officer on active duty is classified 

as operational (军事), political (政治), logistics (后勤), armaments (装备) or 

specialized technical (专业技术).583 The specialized technical officers differ 

from other officer categories in that they are not directly involved in combat. 

This has consequences for their ranks and posts (or grade positions). The 

status of an officer in the military hierarchy is determined by her/his grade 

position (职务等级) and rank (军衔). In other militaries, for example in the 

United States, ranks and grade positions are basically identical. In the Chi-

nese military hierarchy, it is, on the contrary, the grade position that deter-

mines an officer’s overall position. This is formulated clearly in the guide-

lines regulating military rank: “The People’s Liberation Army shall apply a 

                               
582 Tao-chiu Lam and S. Chan Hon, “Reforming China's Cadre Management System: Two 
Views of a Civil Service,” Asian Survey 36, no. 8 (1996): 775. 
583 中华人民共和国现役军官法 [Law of the People's Republic of China on Officers in Active 
Service] available in Chinese at <http://www.jincao.com/fa/01/law01.25.htm> (2013-11-16). 
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system of conferring ranks on officers by virtue of their posts.”584 Conse-

quently, the regulations on military ranks also stipulate that “[w]hen an of-

ficer with a higher rank is subordinated to an officer with a lower rank in 

terms of post, the officer holding a higher post shall be the superior.”585 Ac-

cording to Samuel Huntington, such an order is incompatible with military 

professionalism:  

An officer is permitted to perform certain types of duties and functions by 
virtue of his rank; he does not receive rank because he has been assigned to 
an office. Although in practice there are exceptions to this principle, the pro-
fessional character of the officer corps rests upon the priority of the hierarchy 
of rank over the hierarchy of office.586 

For operational, political, logistics, and armaments officers, there are 15 

grade positions that range from Chairman of the CMC, to the grade of pla-

toon.587 Linked to each of the categories in the grade system, with the excep-

tion of the grade of CMC Chairman and vice Chairman, are a number of 

positions such as commanders, political officers, deputy commander and 

deputy political leader.588 In English translations, the grade position (职务等
级), is sometimes referred to by the highest commanding post at that level, 

for example military region commander (or leader), or division commander. 

These grade positions also include executive administrative duties and re-

sponsibilities. Based on the officer’s grade position, a system of military 

ranks is applied. Since there are 15 grade positions but only 10 military 

ranks, most grade positions can take two ranks.589 This is illustrated in the 

table that follows.  

The description above does not refer to specialized technical officers (专
业技术军官). These officers carry out work in a broad range of fields in-

cluding research, teaching, accounting, economics, journalism, sports and 

arts.590 Many of the officers engaged in teaching and research at the three 

                               
584 Regulations on the Military Ranks of Officers of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, 
Chapter III article 9, adopted on July 1, 1988, amended on May 12, 1994 
 <http://english.chinamil.com.cn/site2/special-reports/2006-04/20/content_460089.htm> 
(2010-11-09). 
585 Ibid., chapter I, article 5.  
586 Huntington, The Soldier and the State 17. 
587 Kenneth Allen, “Introduction to the PLA's Administrative and Operational Structure,” in 
The People’s Liberation Army as Organization, Reference Volume v1.0, ed. James C Mul-
venon and Andrew N.D Yang (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2002), 28, Blasko, The Chinese 
Army Today 56. 
588 Blasko, The Chinese Army Today. 
589 Gunness and Vellucci, “Reforming the Officer Corps,” 204-05, Blasko, The Chinese Army 
Today 57. 
590 徐平, “专业技术军官和文职干部有什么区别?” [Xu Ping, “What Is the Difference be-
tween Specialist Technical Officers and PLA Civilians?”] September 19, 2011, Official Web-
site of the Chinese Military <http://chn.chinamil.com.cn/jfdg/2011-09/19/content_4678677. 
htm> (2013-11-21). 
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institutions included in this study are specialized technical officers. Contrary 

to what is generally stated in the English literature on this subject, these of-

ficers are not assigned the same grade positions (职务等级) as commanding 

officers. Instead they are given one of fourteen special technical grade posi-

tions (or technical grades) (专业技术职务等级).591 The grade positions may 

in English be referred to as a technical level 1 through 14, (一级, 二级, 三级

…).592 These correspond to the 14 grade positions of commanding military 

officers below the grade position of the CMC Chairman.593 During my inter-

views, technical officers sometimes referred to the more familiar grade posi-

tions of commanding officers also when referring to their own posts. So, as 

an example, a respondent would refer to her-/himself as a having the grade 

position battalion commander instead of a technical grade 11. Only when 

specifically asked would the technical grade be clarified. These technical 

grade positions generally do not entail executive administrative responsibil-

ity and specialized technical officers do not hold leadership positions above 

the level of the academic department. This equals the grade position of a 

deputy division, and the officer then has the rank of colonel or senior colo-

nel.594 Again, this level proves to be an important dividing line, above which 

the need for control appears to be greater. Just as with commanding officers, 

specialized technical officers are also assigned rank based on their grade 

positions. These military ranks are the same as for commanding officers, 

minus the highest grade of full general.595  

To complicate matters further (perhaps), there is also another staff catego-

ry that should be mentioned. These are the PLA civilians (文职干部). PLA 

civilians wear uniforms and are in active service. Yet they do not have mili-

tary rank and do not therefore count as military officers.596 Most of the facul-

ty at the NUDT is PLA civilians.597 Only in specific military courses, such as 

field training and shooting, are the instructors specialist technical officers.598 

Yet at the two schools in Beijing researchers and teachers are generally 

technical officers. There are two categories of PLA civilians; special tech-

nical cadres (专业技术文职干部) and non-specialist technical cadres (非专
业技术文职干部). The first category shares grade positions with the special-

ized technical officers, whereas the latter is subject to another system.599 As 

                               
591 PLA Daily, “关于专业技术军衔授予和晋升” [“Regarding the Conferment and Promotion 
of Ranks for Specialized Technical Officers”]. 
<http://www.china.com.cn/chinese/zhuanti/xian/450649.htm> (2013-11-15).  
592 Ibid.  
593 Interviewee XIX. 
594 Interviewee X, Interviewee XIX. 
595 PLA Daily, “Regarding the Conferment and Promotion of Ranks for Specialized Technical 
Officers.” 
596 Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 63. 
597 Interviewee X. 
598 Interviewee X, see also Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 63. 
599 PLA Daily, “关于文职干部” [About PLA Civilians] 
<http://www.pladaily.com.cn/item/kjrcdw/zczx/xgzc/03.htm> (2013-11-15). 

http://www.china.com.cn/chinese/zhuanti/xian/450649.htm
http://www.pladaily.com.cn/item/kjrcdw/zczx/xgzc/03.htm
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mentioned above, civilian cadres do not have military ranks. Yet they do 

have a corresponding system of 10 non-military ranks (文职干部级别).600 

The highest is referred to as special rank (特级), and the remaining 9 are 

simply called rank 1 through 9.601 Just as for military officers, the grade posi-

tion determines the rank. The civilian cadres enjoy the same benefits as of-

ficers in active service of the corresponding grade position.602 High-ranking 

civilian cadres within the military enjoy high status, and cadres at a technical 

grade 3 and above are at times informally referred to as “civilian generals.” 

This is, however, not accepted by the authorities, and statements that make 

that clear have been issued.603 PLA civilians may hold leadership positions at 

the lowest level, i.e., the teaching and research group, but not on levels 

above these.  

In summary, the teachers and researchers at the schools included in this 

study are commanding officers, specialist technical officers, and PLA civil-

ians. Leadership positions that include executive administrative responsibil-

ity are held by commanding officers, for example, the president and the vice-

presidents of the schools, and subordinated leaders and deputy leaders of the 

colleges. The teachers and researchers without leadership positions on each 

of these levels are either specialist technical officers (NDU, AMS) and/or 

civilian cadres (NUDT). Although it is common for officers and cadres to 

stay within their “track” throughout their careers, it is also possible to change 

from being a civilian cadre, to being a technical or commanding officer.604 

The current president of the NUDT, Lt. General Yang Xuejun serves as an 

example in this regard. He started as a PLA civilian and did teaching and 

research work at one of the colleges at the NUDT. When he was promoted 

head of department, he had to become a specialized technical officer. At the 

next higher level, as head of one of the colleges, he had to switch to the 

commanding track, in which he has remained.605 Changes in the reverse di-

rection are also possible. The retirement age for officers is lower than for 

civilian cadres, and officers may therefore opt to switch to being civilian 

cadres to be able to continue work.606  

As mentioned, it is generally the grade position, or technical grade, and 

not the rank that determines the hierarchical status of the officers and PLA 

                               
600 Xu Ping, “What Is the Difference between Specialist Technical Officers and PLA Civil-
ians?” 
601 PLA Daily, “关于文职干部” [About PLA Civilians]. 
602 Ibid.  
603 See for example, China News Network, “总政治部：专业技术三级以上文职干部不得
称将军” [The GPD: Specialized Technical PLA Civilians of Rank 3 and Higher Shall not Be 
Called Generals] August 26, 2013 <http://www.chinanews.com/gn/2013/08-26/5208296. 
shtml> (2013-12-01). 
604 PLA Daily, “关于文职干部” [About PLA Civilians]. 
605 Interviewee XIX, Interviewee X. 
606 Xu Ping, “What Is the Difference between Specialist Technical Officers and PLA Civil-
ians?” 

http://www.chinanews.com/gn/2013/08-26/5208296.%20shtml
http://www.chinanews.com/gn/2013/08-26/5208296.%20shtml
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civilians. In addition, at the military institutions in this study, the officers and 

PLA civilians in addition have professional positions (职称), which are as 

important as the grades. There are two tracks: the teaching track and the 

research track. The first has four positions: assistant professor; lecturer; as-

sociate professor; and (full) professor.607 The research track has three posi-

tions: assistant research fellow; associate researcher; and researcher (re-

search fellow).608 As a result, all active officers and PLA civilians that have 

contributed to this study have at least three different titles. In addition, offic-

ers who hold leadership positions will also have a fourth title, which I refer 

to as leadership positions. To give an example, a person engaged in teaching 

at the NDU may have the rank lieutenant colonel, a technical grade 8, and 

the professional position associate professor. An officer in a leadership posi-

tion may similarly have the rank senior colonel, the grade position division 

commander, the professional title professor, and be the general director of a 

Department. These titles are all interconnected, but they carry varying 

weight and prestige and are subject to different promotion processes. Where-

as the promotion between ranks and grade positions, or posts, including 

leadership positions, is regulated by national laws and regulations, the pro-

ceedings in regard to promotion to higher professional positions at the mili-

tary institutes for education may vary slightly from school to school. These 

differences are discussed later in the text. 

Upon entering the PLA, each officer will be assigned a rank and a grade 

position, generally based on the officer’s educational background. For ex-

ample, an officer with a BA will be given the rank lieutenant; an officer with 

a master degree will be ranked captain; and if an officer holds a Ph.D., s/he 

will assigned the rank major. 609  Promotions between ranks and between 

grade positions occur at different time intervals, but are nevertheless also 

connected in the Chinese military. It is also not unusual for an officer to be 

promoted in order to be able to take up a certain position.610 Thus, for exam-

ple, to command an army/corps, the officer must hold the rank of major gen-

eral or lieutenant general, and to command a deputy army/corps, the officer 

must be either a major general or a senior colonel.611  

Unlike in Western militaries, in China it is not only the military units 

which are assigned grade positions, such as: military regions, group armies, 

divisions, battalions and so on; so is every military organization, including 

the military institutions for education.612 This also has an impact on promo-

                               
607 Interviewee IX, Interviewee XIX, Interviewee X. 
608 Interviewee V, Interviewee XIX. 
609 Interviewee VIII, Regulations on the Military Ranks of Officers of the Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army, Chapter IV article 11. 
610 Ibid., Chapter III, article 9. 
611 Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 57, Regulations on the Military Ranks of Officers of the 
Chinese People’s Liberation Army.  
612 This is congruent with the organization of the civilian administration of the state. See 
Lieberthal, Managing the China Challenge 50-51. Indeed, the military grade positions corre-
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tion, especially in promotions between professional positions, which is dis-

cussed further below. 

Table 8.1: The relationship between military grade positions and military ranks – 
operational, political, logistics, and armament officers 

 

Grade positions can thus be held by officers of two different ranks. As men-

tioned above, there are ten military ranks used in the PLA, except for spe-

cialist technical officers, a category to which there are only nine ranks (full 

general being the exception). If ordered hierarchically, from the lowest to the 

highest, the list of ranks reads as follows: second lieutenant, lieutenant, cap-

tain, major, lieutenant colonel, colonel, senior colonel, major general, lieu-

tenant general, and general. 

The greater emphasis on grade positions, as opposed to military ranks, has 

its explanation in Chinese military history. The Red Army, the predecessor 

of the PLA, established a cadre grade system back in 1927, and despite 

changes to it, especially in regard to the number of grades, this system has 

remained in place ever since.613 After the establishment of the People’s Re-

                                                                                                                             
spond to civilian bureaucratic levels. As such, the regiment grade corresponds to the county 
level, the division to the city/prefecture, and the army level to the province. Interviewee XVII. 
613 Kenneth Allen and John F. Jr Corbett, “Predicting PLA Leader Promotions,” in Civil-
Military Change in China: Elites, Institutes, and Ideas after the 16th Party Congress, ed. 

Military grade position (职务等

级) 

Corresponding military ranks 

(primary/secondary) (军衔) 

1. Chairman of the CMC 

2. Vice Chairman of the CMC 

Civilian (generally PRC president) 

General 

3. Military region  General / Lieutenant General 

4. Deputy military region  Lieutenant General / Major General 

5. Army/Corps  Major General / Lieutenant General 

6. Deputy army/Corps Major General / Senior Colonel 

7. Division  Senior Colonel / Major General 

8. Deputy division Colonel / Senior Colonel 

9. Regiment  Colonel / Lieutenant Colonel  

10. Deputy regiment  Lieutenant Colonel / Colonel 

11. Battalion  Major / Lieutenant Colonel 

12. Deputy battalion  Captain / Major 

13. Company  Captain / Lieutenant  

14. Deputy company  Lieutenant / Captain  

15. Platoon  Second Lieutenant / Lieutenant  



178 

public in 1949, gradual efforts were made, especially during the 1950s, to 

improve the standards of the war torn communist forces. In 1955, the Chi-

nese People’s Liberation Army adopted a system of military ranks. Howev-

er, following the radicalization of Chinese politics in the 1960s, this system 

was abolished. It was argued that the rank system, based on hierarchy and 

status, undermined the revolutionary and comradely spirit of the PLA, which 

led to it being abandoned at the onset of the Cultural Revolution in 1965. 

The Military Service Law, passed in 1984, stipulated that a system of ranks 

should be reintroduced in the PLA, and this went into force in 1988. The 

decision to reinstate a system of ranks was partly a result of the PLA’s expe-

rience during the border war against Vietnam in 1979 where there was con-

siderable confusion on the battlefield as a result of the lack of ranks and an 

unclear chain of command.614 

Despite the introduction of ranks that arguably made the organization of 

the PLA more similar to Western militaries, it is still a party-army in the 

sense that it is subordinated to the Politburo Standing Committee (PSC) of 

the Chinese Communist Party rather than to the State Council.615 Its party-

army character also becomes obvious in regard to promotion, as all staff 

matters are handled by the General Political Department (GPD), one of four 

general headquarters directly subordinate to the Central Military Commis-

sion (see also chapter 2). This includes both promotions and demotions in 

rank and in grade. As mentioned previously, the cadre department (干部部), 

one of the sub-departments of the GPD, is in charge of officers’ dossiers, 

which include relevant career information for all officers in the PLA, infor-

mation such as previous promotions, party membership application, and 

bibliographic data.616 The GPD has subordinate offices within all PLA units 

at the regiment level and above; they are labeled political departments, divi-

sions, or offices, depending on the organization’s grade position.617 At all 

three military institutions included in this study, the political department 

constitutes one of three to four central administrative departments. Large 

units, such as the NUDT, also have political departments within other de-

partments on lower levels.618 The political department is generally headed by 

a director who reports to the political commissar of the institution, or the 

                                                                                                                             
Andrew Scobell and Larry Wortzel (Carlise: Institute for Strategic Studies, U.S. Army War 
College 2004), 258. 
614 Allen, “Introduction to the PLA's Administrative and Operational Structure,” 30. 
615 It is true that there, at least on paper, are two CMCs, one subordinated to the state, and one 
to the party. However, their members are identical and it is generally recognized as one and 
the same organization. 
616  Gunness and Vellucci, “Reforming the Officer Corps,” 202, Wortzel, “The General 
Political Department and the Evolution of the Political Commissar System,” 237, Shambaugh, 
Modernizing China's Military 136. 
617 See chapter 2 of this thesis.  
618 Interviewee XIX. 
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equivalent at lower organizational levels.619 In accordance with the system of 

dual command, the political commissar, in turn, is one of two leaders at the 

very top of every military organization, which in this context means the head 

of school or the deputy head of school. 

Another highly important entity in regard to promotion is the party com-

mittee. As mentioned above, the system of party committees runs through 

the military organization and ensures that the guidelines of the CCP are dis-

tributed and adhered to. Leaders on the respective organizational level make 

up the party committee, which reports to the party committee on the next 

higher level in the system (see also chapter 5). The chairperson and deputy 

chairperson of a lower level committee are generally represented on the par-

ty committee on the next higher level. In the institutions included here, the 

highest party committee is made up by the head of school, the deputy head 

of school, other central leaders from the central administrative departments, 

as well as the chairpersons and deputy chairpersons of the next subordinated 

level. The role of the party committee will be further discussed later.  

Given the different tradition, and weight, of grade positions and military 

ranks, it is perhaps not surprising that their promotion processes differ as 

well. As illustrated below, the distinction is important to make in any analy-

sis on professional autonomy since these processes are guided by different 

criteria. The procedure for promotions in rank is introduced below. Thereaf-

ter, the less standardized and less predictable process for promotion to higher 

posts, or grade positions, is discussed. Then the promotion between profes-

sional positions is discussed. The civilian cadres, the so-called PLA civil-

ians, are promoted in ranks and posts in a similar fashion. Unless otherwise 

indicated, the discussion below is, however, confined to military officers. 

Promotion to higher military ranks 

As mentioned, the military rank system that was abolished in 1965 was rein-

troduced in the late 1980s. According to the Regulations on the Military 

Ranks of Officers of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army that were adopted 

in 1988, the purpose of the reintroduction was “strengthening the revolution-

ization, modernization and regularization of the People’s Liberation Army, 

facilitating the command and management of the Army and heightening the 

officers’ sense of responsibility and honour.”620 These regulations constitute 

                               
619 On lower military levels, this post is referred to as political instructors, political directors, 
or political workers, depending on the grade of the organization. Shambaugh, Modernizing 
China's Military 134. 
620 Regulations on the Military Ranks of Officers of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, 
Chapter 1 article 2. The attentive reader will notice that “to revolutionize” the military also 
was stated as a reason to abolish the rank system in 1966, as described above. 
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the primary document that governs the promotion between ranks.621 It spells 

out, for example, the different ranks, how long an officer must serve before 

being promoted to the next rank, as well as where in the military hierarchy 

the authority to make promotion decisions is located. This document gives 

the impression of being technical and objective, and the reinstating of the 

rank system is at times given as an example of increased regularization and, 

also at times, professionalization. It certainly improves the predictability of 

promotion, for example by specifying how long a period of time a lieutenant 

must serve before s/he can be promoted to captain and which body is respon-

sible for such a decision. Yet it will not say who among all lieutenants that 

will be promoted. Given that the hierarchical structure is pyramid shaped, 

many officers on each level will have to leave the military on a yearly basis 

for others to be promoted. Since promotion to the next higher post takes 

precedence over promotion of military rank, it is generally in this context 

that the decision is made as to who will have to leave the armed forces.622 

This is discussed in greater detail under the section below on promotion to 

higher posts. 

According to the regulations, “officers shall be promoted grade by grade 

at regular intervals.”623 In contrast to states with greater overlaps between 

grade positions and ranks, these two promotion processes generally do not 

occur at the same time, partly due to the different promotion intervals (gen-

erally three and four years respectively). Unless the officer has violated rele-

vant regulations, the promotion in ranks appears to be a rather straightfor-

ward process, and the extensive evaluations that take place ahead of a pro-

motion in grades or professional positions is not repeated in this case.624 As 

with other personnel matters, promotions and demotions of officers are the 

responsibility of the cadre department of the school, which is one of the cen-

tral departments of the units’ political department. Generally, the decision to 

promote an officer has to be approved by a higher military level. On what 

level the decision should be made is set out in the aforementioned regula-

tions on military ranks. Military region organizations, such as the AMS and 

the NDU included in this study, have the power to appoint lieutenants colo-

nels and majors, whereas ranks above these, i.e., colonels, senior colonels, 

and the three general grades, have to be approved by the chairman of the 

Central Military Commission.625  

                               
621 That is, it is the primary identified and accessible document to the author. This does not 
rule out the possibility that additional documents exist that have an impact on promotion in 
ranks. 
622 Allen and Corbett, “Predicting PLA Leader Promotions,” 263. 
623 Regulations on the Military Ranks of Officers of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, 
Chapter V article 18. 
624 Interviewee V 
625 Regulations on the Military Ranks of Officers of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, 
Chapter IV article 16.  
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In regard to promotion up to and including the rank of colonel, the cycle 

is regularized according to a certain time scheme of approximately four 

years.626 Decisions regarding promotion at lower levels rest with the party 

committee and the political department at the universities, where the dossiers 

of the officers are kept. There is an obvious dividing line at the level of sen-

ior colonel, the point after which promotions are not regularized in the same 

manner. In the regulations, it is spelled out: 

Officers with the rank of Senior Colonel or above shall be promoted selec-
tively on the basis of their posts, their political integrity and professional 
competence and their contributions to the building of national defence.627 

Taken together, this indicates that the external control in regard to promo-

tions increases as an officer climbs the ranks. And it is also interesting to 

note other benefits that officers at and above the rank of senior colonel can 

benefit from, in regard to both job security and authority. For example, one 

respondent stated: 

When you have reached the level of senior colonel you are safe. You may not 
become a star general, but you can sit back and take it easy. Below that level, 
you never know whether you will be laid off or not.628  

Other respondents reiterated this by claiming that if you are a senior colonel 

“You don’t need to look for another job outside the military”629 and “You 

know that you will be able to retire and enjoy full benefits.”630 Since officers 

are assigned ranks by virtue of the posts they hold, it should perhaps be 

stressed that it is not the rank itself, but rather the corresponding grade posi-

tion division or technical level 6, which is decisive. So, in the Law of the 

People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, it is consequently 

stated that “officers holding posts at or above the division level or senior 

specialized technical posts shall be treated as pensioners,” upon their retire-

ment.631 This effectively means officers at and above the rank of senior colo-

nel. 

Returning to the questions posed in the beginning of this chapter, it is 

clear that the role of the profession in deciding how the promotion in ranks is 

organized and executed is limited. Rather, promotion between lower ranks 

follows a standardized and formalized pattern, one that is beyond the reach 

of professional influence. The same applies to the question as to what these 

promotion decisions are founded on. The criteria that form the basis for 

                               
626 Ibid., Chapter V.  
627 Ibid., Chapter V article 17. 
628 Interviewee VII. 
629 Interviewee VIII. 
630 Interviewee V. 
631 Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, article 47. 
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promotion between lower and intermediate ranks include “professional com-

petence,” the officers’ “actual performance,” and “their contributions to the 

revolutionary cause and their experience in military service.” This suggests a 

role for the profession, at least on paper, in the operationalization of these 

criteria. However, up to the rank of colonel, these criteria seem to be stand-

ardized to mean the number of years in service. This, in turn, limits the in-

fluence and autonomy of the profession. The regulations include non-

professional criteria such as “political integrity” as well, but given the prece-

dence of having years in service, unless the officer has committed an of-

fense, this does not amount to a decisive factor. This is perhaps not surpris-

ing in a military organization, but it illustrates that merits outweigh profes-

sional skills in the promotion between military ranks, at least until reaching 

the rank of colonel. Professional competence and political integrity are deci-

sive criteria and in this regard, the process is not standardized in the same 

manner. However, since officers are awarded military ranks by virtue of 

their grade position, promotion in this respect is more significant to a discus-

sion on professional autonomy, and it is the focus of the next section. At the 

military institutions, the professional position is also of utmost importance 

and there is a rather rigorous selection process that precedes promotion in 

this regard; it is discussed later in this chapter. 

Promotion to higher posts or grade positions  

Compared to the promotion process in military rank, the promotion to higher 

posts is more important in regard to officer benefits and responsibilities, and 

is less predictable and systematized.632 Just as with regard to the regulations 

in rank, there are regulations that spell out the criteria for promotion in posts 

or grade positions. The main document that is available is the Law of the 

People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, which was first 

adopted in 1988 and underwent its latest amendment in the year 2000.633 

Apart from these legal steering documents, the selection is said to “of 

course” be dependent also on personal relationships.634 Before discussing the 

criteria for promotion, the next section explains how grade positions are used 

in the PLA since it differs from how these concepts are applied in many 

Western militaries. 

In China, military academies are organized in the same manner as the 

field units, although they do not command troops. As mentioned above, the 

AMS and the NDU are directly subordinate to the CMC, whereas it is un-

clear whether the NUDT is under the sole supervision of the CMC or the 

dual supervision of the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry for Education. 

                               
632 Interviewee VIII. 
633 Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service. 
634 Interviewee VII. 
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The AMS and the NDU are military region grade organizations, and thus 

have the corresponding organizational pattern to any of the seven military 

regions.635 Therefore, the presidents and the political commissars of the NDU 

and the AMS must be lieutenant generals, generals, or vice admirals (the 

latter being the equivalent of lieutenant general in the Navy), which is con-

sistent with the positions of the commander and commissars of a military 

region.636 The NUDT, on the other hand, is ranked slightly lower than the 

two institutions in Beijing and corresponds to a deputy military region.637 

Consequently, according to the regulations, it could be headed by a lower-

ranking officer as compared to the two institutions in Beijing, i.e., a lieuten-

ant general or a major general.  

The same organizational logic runs through the internal organization of 

the military educational institutions. The number of hierarchical levels below 

the top level, i.e., that of a military region or deputy military region, seem-

ingly depends on the size of the school or institution. At the AMS, there are 

two additional levels: the department level, which has the same grade as an 

army/corps (正军职); and the subordinate offices, which hold the grade of 

divisions (正师职).638 Consequently, the department heads, or assistant polit-

ical commissars at the department level, must hold the same ranks as any 

commander or assistant political commissar assigned to a field army/corps, 

i.e., the rank of major general or lieutenant general. Following this logic, 

offices that are subordinate to the departments must be headed by major 

generals or senior colonels, just like any military division.639 At the NUDT, 

there are four additional grade positions below the university level, which, as 

stated above, has the grade of a deputy military region. These are: the central 

administrative level, which in this case means the administrative level im-

mediately below the university, and which has the same position as an ar-

my/corps; the college level, which corresponds to a division; the academic 

department level which corresponds to a deputy-division (副师职); and last-

ly the office, which holds the corresponding rank to a regiment (正团职).640 

 

                               
635  Kenneth Allen, “Assessing the PLA's Promotion Ladder to CMC Member Based on 
Grades vs. Ranks – Part 1,” China Brief X, no. 15 (2010): 6, Interviewee VIII. 
636 China Daily, “China promotes 11 to full general” March 30, 2011 
<http://www.china.org.cn/china/2010-07/20/content_20532198.htm> (2013-04-13), Directory 
of PRC Military Personalities, (Honolulu: Serold Hawaii Inc., 2008). 
637 Interviewee X. 
638 Interviewee VIII. 
639 Directory of PRC Military Personalities, Regulations on the Military Ranks of Officers of 
the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. Interviews conducted with directors of various re-
search and training departments and offices also confirm this. 
640 Interviewee X. 



 

Organizational levels of 

the Chinese PLA 

Academy of Military  

Science (AMS) 

National Defense Universi-

ty (NDU) 

National University of Defense 

Technology (NUDT) 

Rank of officer in 

leadership position* 

CMC    Civilian Chair 

General Departments  

(GSD, GPD, GAD, GLD) 

   General 

Military Region AMS Head office  NDU Head office   General 
Lt. General 

Deputy Military Region   NUDT Head office Lt. General 
Major General 

Army/Corps Central admin. departments, 
such as DSRG, political dep. 
Research departments, such 
as Dep. of world military 
studies 

Central admin. departments, 
such as training dep. and 
PD. Academic dep., such as 
Dep. for strategic studies  

Central admin. dep., such as PD, 
Training Dep. 

Major General 

Lt. General 

Deputy Army/Corps     

Division Research Offices, such as 
the Asia-Pacific Office, the 
Military strategy office  

Teaching and research insti-

tutions and centers, such as 

Center for Defense Mobili-

zation Studies  

10 Colleges, such as College of 
Computers, and College of 
Humanities and Social Sciences 

Senior Colonel 

Major General 

Deputy Division   Departments, such as Dep. of 
network engineering 

Colonel 

Senior Colonel 

Regiment   Teaching and research offices, 
such as the research office for 
processor architecture, and the 
research offices for politics 

Colonel 

Lieutenant Colonel 

This is not a complete organizational chart of the military institutes included in this study, but an illustration of the different levels within 

each institute and their correspondence to the organizational levels of the field units.  

*There are two possible ranks attached to the leadership position, the primary position is displayed in bold in the table.  

Table 8.2: The relationship between the organization of China’s armed forces and the organization of the educational institutions. 
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There are many similarities between the promotion in ranks and in grade 

positions. However, in comparison to military ranks, the requirements for 

grade positions are formulated in greater detail in the steering document. The 

first basic requirement is to be “loyal to the Motherland and the Communist 

Party of China.”641 The law also stipulates that people should be appointed 

on their merits, which is this case means “both political integrity and profes-

sional competence.”642 It is interesting to note that political integrity contin-

ues to be viewed as a merit, and, moreover, that it is listed ahead of “profes-

sional competence.” Moreover, neither of these criteria is specified, which 

opens up the possibility of different interpretations and adds to the opaque-

ness of the process. It is also made explicit in this law that training in mili-

tary schools and academies is a prerequisite for promotion. The law does not 

specify exactly what kind of training that each grade position requires, most 

likely because this may differ between services and also over time. This 

means that another significant and, most likely, less formal selection takes 

place in the units ahead of the formal promotion to a higher grade position, 

i.e., the selection of officers who are sent to undertake further training and 

education. According to one respondent, “If you are handpicked to undertake 

further military education, you know that you may have a future in the 

PLA.”643 However, even if you are selected, it is no guarantee of promotion, 

given the large numbers of officers in the PLA. If not selected, however, an 

officer can be fairly certain that s/he will have to leave the armed forces, if 

not immediately, then when the maximum time and age limit for the given 

position has been reached.644 

In the field units, whether or not an officer is selected to have further mili-

tary training is said to depend on whether the officer has good personal rela-

tionships with superiors; has shown good operational and management skills 

in the platoon; and has been able to provide stability among subordinates. 

For example, it was explained that “If someone has committed a crime, or 

killed themselves among your troops, your career is over, even if you are a 

good commander.”645 

The Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service 

also sets out the minimum term of office for commanders at the different 

levels (platoon to army/corps), and junior, intermediate and senior technical 

officers, as well as the maximum age for each level. For example, in a com-

                               
641 Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, Chapter II article 1.  
642 Ibid., Chapter I article 4. 
643 Interviewee VII. 
644 The maximum age for officers in peacetime is also spelled out in the Law of the People’s 
Republic of China on Officers in Active Service. See Chapter III article 14. 
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and bribing is reportedly a fairly common practice on lower levels. In this context, it was said 
that it is widely known that it costs 10,000 yuan to be promoted regiment commander. The 
enforced audit undertakings ahead of promotion, described in previous chapters, can be seen 
as a step taken by central authorities aiming at reducing such practices. 
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bat troop, an officer at the company level, which is the grade position an 

officer with a bachelor’s degree is assigned as initial ranking, cannot be old-

er than 35 years. Thus, if you are not promoted to a grade position at the 

battalion level (deputy battalion or battalion commander) when you have 

reached this age, you will be laid off and have to leave the PLA. For the 

specialized technical officers, there are three age limits in peacetime, 40, 50 

and 60 years respectively for junior, intermediate and senior technical offic-

ers. Contrary to the military ranks, the number of available grade positions is 

strictly regulated by the personnel plan issued by the General Staff Depart-

ment. This means that the officer in the promotion process faces both age 

restrictions and a scarcity of positions. Since each grade position requires 

certain training, to which the officer is sent after a rather opaque selection 

process that involves military and political superiors, the promotion in 

grades is not as regularized as the promotion in military ranks.  

Moreover, the law specifies that “democratic supervision” should apply 

and “public comments” be respected. 646  The interpretation of democratic 

supervision in this context is that the process of selecting officers should be 

carried out under the auspices of the institute’s party committee. This can be 

traced back to the Leninist principle of democratic centralism (民主集中制), 

which is the basic organizing principle of the Chinese Communist Party. 

One of the central features of democratic centralism is that, once a decision 

is taken by a majority vote in the party committee, all members are obliged 

to support this decision, regardless of any previous disagreements. The di-

rective that “public comments” should be respected, on the other hand, I 

interpret to mean that candidates who are opposed by their peers should not 

be promoted. When it comes to the appraisal of officers, it is explicitly stated 

that this should be done by the leaders, together with the rank and file.647 In 

addition to the views of colleagues, and of more importance, an officer due 

for promotion is also evaluated by his/her superiors, as well as by the politi-

cal department. This is to be done according to criteria formulated by the 

CMC and, based on the results, the officer is ranked as: excellent, qualified, 

or unqualified.648  

Since the military hierarchy is shaped like a pyramid, the situation be-

comes more competitive the higher one climbs. This holds true for military 

rank, grade positions, as well as for professional positions. In regard to lower 

grade positions where the number of slots is greater, promotions appears to 

be more standardized. The breaking point, where it starts to get really com-

petitive was referred to as “the bottleneck” and was said to come earlier in 

the field units as compared to the military education institutes.649 There, this 
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was said to happen at the level of battalion commander, when the officer has 

the rank of major or lieutenant, whereas at the institute, it is first at the level 

of regiment commander, or the technical grade 8 for technical officers, when 

the officer has the rank of colonel that this “bottleneck” occurs.  

In summary, the system for promotion between grade positions follows 

both regularized and non-regularized procedures. In comparison to military 

rank, the promotion between grade positions is less predictable and less 

transparent. The role of the profession and of professional autonomy in this 

process will be discussed further in the concluding section of this chapter. 

Promotion to higher professional positions 

In addition to the military rank and grade position/technical grade that each 

officer holds, the staff at the military educational institutions also has profes-

sional positions. These are of utmost importance when it comes to decision-

making power and influence, which is illustrated below. The professional 

positions are linked to, and serve as a precondition for, promotion in ranks 

and grade positions. At the AMS, for example, an officer is required to be an 

associate researcher before s/he can be promoted to senior colonel, and the 

accompanying position of grade division commander, or a technical grade 

7.650 The exact procedure may vary slightly both among the different re-

search institutes or departments, as well as within them, not least of all be-

cause of the size and number of institutes and centers. Data gathered during 

interviews at the military institutions included in this study, however, sug-

gests that the underlying logic remains consistent across the institutes. 

As mentioned above, the total number and type of positions at the acade-

mies is decided by the General Staff Department (GSD) and the cadre de-

partment of the school’s political department is responsible for its implemen-

tation.651 The process of staffing the professional positions at the school is 

generally a matter for the institutes themselves. Unlike to promotion deci-

sions regarding high military ranks and grade positions, which must be made 

by the chairman of the CMC, the highest professional positions are decided 

by the military institutes. Yet they must also be approved by the GPD. 

Once a year, the political department of the school makes a report on the 

staff situation and announces the openings for different positions, “perhaps 

four openings for associate professors and two openings for professors.”652 

Oftentimes, available job openings are dependent on retirement on higher 

levels, which explain both the fierce competition and the scarce number of 

positions.653 Throughout the entire procedure, the cadre department of the 

                               
650 Interviewee VIII. 
651 Interviewee IX. 
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political department is a central actor: it does all the planning, organizes the 

evaluation committees, and supervises the whole process.654 However, the 

political department does not have final decision-making power in regard to 

promotion in professional positions. That power resides with the party com-

mittee. Yet the highest positions must be approved by the GPD. 

As mentioned previously, the officers and PLA civilians at the three mili-

tary institutes follow either a research track or a teaching track. At the Acad-

emy of Military Science, all members of staff are within the research track. 

As such, these officers hold, in addition to rank and grade positions, one of 

the following three professional positions: assistant research fellow, associ-

ate researcher and researcher (research fellow). It is unclear if there are also 

research positions at the NDU, but everyone I came in contact with or whose 

name I came across was located within the teaching track. At the National 

Defense University, there are four academic “teaching” positions: assistant 

professor, lecturer, associate professor, and professor. The staff at the NUDT 

belongs to either of the two tracks, and the positions are the same as at the 

other two schools. 

Promotion is anything but an automatic process that is merely dependent 

on available positions at higher levels. Rather, candidates must go through 

several steps of being evaluated and there are many candidates competing 

for few openings. It is in this context that it is critical to study exactly how 

and by whom the decisions are taken and on what criteria they are based. At 

all three schools, an evaluation committee system is applied. Promotion de-

cisions regarding lower professional positions are taken by the evaluation 

committee on the level of the academic department, which is referred to as 

the intermediate evaluation committee (中评委). Higher positions, such as 

associate professors and professors at the NDU, professors and researchers at 

the NUDT, and associate researchers and researchers at the AMS, are han-

dled by the evaluation committee on the level of the university, which is 

referred to as the higher evaluation committee (高评委).655  

A junior researcher at the AMS begins his or her career as an assistant re-

search fellow and may have to remain in the position for ten years before 

being promoted to associate researcher. The situation at the AMS was de-

scribed as extreme, and the time span at other units was said to be shorter.656 

At the NDU, the first step, from assistant professor to lecturer, was described 

as rather straightforward and not exceedingly difficult to achieve. However, 

during the next step, from lecturer to associate professor, competition was 

described as “really fierce” and generally, an officer might look for promo-

tion after working four or five years as a lecturer.657 
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The selection process for any of the higher professional positions starts at 

the level of the research centers, institutes, or teaching and research groups 

subordinate to the academic departments. On this level, the candidates’ aca-

demic achievements, their working time, as well as the views of their col-

leagues will be taken into consideration. In regard to the opinion of col-

leagues, a peer review among the staff of the institute will generally be car-

ried out. However, the weight ascribed to the views of the colleagues seems 

to differ between the departments and institutes, and in the end, it is still the 

head of the institute/center who has the final say. Colleagues evaluate the 

instructor’s capacity by casting an anonymous vote, either by answering the 

simple question: “Do you think this officer should get promoted? (Yes or 

no),” or by ranking the candidates in order of preference.658 The result of the 

peer review does seem to matter, but if the scores of two candidates are simi-

lar and one of the potential candidates has worked considerably longer, this 

person is given precedence.659 This may be done in order to ensure that an 

individual does not reach the age limit of his/her current grade position and 

therefore be laid off. In the end, it is the head of the unit who has the final 

say as to whom to put forward in the selection process on the departmental 

level. 

Once the final candidates from each research center or institute have been 

selected, their applications are forwarded to the department level. This is 

what was referred to as the intermediate evaluation committee above. De-

pending on the number of centers subordinate to the department, the number 

of candidates who are forwarded will vary. On the level of the department, 

there are some additional requirements a successful candidate must meet to 

be considered. For example, an officer looking for promotion must have 

published at least two to three articles to even be considered.660 In addition to 

such requirements, there is another round of peer review, where colleagues 

are given a say in regard to what candidate the academic department should 

suggest for promotion. The process that each individual must go through at 

the department level at the AMS was described by one respondent the fol-

lowing way: 

If you have been an assistant research fellow for 10 years and you would like 
to be promoted to associated researcher, you will have to write down all your 
achievements in a report, how many projects you have been participating in, 
how many reports you have written, how many chapters you have contributed 
to, my political behavior, my loyalty and so on. This, I will have to distribute 
to all the people in my department. There will be several people at the de-
partment who does this at the same time, perhaps 10-12… Every person in 
the department gets one vote and the candidates that are up for promotion 
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will be on a list and the colleagues will rank them according to their prefer-
ences.661 

In regard to peer review, a few points need to be made. Peer review is gener-

ally seen as an important means for the profession to uphold professional 

standards, improve quality and control professional discourse. It is thus in-

dicative of professional autonomy. In the promotion process described 

above, it is not obvious that peer review serves this function. The candidates 

will have distributed a summary of their achievements to their peers (see 

quote above) and the idea is that the colleagues should make their judgment 

based on this. In order to cast a vote based on professional judgment, how-

ever, the reviewers would need to evaluate the professional achievements 

and quality of the officers in question according to some established and 

accepted criteria. Given the information at hand, this does not appear to be 

the case. In terms of what the candidates distribute, peers are likely to evalu-

ate the quantity rather than the quality. Another point in regard to this pro-

cess: as described above, a more junior person may have to stand back, re-

gardless of the results of the colleagues’ voting, if a competing candidate is 

older. Although this may seem to be an acceptable approach from a collegial 

perspective, it arguably violates professional standards, since this implica-

tion is that age or seniority take precedence over professional skill. 

Compared to the peer review at the previous level, at the departmental 

level the opinions of colleagues seem to carry less weight. Indeed, it was 

explained that it functions as a reference and not as the final say.662 Instead, 

the leaders, i.e., the general director, the directors of the centers and insti-

tutes, and their corresponding deputies hold a closed door party committee 

meeting. If the leaders choose to, they may go against the decision of the 

peer review, and this was said by respondents to happen on a regular basis.663 

Once the party committee on the department level has taken a decision re-

garding the candidate to be suggested for promotion, the next step of the 

process is initiated.  

All the departments will forward candidates for higher professional posi-

tions to the next level, at which point the higher evaluation committee will 

confer and make their decision as to what candidates are most suitable to fill 

the vacant positions. Thus, at this level, there will generally be one candidate 

from each department. In the case of the AMS, this means perhaps four to 

five,664 and at the NDU, six candidates. At the AMS, the higher evaluation 

committee was said to be made of by senior researchers from several of the 
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departments, as well as the head of the political department, and the head of 

the Department of Scientific Research Guidance (DSRG).665 It is worth re-

calling that the candidates who are evaluated by the higher committee have 

gone through the pre-selection process at the department level and have been 

accepted by the party committee on the department level. Potential candi-

dates who are considered too outspoken or who are in other ways controver-

sial are therefore most likely to be absent at this step of the process.  

Candidates are required to write a report of their overall their achieve-

ments and must also prepare a speech for the committee. The whole process 

was described by one respondent as “very tiring.” As one respondent put it, 

“Imagine when you do it for the fourth year in a row, and you face the same 

people on the committee, it is really not funny.”666 At both institutions, it 

became clear that the promotion between professional positions generally is 

a time consuming and unpredictable process. For example, by the time an 

officer takes up the third, and highest, professional position at the AMS, s/he 

is generally around fifty years or older.667  

At the university level, when the decision is made by the higher evalua-

tion committee, the uncertainty was described as being greater than on the 

level of the department, at least at the NDU.668 One reason for this uncertain-

ty was said to be that identities of committee members are unknown until the 

committee reaches its decision. Also, the members vote anonymously. 

Names of the committee members are made public only after the process had 

ended.669 As mentioned above, decision-making power does not rest with the 

political department, but it must nevertheless agree to the decision taken by 

the higher evaluation committee.670 For higher professional positions, where 

the decision is reached on the level of the university, the General Political 

Department, one of the four general headquarters, must concur with the deci-

sion.671 This was said to be merely a formality at NUDT and the GPD was 

said to never intervene in decisions regarding professional positions at the 

school.672  

At the NUDT, which is the largest of the three schools, the promotion 

processes look slightly different. First of all, peer review is not used at the 

NUDT. Second, an instructor who is looking for promotion must first have 

the approval of the party committee of her/his unit. He or she also needs a 

positive evaluation at the level of the college. This evaluation implies that 

the college dispatches a group of supervisors (督导组) to evaluate the work 
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of the candidate throughout the semester.673 The members of this group, gen-

erally eight people, will sit in on random lectures. The candidate knows nei-

ther what lectures will be monitored nor who among the supervisors will sit 

in. Supervisors make use of extensive criteria formulated by the training 

department, as well as their own judgment. These experts then give the can-

didate a grade, and based on that an average is calculated. The average grade 

must be “excellent” for the candidate to be considered at all. The academic 

college then makes a review of all the forwarded candidates with the grade 

“excellent” (on average 10). On the level of the college, this is done by an 

intermediate evaluation committee, consisting of the same members as the 

academic committee of the college. The members of this committee are de-

partment heads, supervisors and other leaders; they discuss and vote on the 

candidates. The head of college was reported to have a significant voice in 

these matters. While not instructing the others on how to vote, s/he generally 

advises them which research fields the college needs to strengthen, and 

based on this, the other leaders can infer how to vote.674 If the candidate is 

looking for promotion to researcher or professor, i.e., the two highest profes-

sional positions, the application must be forwarded to the higher evaluation 

committee on the university level, in a manner similar to what is described 

above. These evaluation committees are referred to as academic committees, 

but their membership overlaps with the party committee of the college and 

the university respectively. Once again, the decision reached by these com-

mittees must be agreed upon by the political department on the next higher 

level.  

There is a party committee in every unit at the regimental level and above, 

which means that there is more than one party committee in the research and 

education institutes included in this study. Whether or not a party committee 

is formed on a certain hierarchical level also depends on the number of staff. 

Although the AMS and the NDU hold the same organizational grade as a 

military region, their teaching and research departments correspond to an 

army/corps, and the research centers to a division, their staff numbers are 

naturally smaller than in the field units since they do not command sol-

diers.675 This is likely why there are fewer party committees at the institutes 

than in the field units. For example, at the AMS, there are two party commit-

tees, one on the departmental level and one at the level of the school. At the 

NUDT, which is a larger institution, the network of party organs is larger.676 
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Professional autonomy and the promotion of officers 

Control over personnel, for example through the nomenclature, is central to 

the Leninist state system. It is thus not surprising that promotion is singled 

out as an area of importance in previous studies on Chinese civil-military 

relations.677 However, there are some noteworthy differences between these 

previous studies and the way in which promotion processes are studied and 

interpreted here. After a brief overview of how findings have been under-

stood in the past, these same matters are discussed based on the analytic 

approach that was outlined in chapter 3.  

A common feature in previous research is that the increasing regulariza-

tion in regard to promotion, i.e., the implementation of laws and regulations 

which steer parts of the processes, is often interpreted as an indication of 

growing professionalism. David Shambaugh, for example, states that, among 

other factors, “the military is now subject to a large number of laws and reg-

ulations,” and that the “catalyst for these changes has been the professionali-

zation of the armed forces.”678 James Mulvenon highlights three “profession-

alizing trends” – education, functional specialization, and retirement norms – 

in his study on high-ranking officers in the PLA. He thus takes the regular-

ized retirement system, which is closely connected to the promotion of offic-

ers since retirement creates opportunities for younger officers to advance, as 

one positive trend for Chinese military professionalization.679 The logic be-

hind this reasoning is possibly that seniority within the profession is now the 

decisive criterion for promotion, and that it also places limits on informality 

and personalization, which is said to have dominated in the past. Arguably, 

the standardized system for military rank is less influenced by direct party 

control, and in this respect the argument has some merit. Granted, party 

committees are essential components in all promotion matters, but in regard 

to lower ranks their role appears to be a matter of formality, unless an officer 

has committed an offense. On the other hand, the opposite of direct influence 

by the CCP over the promotion in ranks is not increased professionalism, 

since the professionals obviously lack influence over these decisions as well. 

If anything, rather than increased professionalization, these trends can be 

interpreted as signs of growing bureaucratization.  

The scholarly literature on the PLA further argues that changing selection 

criteria in the promotion process should be seen as a sign of growing profes-

sionalism within the PLA. Thomas Bickford, for example, argues that there 

is “much greater emphasis” on professional education than on political quali-

fications in regard to promotions today. 680  David Shambaugh, similarly, 
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writes that “Senior PLA officers from the Central Military Commission 

down to Group Army commands are now promoted on meritocratic and 

professional criteria, while political consciousness and activism count for 

very little.”681 

In regard to regularization and standardization of certain aspects of the 

promotion process, these measures most likely contribute to raising the edu-

cational level in the PLA, and to rejuvenating the armed forces. However, 

this is not equivalent to professionalism, or professional autonomy – the 

term used here. Rather, professional autonomy is key to understanding the 

role of the profession. Indeed, standardization is the antithesis of profession-

al discretion since it impedes the flexibility in decision making that charac-

terizes an organization based on professional autonomy. In the same manner, 

the increasing focus that is allegedly given to professional criteria in promo-

tion processes today is not a sure sign of growing professionalism. While it 

is true that the regulations state that no officer can be promoted unless s/he 

has received the required professional training, the same regulations also list 

“political integrity” as a criterion. As Elizabeth Hauge correctly points out, it 

is impossible to know the exact weight given to the different factors in the 

promotion process, including, for example, personal contacts, political relia-

bility and professional skills.682 The importance assigned to these factors may 

also differ from case to case, depending on position or grade. For example, 

political criteria will likely become more important the higher up an officer 

reaches in the hierarchy.  

In summary, to investigate the professional autonomy of the military of-

ficer corps by looking at promotion requires a starting point other than 

standardization, regularization, and China’s increasing focus on professional 

military education. Below, professional autonomy is studied by a return to 

the three questions posed above: how, what and by whom?  

To understand the role of the profession and its room for maneuver, an 

approach is needed that takes into consideration how decisions regarding 

promotions are made, what criteria they are based on, as well as where deci-

sion-making power is located. Professional autonomy, i.e., that the officer 

corps, as a group and as individual members, is allowed to use its profes-

sional competence and judgment in the execution of its work and in regard to 

decision making in areas of key importance to it, is therefore a useful con-

cept. What follows is a discussion of how professionals influence the promo-

tion process, and, perhaps more importantly, who within the group of profes-

sionals is entrusted with decision-making power and why. The criteria for 
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promotion and from where these criteria are derived are then discussed. Fi-

nally, the location of the ultimate decision-making power is scrutinized. 

The role of professionals in the promotion process 

The first questions asked above are how the promotion processes are orga-

nized and what standards and criteria are applied to make decisions. The role 

of the profession in both these matters is important. As illustrated in previous 

sections, promotion in rank is a fairly standardized and regularized process, 

at least until a certain level is reached. The profession does not have influ-

ence over these promotions, which appear to be automatic unless the officer 

involved has committed a serious offence. Since rank is subordinate to grade 

position in the PLA, the lack of professional autonomy regarding promotions 

in rank is of minor significance. In regard to grade positions and professional 

positions, on the other hand, there is a role for the profession to play, one 

that is even stipulated in the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Offic-

ers in Active Service. The party committees are instructed from higher levels 

not to promote officers that are opposed by the people.683 At two of the 

schools, the profession is able to exert influence through a peer-review sys-

tem in which each staff member is given a vote. Yet an argument is easily 

made against interpreting peer review as an expression of professional au-

tonomy. As previously argued, the idea of peer review in the context of pro-

fessionalism is that it should function as a safeguard for professional stand-

ards and that the criteria being applied are firmly established within the pro-

fession. This is not the case here, as votes are cast with no prior discussion 

within the profession about the criteria. Nor is professional achievement 

evaluated by one’s peers in a manner that serves to improve professional 

quality. This was confirmed by respondents who voiced disapproval of the 

system by referring to it as “unscientific,” claiming that it all came down to 

“personal likings” and therefore could negatively affect academic quality.684 

This may, of course, vary among individuals, but the system of anonymous 

voting, whether by voting with a simple yes/no or by using a basic ranking 

system, does not necessarily encourage thoughtful consideration of a given 

candidate’s competence. This tendency to vote based on personal likeability 

is likely amplified by the fact that peer review occurs within the group of 

one’s closest colleagues. Of greater import when evaluating the influence 

held by the concerned professionals is that the result of the peer review can 

still can be overruled by the leaders of the institutes and departments to 

achieve better age balance or for other unspecified reasons, as illustrated in 

the interviews. The professional influence of the peers must therefore be 
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regarded as limited in terms of how the promotion processes are organized 

and according to what standards decisions are made. In addition, the process 

of peer review is organized and executed by the political department, which 

indicates that it operates outside the professional sphere.  

The situation outlined illustrates the need to look closer at the profession 

as a group and to examine the ways in which professional autonomy differs 

according to hierarchical position. In short, it highlights the fruitfulness of 

the third question that structures this analysis: by whom? The discussion 

about the politicization of leadership positions should also be kept in mind 

here. Based on the description above, it is clear that, when it comes to ad-

vancing candidates up for promotion to the next level, at the AMS and NDU, 

the director is the most influential actor. The same applies at the level of the 

department, where it is the general director who holds a central role. This is 

also the case at the NUDT, where the head of college decides, albeit as part 

of a group comprised of several leaders, which potential candidates should 

be promoted. Thus, the views held by the leaders clearly have a more central 

role than does the collective view of the candidate’s colleagues. The ques-

tion is then how these leaders should be viewed in a discussion of profes-

sional autonomy. Are they representatives of the profession, representatives 

of the party organization, or both? Officers in leadership positions at insti-

tutes or departments obviously come from within the profession. They are 

senior military officers who have received the relevant professional training, 

and they are qualified for the tasks at hand. In this sense, they are arguably 

senior representatives of the military officer profession. It is thus not appro-

priate to categorize the influence of these leaders as expressions of manage-

rial control. On the other hand, defining them as strictly professionals, or to 

maintain that their influence is shaped solely by professional ideals is not 

correct either. In this complicated context, it is important to discuss how, by 

whom and according to what criteria these officers in leadership are selected.  

Promotion criteria for leadership positions 

As mentioned previously, officers who assume positions as leaders on insti-

tutional or departmental levels at the AMS and the NDU concurrently hold 

the grade positions of division commander and army/corps commander re-

spectively. These grade positions also mean that the officers hold the rank of 

senior colonel or major general (division commander), and major general or 

lieutenant general (army/corps commander). At the NUDT, the college heads 

hold corresponding positions to leaders at the department level at the schools 

in Beijing. Those who have a strong say in the promotion process are thus all 

officers with a rank and grade above colonel/regiment commander. They 

have been approved by the CMC Chairman, which is yet another form of 

control. The empirical data thus suggests that there is an important dividing 

line between the grade position/rank regiment commander/colonel on the 
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one hand and division commander/senior colonel on the other. This division 

directly impacts decision-making power and autonomy. This idea of a “di-

viding-line” is also referred to in the chapters on organization of work and 

quality control.  

The dividing line described is also obvious in the regulations governing 

promotion, which indicates that regularization comes to a stop once higher 

military ranks and positions have been reached. For example, a colonel, sen-

ior colonel or any of the three general ranks can only be conferred with the 

approval of the chairman of the Central Military Commission, who also 

serves as the chairman of the CCP. After specifying the exact time intervals 

for promotion between lower ranks, the regulations on military ranks also 

state: 

Officers with the rank of Senior Colonel and above shall be promoted selec-
tively on the basis of their posts, their political integrity and professional 
competence and their contributions to the building of national defence.685  

This illustrates that promotions to higher ranks are less predictable, not only 

because the time intervals for promotions are not specified, but also because 

the requirement “contributions to the building of national defence” has been 

added. Aside from being a rather vague criterion, it is also mainly a political 

one that can be traced back to the military goals set out by the CCP. Since 

what constitutes “contributions” can be interpreted differently at different 

points in time, the unpredictability increases and it becomes more difficult 

for younger officers to plan and foresee their careers. In regard to higher 

military ranks, as well as to higher grades positions, not only has an extra 

security check been inserted by which the chairman of the CMC, generally 

the president of the country, makes the final decision in regard to these pro-

motions. In addition, the vague criterion quoted above has been added, 

which opens up the possibility of promoting one individual over another 

without being required to make reference to standards originating from with-

in the profession. This is not to say that this is always, or even usually, the 

case, but it is a possibility. Yet in an analysis of professional autonomy, the 

way in which the system is structured, is more important than how it actually 

works.  

Similar to military rank promotions, it is also the CMC chairman who ap-

points officers to higher grade positions, from the level of division com-

mander and above.686 The individual is again nominated by the school, and 

needs the approval of both the school’s political department and the party 

committee of the school, headed by the president of the school and the polit-

ical commissar. According to one respondent, and this is also confirmed by 

                               
685 Regulations on the Military Ranks of Officers of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, 
Chapter V article 17.  
686 Law of the People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, Chapter III.  
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the regulations, the promotion of department and office heads is the result of 

an evaluation system consisting of many parts. The candidate must meet 

certain health requirements; competence (as evidenced by both formal edu-

cation and the support of the colleagues); moral qualifications, which means 

loyalty to the CCP; as well as good relationships with those at higher lev-

els.687 As is the case with all personnel matters above a certain hierarchical 

level, it is the cadre department of the General Political Department (GPD) 

that is responsible for evaluating of the competence of prospective general 

directors or office heads. Although this process is said to entail peer review 

as well, it is nevertheless felt to be impossible for the subordinate staff to 

know in advance who will finally be appointed general director. It was said 

that he688 could be appointed from among the office heads, the deputy direc-

tors, or from another unit.689 Once again, this is an indication of the limited 

influence of lower-ranking colleagues in this process. It also points to a lack 

of transparency in regard to the decisive criteria. Being a good officer ac-

cording to professional standards is thus not necessarily sufficient to guaran-

tee promotion to a position with a higher grade. 

Referring back to the discussion on professional autonomy in regard to 

military promotions, the question “by whom” reveals an important stratifica-

tion within the military officer corps. Officers who are entrusted with greater 

autonomy are all senior officers holding high grade positions. This means 

that they have successfully passed through several screening processes con-

ducted under the auspices of the GPD, the school-level party committee, and 

the CMC. It is unclear, in this particular context, how common it is that 

higher levels overrule the recommendations of lower levels. Does it ever 

happens, for example, that the chairman of the CMC turns down the candi-

date proposed for the post as general director at one of the departments at the 

NDU or the AMS? As illustrated above, it is not uncommon for the political 

department of the school and the school-level party committee to go against 

decisions taken by department heads or lower level party committees in re-

gard to the promotion between professional positions. So, if this holds true 

throughout, higher levels may well interfere in the nomination process of 

department heads. Indeed, such intervention is more likely since general 

directors, in contrast to professors and researchers, hold leadership positions. 

This should not necessarily be interpreted as political interference to stop a 

certain candidate, but it can mean interfering to promote another. The fact 

that the appointment of the general director was often mentioned in inter-

views to have come as a surprise to the departmental staff can also be seen as 

                               
687 Interviewee V. See also the discussion on staff evaluation in the chapter on quality control 
and evaluation. 
688 To my best of knowledge, there are no female heads of department. 
689 Interviewee V. 
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an indication that higher levels, external to the school, have intervened in the 

process.  

Given the selection process and its underlying criteria, it is clear that 

higher officers in particular are selected based on both professional criteria 

(military expertise) and non-professional criteria (political trustworthiness). 

Being considered for a leadership position at the office or department level 

means that the officer in question has successfully passed political screening 

several times while advancing in the military hierarchy, especially since 

available positions diminish the higher up in the hierarchy one climbs. By 

the time a candidate reaches a high enough level, there have thus been sever-

al occasions to check her or his political loyalty. The interconnectedness of 

political and military loyalties increases with hierarchical position, which is 

in keeping with the politicization of the cadre administration that was dis-

cussed in chapter 5. Leadership positions at the office/institute or department 

level also carry political responsibilities, bringing with them leading roles in 

the party committee on the departmental level, as well as automatic member-

ship in the party committee of the school.690 This gives rise to shared politi-

cal and military interests, which may in the end be the most effective form of 

control. 

Although it is not possible, based on the analytic approach of this study, 

to argue that more senior officers are less professional due to their politiciza-

tion, it is clear that they have attained their positions at least in part due to 

being political reliable and can therefore be expected to keep political con-

sideration in mind and to exercise expediency to avoid putting their own 

careers at risk. It means that higher-ranking officers, especially those in 

leadership positions, are called on to balance their professional judgment 

with political considerations to a greater extent than lower-ranking officers. 

This type of “personalized” control, wherein responsibility is tied to a certain 

position and to the officer holding it, increases the personal stakes involved 

for the leader concerned and works to discourage risk taking.  

Professional autonomy in the promotion processes in the PLA 

Considering all this, professional autonomy does not carry significant weight 

in the promotion process on ranks up until colonel, and above that point de-

cisions are made taking non-professional criteria into account as well. How-

ever, as explained above, of more importance in regard to power and status 

in the hierarchy is an officer’s grade position, since this is more directly 

connected with authority. The promotion process in regard to higher grade 

                               
690 The party committee at the NDU has 15 members, of whom 5-6 make up the central mem-
bers with real decision-making power. The central members include the central leaders (presi-
dent, political commissar, their deputies, and the leaders of the central administrative depart-
ments. The additional members include representatives of the different departments. Inter-
viewee III. 
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positions is, however, not characterized by the same standardization and 

regularization as is the promotion between military ranks. Although grade 

positions have a mandatory retirement age, there is no time set for “automat-

ic” promotion to the next higher grade.691 As the examples above illustrate, 

this is a more opaque process, one that is difficult for members of the profes-

sion to predict. Higher military positions also entail that greater political 

consideration is taken and officers who hold these positions are also ex-

pected to exercise internalized control.  

Certainly, professional criteria play an important role in the promotion 

process, not least of all by establishing basic requirements. However, an 

increased focus on military expertise does not necessarily entail less of a 

focus on political correctness; such an assumption should only be made in 

the face of empirical evidence. While it may be the case that political cor-

rectness is not sufficient to guarantee promotion, as it perhaps did during the 

politicized era of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), that is not tantamount 

to saying that it has lost its importance. Rather, the professionals staffing the 

organization, whose intention is to stay on in the PLA, must out of necessity 

fulfill both military and political criteria. One interviewee phrased this as 

“You need to be on good terms with both the military and the political com-

mander.”692 Another, a senior officer, stated explicitly that:  

Both political and military qualifications matter – without one you will not be 
promoted. PLA is even more politically oriented now than before, due to the 
changing conditions, it is even more important now to secure the hearts and 
minds of the officers today to prevent corruption and selfishness.693  

While the meaning of political correctness, or “redness,” as pointed out by 

previous studies, may have changed over time, this is not directly relevant to 

a discussion on professional autonomy and party control. The important 

point here is, rather, that an officer cannot be promoted unless s/he fulfills 

criteria that are, at least partially, dictated and controlled by interests stem-

ming from outside the profession. 

Moreover, not only do the criteria originate from outside the military pro-

fession, but so too does the authority to evaluate and promote officers. Such 

decisions are made by the political department and the party committees. 

The authority to make the final decision in regard to officers at the deputy 

division and regiment level, as well as senior technical officers, rests with 

the party committee of the school, which is made up of central leaders and is 

customarily headed by the political commissar. On higher levels, it is the 

GPD and the CMC that are in charge of the process.  

                               
691  Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 57, Allen and Corbett, “Predicting PLA Leader 
Promotions,” 262. 
692 Interviewee VI. 
693 Interviewee XII. 
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The role of the party committee and the political commissar was dis-

cussed in chapter 5, but it bears repeating that, regardless of whether it is the 

commander or the commissar who holds the chairmanship, the party com-

mittee must ensure that decisions made conform to the party line. You Ji 

argues that the role and function of the political commissars in the PLA 

needs to be reinterpreted and that, “uniformed commissars are not party rep-

resentatives in the PLA, as many believe to be the case. They are military 

officers shouldering political affairs functions on behalf of the party.”694 The 

role of the political commissar may indeed have changed, but it is also clear 

that the mission and tasks of the political commissars differ significantly 

from those of the operational commanders. Given that, they also follow dif-

ferent agenda, one that is set by the CCP. This means that, regardless of 

background, the officer who takes up the position of political commissar 

follows a different set of guidelines than the operational commander or the 

technical officer. The work and achievements of the political commissars 

will thus also be evaluated according to standards other than those applied to 

regular military commanders, and the outcome of this be significant for 

his/her career. In regard to officer promotions, the political commissar holds 

an influential position thanks to his/her leading role on the party committee, 

although the subject matter itself partly extends beyond the competence 

linked to his/her current duty. Hence, the role of the political commissar is to 

represent and implement party interests in the PLA. In the promotion pro-

cess, then, he or she can be said to represent interests stemming from outside 

the military profession. In addition, there is the political role shouldered by 

the military commander as chairman or vice-chairman of the party commit-

tee, as well as the personal stakes and political responsibilities entailed by 

these positions as discussed above.  

In addition to the political commissar, the cadre department of the politi-

cal department plays a significant role in the promotion of officers in that it 

plans, organizes and executes the process from beginning to end. The politi-

cal department, either at the level of the school or the GPD, has to approve 

the suggestions made by the academic department. The political department 

is a powerful central administrative department within all units, and it is 

generally staffed by political officers. Like other officers in the PLA, politi-

cal officers are given a rank and a grade position, but they constitute a sepa-

rate officer category.695 They receive their education at separate institutions 

that are subordinate to the GPD, and they have different career paths com-

pared to operational officers.696 The existence of a political department at the 

level of the schools is an example of the replication of the system of political 

                               
694 You, “Unravelling the Myths about Political Commissars,” 165. 
695 According to the Law of People’s Republic of China on Officers in Active Service, officers 
are classified as operational officers, political officers, logistics officers, armaments officers 
and specialized technical officers. 
696 For an overview of these schools and institutes, see Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 60.  
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organs discussed in chapter 5. Given that these officers have received differ-

ent education and different training and are thereafter transferred to take up 

certain positions, they are arguably also a group of officers with a different 

agenda as compared to operational officers. Contrary to some claims made 

in the literature, this separation is likely to become even more pertinent in 

the future as the services are becoming more specialized. 

All the promotion processes described above contain rational-legal forms 

of authority and standardized procedures, especially as applies to the lowest 

levels of the military hierarchy. These processes are also marked by external 

forms of regulation and review, carried out by an organ with an agenda that 

is not purely military. It is not surprising that the military, being perhaps the 

most hierarchical of organizations, is governed through hierarchical struc-

tures of authority and decision making rather than through professional dis-

cretion and autonomy. It could also be argued that in few large organiza-

tions, or public bodies, subordinated members have a great say in deciding 

their superiors. The key difference in the Chinese case is that the decision is 

moved, not only upwards (although on paper it does) to more superior mili-

tary officers, but also outside the strictly professional sphere to the party 

committee and the political department, which are commissioned to assure 

qualities that are of non-professional character. Thus, although the senior 

professionals are entrusted with authority in the promotion process, there is 

always another level of control that can and will be executed. Leaders of the 

military organization come from within the organization itself, and their 

authority cannot be described as managerial control. On the other hand, their 

authority cannot be seen as expressions of professional autonomy either, 

given that they have to take political considerations into account.  

Given all this, compared to the areas of organization of work and quality 

control, it is more difficult to provide a definite answer to this study’s first 

research question as to whether or not the concerned officer corps enjoys 

professional autonomy in the promotion process. As illustrated above, this 

answer is dependent on the way in which power connected with leadership 

positions is interpreted. Is the maneuverability of these officers conditional 

on professional expertise, on political reliability, or on both? If only the out-

come is studied, i.e., if the promoted officer can be said to meet professional 

criteria such as military expertise, it may well appear as if professional au-

tonomy is paramount to the process. Indeed, it is possible to imagine over-

lapping interests between political and military agendas, for example, when 

interests of the professionals coincide with the interests of the political de-

partment and the party committee. However, in a discussion of control and 

autonomy in which professional autonomy is regarded as being of key im-

portance, it is not the actual outcome that should shape what conclusions are 

drawn, but rather how this outcome is reached. Even if the officers who are 

promoted today possess a higher level of military expertise than officers who 

were being promoted thirty years ago, that does not necessarily signal a rise 
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of professional autonomy in the PLA officer corps. It could instead be inter-

preted as a sign that the preferences of the CCP in terms of its armed branch 

have changed. As long as promotion decisions are made outside the area of 

the officer corps being affected and at least partially based on criteria that 

have no real impact on the execution of professional tasks, more profession-

ally qualified candidates may be overlooked. The non-professional criteria, 

especially the importance of political reliability, could hamper innovation 

and boldness, which in the long run is an impediment to the development of 

professional skills.  

Professional autonomy and decision making in the context of promotion 

is limited to certain representatives of the profession who are considered to 

be highly trustworthy. At the same time, there are also mechanisms of exter-

nal control that can be used for purposes other than raising professional 

standards and safeguarding professional competence. As illustrated above, 

by requiring both a party committee decision and approval from the GPD 

and the CMC, promotion to leadership positions in the PLA is profoundly 

linked to party structures for decision making. The officer corps as a profes-

sion is therefore more closely interconnected with the CCP than perhaps any 

other profession in China. 

Given this background, there is not sufficient evidence to argue that the 

profession enjoys autonomy in the processes surrounding promotion. Never-

theless, the analysis in this chapter and the description of how the various 

promotion processes are organized provides insights into the control mecha-

nisms at work here. Put another way, in this context, the study’s second re-

search question does not capture the professional autonomy of the officer 

corps, but rather how autonomy and decision making are distributed in re-

gard to promotion. This in turn facilitates an understanding of control vis-à-

vis the military. This discussion takes place at greater length in the final 

chapter of the thesis. 
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9. Summary of findings and conclusions 

This study was guided by two overarching ambitions of equal importance. 

The empirical aim was to further understanding of the relationship between 

the political entities of the Chinese nation state and its most central admin-

istration, the military. The second ambition was theoretical in nature and 

aimed to develop a new way by which that relationship could be successfully 

analyzed. These two aims should be seen as a response to the perceived limi-

tations of existing theoretical approaches within political science literature 

on civil-military relations and empirical studies on the party-army relation-

ship in China. Given that these theoretical and empirical weaknesses are 

interconnected, I have attempted to address them in tandem throughout the 

research process. Yet in this chapter, in which I discuss the major findings of 

this study and the conclusions that can be drawn based upon them, for peda-

gogical reasons, I keep them separate. I start with a discussion on how the 

empirical findings should be interpreted in the larger context of political 

control. I then discuss the theoretical starting point that enabled me to shift 

the investigation of political control of the military from a general discussion 

on institutional autonomy to a systematic analysis of professional autonomy. 

Empirical starting point and key findings 

The introductory chapter describes the fundamental changes that the Chinese 

party-state has experienced since the beginning of the reform process in the 

late 1970s. Such changes have been the result of both targeted administrative 

reforms and the unexpected consequences of them. The administrative re-

forms were aimed at both the civilian and the military sectors of the cadre 

administration, and their primary goal was to increase efficiency. Given that 

the administration is the locus of policy implementation, administrative re-

forms also impact for political governance and control. Considering the 

sheer size of the party-state, it is not surprising that the effects of the reforms 

vary according to what issue areas and hierarchical bureaucratic levels are 

being examined. Yet a few general trends can be discerned in the existing 

literature on the civilian administrative reforms. These include a growing 

decentralization, greater local autonomy in policy implementation, an in-

creasing marketization, a growing number of service providers, and a gen-

eral move from micro- to macro-management of state affairs. These trends 
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are not only in evidence in, for example, general higher education, but also 

in the education of civilian cadres, which are the civilian elite of the CCP.  

The Chinese military is generally not included in such public administra-

tion studies on administrative reforms. Instead, reforms aiming to streamline 

and increase efficiency in the PLA are subject to studies that generally take 

the military profession as their starting point. These studies are often not as 

nuanced and methodologically developed as studies on the civilian admin-

istration, but they derive at similar conclusions. There is a general consensus 

within the literature on the Chinese military that the PLA has become more 

professional over the past decades. Based on theoretical assumptions about 

professionalism and autonomy, as well as the functional separation observed 

between China’s political and military institutions, claims are made about 

increased autonomy for the People’s Liberation Army.697 A preoccupation 

with the theoretical paradigms of professionalism and professionalization, as 

evidenced by a continued heavy reliance on Samuel Huntington’s work, and 

observations of certain organizational reforms are combined to generate 

conclusions about autonomy deductively, without truly studying it. Although 

usually autonomy is neither carefully defined nor studied, it is nevertheless 

common within this literature to speculate about how this alleged autonomy 

affects, or will affect, the relationship between the CCP and the PLA at the 

highest levels of the state.698 Despite the fact that no attempts are made to 

qualify or quantify this military autonomy, it is clearly seen as being signifi-

cant enough to challenge the status-quo of the PLA-CCP relationship in cru-

cial ways. Against this background, it could thus be expected that the find-

ings of this study, which is the first of its kind that looks explicitly and sys-

tematically at autonomy, would confirm this picture and indicate substantial 

autonomy for the PLA. This is, however, not the case. Contrary to the out-

come one might expect based on the presumptions found in the previous 

literature already referenced, the study shows that the autonomy of the Chi-

nese military officer corps is limited. It is further not granted the officers as a 

profession, but rather selectively, to entrusted individuals, and within specif-

ic areas.  

Given that my results do not support assumptions made in previous stud-

ies, could it not be argued that this study deals with professional as opposed 

to institutional autonomy and that my conclusions, therefore, are incompati-

ble with previous claims? At first glance, this may seem like a valid argu-

ment, but a closer look reveals its flaws.  

First, it is not the case that institutional autonomy is analyzed in previous 

studies. Rather based on observations of functional reforms or military rep-

                               
697  See for example Mulvenon, “China: Conditional Compliance,” 317, Scobell, “China's 
Evolving Civil-Military Relations,” 236-37, Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military 17-
19, 31, 54.  
698 See for example Li, “Chinese Civil-Military Relations in the Post-Deng Era,” 41, 22, 
Mulvenon, “China: Conditional Compliance.” 
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resentation in organs of political power, conclusions are drawn and then 

interpreted through the theoretical lens of Samuel Huntington.  

Second, and more importantly, given the special role of the military in a 

Leninist state organization and the logic of system unity within the cadre 

administration, there are clear limitations to an approach that looks empiri-

cally at the autonomy of the Chinese military institution. This problem is 

further amplified by the interpretation of these institutional changes through 

Huntington’s actor-centered framework of professionalism. It is indeed de-

batable whether a comprehensive study of institutional autonomy, operation-

alized as financial, legal, and structural autonomy, can be conducted at all in 

this context. Not only does the scarcity of data pose challenges, but also the 

interconnectedness of political and military institutional structures makes it 

difficult, if not impossible, to draw a sharp line between the military and the 

political elite. I return to this matter in the discussion of the theoretical im-

plications of this study. 

Finally, studies that make claims about institutional autonomy concurrent-

ly make claims about the growing professionalism of the Chinese military 

officer corps and see professionalism as requiring autonomy. Yet they do not 

specify whether the former leads to the latter, or the other way around. If the 

overarching focus is control, which it is in the abovementioned civil-military 

studies as well as in the study at hand, it is necessary to analyze expressions 

of military autonomy from the Chinese Communist Party. This cannot be 

done by looking at the top leadership of the PLA, since these individuals are 

also party leaders as well. Nor can it be done by studying the functional sep-

aration of the institutions, since these continue to be headed by party leaders. 

Rather, a study of autonomy should be carried out at the level of the profes-

sion, since such an approach effectively unravels the relationship between 

political goals and professional ambitions. Against this background, it is 

perhaps not surprising that this study arrives at conclusions different than 

those of previous studies. 

The discussion below starts with a summary of findings within the three 

areas that were analyzed. The purpose is to illustrate both the variations in 

professional autonomy and its conditional nature. After this general over-

view, I discuss in further detail how key findings of this study should be 

interpreted. 

Autonomy: organization of work, quality control and promotion 

The research questions of this study read as follows: Does the Chinese mili-

tary officer corps enjoy professional autonomy? And if so, how should this 

professional autonomy be understood? These two interconnected questions 

were investigated in tandem during the analysis. The first question can in-

deed be seen as a starting point, and an affirmative answer was required to 

address the second question. This question was also posed in order to avoid 
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making any presumptions about the existence of professional autonomy. The 

second question is more closely connected to the study’s overall aim of add-

ing to an understanding of how of political control over the military is exert-

ed. This question as to “how” effectively revealed variations both between 

issue areas and within the profession. It is therefore possible to come to con-

clusions about the underlying logic for control vis-à-vis the PLA. 

To answer these two interconnected questions, the maneuverability of the 

profession was studied in three areas: the organization of teaching and re-

search, quality control of professional work, and promotion. These areas are 

of central importance to the work of any profession, and autonomy within 

them is to be expected. Autonomy in the organization of work implies that 

the profession enjoys the right to let professional expertise and judgment 

steer the organization of its professional work. Quality control means to de-

fine the standards according to which the work of the profession is evaluated 

and to employ safeguards to ensure that these standards are upheld. Profes-

sional autonomy in the promotion process implies that these processes are 

governed by professional considerations and that decisions are made based 

on professional competence. The study of these three areas reveals both in-

teresting overlaps and divergences, which are discussed below. In addition, 

the empirical analysis illustrates that there are variations in professional au-

tonomy depending on hierarchical position and subject matter.  

The organization of teaching and research 

The empirical analysis in chapter 6 illustrates that professional autonomy 

regarding the organization of teaching depends on the teaching mission and 

on the hierarchal position of the officers involved. Generally speaking, in 

courses designed for the lowest and the highest positions in the military hier-

archy, professional autonomy is more restricted. The education of cadets is 

for the most part centralized, and there is little room for independent deci-

sion making on the part of the instructor. Similarly, professional autonomy 

in courses and lectures intended for the top brass is hampered by strict ex-

ante and ex-post control. Yet it is not only a given student group that deter-

mines the level of autonomy in the teaching situation; the course content also 

plays a role. In subjects of a less controversial nature, for example, the natu-

ral sciences, the instructor generally enjoys greater flexibility than in sub-

jects that approach the realm of politics. And what flexibility does exist is 

not granted the profession as a whole, but is generally tied to particular posi-

tions.  

In regard to hierarchical position, the level of professional autonomy in 

the context of teaching is decided not only by military rank and grade posi-

tion, but also by professional position. Leadership positions provide access 

to decision-making forums, but only the highest leader on each organization-

al level enjoys the flexibility of making independent decisions, for example, 

in the context of altering a teaching plan. Junior members of the profession 
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are restricted in their autonomy and often lack influence even over format, 

content, and assigned literature in regard to the classes they teach. On the 

other hand, in subjects of less political importance, flexibility is generally 

greater for lower-ranking members of staff as well.  

In regard to the organization of research work, the first decisive criteria 

discussed above in the context of teaching generally apply here as well. As 

such, research on politically sensitive matters, including many in the social 

science disciplines, is subject to greater control and even less flexibility as 

compared to the organization of teaching. The possibilities for the profession 

to decide on research areas and foci are thus restricted. Research within less 

sensitive disciplines is subject to less direct control during the planning 

phase. Overall, the organization of research is marked by a greater degree of 

top-down control than is the planning and the organizing of teaching. When 

there is room to maneuver, it is generally, once again, restricted to the top 

leaders of the respective academic departments. 

Quality control of teaching and research 

Quality control of teaching and research is the second issue area that is ana-

lyzed in the study. In regard to quality control of teaching, it is evaluated and 

assessed according to professional criteria. Representatives of the profession 

are actively involved in these processes, and both quantitative and qualitative 

measures are applied. A noteworthy difference exists in the scope and inten-

sity of teaching evaluations between the lower and higher levels. Teaching at 

higher levels is evaluated with greater frequency and by further means than 

teaching at the undergraduate level. Similar to findings regarding research 

planning, research projects on sensitive issues are not only evaluated based 

on professional standards, but on non-professional criteria as well. Appraisal 

of both non-professional and professional aspects occurs in tandem before 

the project is completed and can be seen as a form of ex-ante control. In 

research having a less sensitive focus, control mechanisms are not as stand-

ardized, but they nevertheless exist.  

The discussion on quality control and evaluation with respect to research 

also included the manner in which research proposals from potential doctoral 

candidates are assessed. In this respect, the members of staff who qualify as 

supervisors turned out to have significant input. This is evidence of the link-

age between professional autonomy and rank, grade, and professional posi-

tion since an officer must to fulfill certain criteria to act as supervisor. Espe-

cially at the NUDT, where there are fewer institutionalized control mecha-

nisms for research evaluation, a high degree of trust is invested in the super-

visors. At this institute, they are clearly seen as leaders, and are referred to as 

a separate category of “super professors.” As such, supervisors embody an 

additional control mechanism. In contrast to the importance of hierarchy in 

other issue areas described above, the autonomy of the supervisors is not 

exclusively granted to the top leadership of an institute or department, rather 
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it encompasses a greater number of professionals. This illustrates well that a 

supervisor is a leader and, as such, she or he is generally represented on the 

party committee. 

The chapter on quality control and evaluation further discusses the eval-

uation of staff, which is given considerable weight within the PLA. Here, 

professional status is decisive when it comes to how autonomy is distributed 

among the professionals. In reality, this means that the top leader on each 

level enjoys maneuverability, whereas the opinion of the rest of the profes-

sion is, at best, viewed as guidance. There is a significant difference between 

staff appraisals and the evaluation of teaching and research described above. 

In any matter regarding staff, the political department plays an important 

role. Any autonomy based on one’s position within the hierarchy, which in 

this case is granted to the general director of the institute, may be overruled 

by the political department. Given the department’s mission and agenda, this 

can be seen as a form of external control; staff evaluation, includes non-

professional standards. To make staff evaluation subject to external control 

is consistent with the emphasis on cadre control within the Leninist state 

system. This issue is developed further in the discussion on promotion to 

come.  

Professional autonomy in the promotion processes 

Whereas the two issue areas above display a number of similarities, promo-

tion processes follow a different logic. As mentioned above, cadre control is 

a classic feature of the Leninist state, and the nomenclature system is a mani-

festation of that. The promotion processes are thus planned, organized, and 

executed by the political department and overlap to a great extent between 

the three military institutes. It is therefore not surprising to find that the pro-

fession, as a group, is marginalized. Again, the only individual with some 

form of autonomy in these matters is the head of department, and despite 

this, her/his suggestions must be approved by the political department. Mat-

ters pertaining to staff, including promotion and evaluation, are thus handled 

by a department run by political officers having a clear political mandate.  

Taken together, the findings in the overview above illustrate the varia-

tions in professional autonomy, both between and within issue areas and 

between individuals, highlighting the importance of a nuanced analytic ap-

proach to these issues. By including three different military institutes, the 

entire span of military education from the undergraduate level to highly spe-

cialized courses for flag-ranking officers, and both teaching and research 

tasks, this analysis generates a number of conclusions regarding the broader 

underlying logic that determines the degree of autonomy granted to the mili-

tary profession in China. The purpose of the following sections is thus to 

highlight patterns that the systematic analysis in this thesis reveals. The two 

most obvious criteria that determine the autonomy of the profession – the 

perceived sensitivity of the issue at hand, and the hierarchical position of the 
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officer involved – are discussed below. I then take a particular look at the 

cases in which the need for political control is perceived to be great. In this 

context, I discuss the grounds on which professional autonomy might never-

theless be granted and, based on this, how the concept of autonomy should 

be understood within the framework of the Chinese military. A new interpre-

tation of the changes observed in the Chinese military organization is then 

suggested. The chapter ends with a discussion of what implications the re-

sults of this study have for further research. 

When and why is professional autonomy granted? 

The underlying assumption in regard to professional autonomy is that deci-

sions of importance to the profession should be made by the profession con-

cerned. Furthermore, within its area of proficiency, the expertise of the pro-

fession implies that it should be allowed to govern its own work. Taking 

military education as a case study in this instance, professional autonomy is 

studied at three military institutions. Given that these are the three top 

schools in the nation, the results can be seen as representative of military 

education in general. Therefore, the discussion below, on when and why 

autonomy is either granted or not granted, is generally applicable to the 

overall military education system. As argued earlier, education is essential to 

any profession and in the case of China its centrality has been reinforced 

through the reform process. At present, formal military education is a re-

quirement for officership in the PLA, and the previous practice of promoting 

conscripts has been abandoned. The professional autonomy of the PLA of-

ficers within field units is not the focus here, Hence, the role of the profes-

sion in regard to military exercises and training is not analyzed here. Yet 

there are reasons to believe that the same approach to control also applies 

vis-à-vis such undertakings. Although detailed primary and secondary 

sources are scarce, the information that is available points to the existence of 

centralization and detailed directives from the top in this regard also. The 

General Staff Department issues guidelines for military training that specify 

the minimum amount of time to be spent on training as well as the time ratio 

for drills, exercises, and command training.699 Overall, the military training 

proceedings appear to be more regulated than the general outline for military 

education. Blasko’s account also demonstrates the importance of the party 

committees at the level of the headquarters, and describes the level of detail 

in the “Training Mobilization Order” issued by each military region. He 

states, “Based on the local environment, regional missions, and potential 

enemies, units have some flexibility in developing the specifics of their own 

                               
699  Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 145. See also Bickford, “Trends in Education and 
Training, 1924-2007.” 
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annual schedule.”700 Taken together, the same logic seems to apply vis-à-vis 

military training, and the findings of this study, which are further described 

below, are most likely generally applicable to the peacetime undertakings of 

the PLA. In the summary above as to how professional autonomy is allocat-

ed within the various issue areas in this thesis, political sensitivity and hier-

archy emerge as the most obvious decisive criteria. The way in which these 

two criteria influence the autonomy of the profession is discussed below. In 

the context of hierarchy, the function of leadership positions is also high-

lighted. 

The impact of political sensitivity and hierarchy 

As the above summary of findings illustrates, the level of importance an 

issue holds is a decisive point in regard to the autonomy of the profession. 

The PLA conducts a range of activities, and only some are considered to be 

core military issues. In regard to education and research this separation be-

tween core and more peripheral issues can also be seen. As such, issues of 

minor political importance may be delegated to lower levels and more free-

dom granted to individual teachers and researchers. The mechanisms for ex-

ante and ex-post control are in such cases less institutionalized. Although the 

same decision-making structures are in place, they are not as rigorously ap-

plied in decision-making processes regarding teaching and research. In the 

empirical chapters, this becomes evident when the different schools are 

compared. Teachers and researchers at the National University of Defense 

Technology in Changsha, for example, enjoy greater flexibility in planning 

and conducting teaching and research. Of course, this does not mean abso-

lute freedom within teaching and research of more peripheral issues. For 

example, the detailed evaluations that take place prior to promotion ensures 

that officers and staff have nothing to gain, but all to lose, from being bold or 

controversial in the way they conduct work. Also, the flexibility at the 

NUDT is reinforced by the main focus of the university, i.e., technology and 

natural sciences, which are generally considered to be less sensitive than, for 

example, military theory and strategy.  

In comparison, at the two schools in Beijing, the autonomy of the profes-

sion is more limited. At the AMS in Beijing, at least half of the research 

undertaken is assigned by higher military levels and includes research on 

military doctrine, laws and regulations as well as China’s defense white pa-

pers. Similarly, the NDU educates and trains the very top of the military 

elite. This indicates that the activities at both these schools are of highest 

priority and politically sensitive in nature. Overall, in this context evidence 

suggests that the profession enjoys limited autonomy. 

                               
700 Blasko, The Chinese Army Today 145. 
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The second important determining factor that is evident in the summary 

above is hierarchical position. This is important in regard to issues further 

from the military core, but is especially so in regard to the most central and 

sensitive military matters. The linkage between hierarchy and professional 

autonomy in areas of political importance was previously discussed, and it is 

clear that professional autonomy is confined to higher-ranking officers, 

which means that it is conditional on political reliability. Further, profes-

sional autonomy is granted to individuals, not to the profession as such, on 

the basis of rank, grade position, and professional position.  

The fact that professional autonomy is connected to military rank and 

grade position is hardly surprising. However, it is not necessarily the case 

that an officer automatically enjoys more autonomy the higher s/he climbs 

on the hierarchical ladder, which would be expected. Rather, this study re-

veals an interesting dividing line that occurs at the rank of senior colonel, 

and the grade position deputy division leader. The system involving tech-

nical officers and PLA civilians, who share a separate grade position system, 

also ha a breaking-point at this level (technical grade 7). The discussion that 

follows on the professional autonomy of these higher officers is primarily 

focused on issues that are considered to be of major importance to the mili-

tary. As mentioned above, in regard to issues of lesser importance, the level 

of overall flexibility is greater.  

Prior to that discussion, however, an additional point can be made in re-

gard to the linkage between hierarchy and autonomy. The analysis shows 

that autonomy in the teaching situation is also dependent on hierarchy from 

the perspective of the recipient. In other words, the rank and grade position 

of the students have an effect on the flexibility of the instructor. Also in this 

case there is no clear correlation between high/low ranking students and 

high/low levels of professional autonomy. Rather, courses and lectures for 

the highest- and lowest-ranking students exhibit the greatest restrictions in 

regard to professional autonomy. The underlying reason in both cases is the 

goal of improving the quality of education. In the case of the cadets, it is 

achieved through centralization of education, whereas courses for the high-

est-ranking officers are controlled by the leadership at the level concerned. 

This means that both in courses directed at cadets and top generals, teaching 

has been reduced to the mechanical execution of a detailed manuscript au-

thored and/or approved beforehand. 

The importance of leadership positions 

The dividing line at the level of senior colonel, mentioned above, became 

manifest in several ways in the three empirical chapters, and they are worth 

recapitulating in this conclusion. In regard to professional autonomy in the 

execution of work, it is within this group of officers that expressions of au-

tonomy are found. Officers at the rank of senior colonel and above are con-

sidered senior military leaders and are included in decision-making struc-
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tures at the level of the research institute or academic department. The rank 

of senior colonel is also a requirement for leadership positions at the level of 

the military division. Unless they hold the professional position of general 

director, these officers are not granted ultimate decision-making power, but 

are represented as standing members of the party committees. They are 

thereby included in discussions on teaching plans and other central matters 

of the institutes. These officers are also trusted to serve as instructors on 

courses targeting the highest military officers, and they may also serve as 

supervisors for incoming graduate students. As supervisors, they also influ-

ence the admission of Ph.D. candidates and the focus of dissertations. That 

officers holding the rank of senior colonel and above belong to a different 

category than the rest of the profession is further reinforced by the privileges 

they enjoy. These include job security, extras such as additional medical 

care, and full benefits as pensioners when they retire. They are also viewed 

as being more trustworthy, as evidenced by the intervals of staff evaluation, 

which occur less frequently compared to junior-ranking officers (biannually 

as opposed to annually). Taken together, these senior positions and ranks are 

a precondition for professional autonomy, but since autonomy is also linked 

to one’s professional position and leadership role, the degree of flexibility 

varies within this group. Here, the general director obviously stands out as 

the officer with the highest degree of professional autonomy.  

The rest of the profession – the majority holding lower ranks and grade 

positions – they are excluded from leadership positions, and as such do not 

enjoy professional autonomy. As illustrated in the three empirical chapters, 

their room for maneuver is generally limited to decisions having little or no 

impact. This may, for example, include small alterations in the time ratio 

between lecture and discussion in a teaching situation, or the possibility of 

conducting a shorter research project on an individually-chosen topic, given 

that time allows. 

In summary, it can be concluded that senior officers holding the rank of 

senior colonel and above enjoy professional autonomy, whereas the rest of 

the profession does not, except under specific circumstances. The question is 

whether this should be interpreted to be a case of real power transfer in re-

gard to control over the execution of professional tasks to those in the mili-

tary profession. I argue that this question is more complicated that it first 

appears to be. As illustrated in the empirical chapters, increased autonomy is 

accompanied by an increase of control. Given that, positions of military 

leadership are subject to additional levels of screening. Here, again, both the 

so-called dividing line and the Leninist stress on cadre control are apparent. 

Whereas promotions in the lower ranks and grade positions appear to be 

regularized and predictable, higher positions require approval of the CMC 

Chairman, which generally is the Chairman of the CCP and China’s presi-

dent. Nominations for these positions come from the political department or 

the General Political Department, institutions with a non-military, non-
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professional mission. To what extent the CMC Chairman uses his right to 

intervene can obviously vary, but this is of secondary importance. The im-

portant point here is that these nominations remain in the hands of the party. 

This, of course, also opens up the possibility that more skilled professionals 

are passed over in favor of others who appear to be more politically reliable. 

It may also imply that the expertise and innovation of the military officers in 

these positions is constrained by political considerations.  

It is thus important to bear in mind that officers who reach these leader-

ship positions have successfully cleared several control points on their way 

up in the hierarchy. In previous chapters, I have, for example, discussed 

yearly staff evaluations, evaluations prior to promotion in ranks or change in 

grade position, as well as evaluations preceding promotion to higher profes-

sional positions. Such evaluations include both professional and non-

professional criteria. It is also worth noting that the criteria for higher posi-

tions, even in the regulations, are much more political in character. The ob-

vious goal is to ensure that high-ranking officers are loyal to the CCP. In this 

respect, each leadership position constitutes a checkpoint for control by the 

party, in addition to the systems of party committees, political commis-

sars/leaders, and the disciplinary inspection committees. The loyalty ex-

pected of these officers is, in turn, rewarded with benefits and job security, 

perks which work to increase the desirability of these positions.  

Another point that needs to be mentioned is the role of these officers on 

party committees. High-ranking officers in leadership positions take posi-

tions as standing members of this decision-making body, and thus make 

decisions that are both political and military in character. Similar to its func-

tion on the civilian side, a military party committee answers to the party 

committee on the next higher level, which effectively links subordinate deci-

sion-making units to the highest central levels of the CCP. At the same time, 

it constitutes a mechanism for ensuring that party directives are implemented 

at the lower levels. Yet an important difference exists as compared to the 

civilian side, where party committees may function as an additional deci-

sion-making system. In the military, party committees constitute the deci-

sion-making locus. Leaders who are granted professional autonomy, albeit to 

a limited degree, are thus selected with greater attention paid to political 

integrity, which can be seen as a sign of greater ex-ante control. As a form of 

ex-post control, leaders are tightly woven into party structure within the 

military. 

In summary, these high-ranking officers are dependent on appearing to be 

politically reliable to get where they are, to stay where they are, or to ad-

vance further. In this way, their career patterns are intertwined with party 

politics, which might indeed be one of the most successful mechanisms for 

control. By this, I do not mean to imply that officers must constantly act 

contrary to their professional ideals or compromise their expertise to ac-

commodate political interests. In most cases, the CCP and the PLA likely 



 

 

 215 

share the same interests, rendering this a non-issue. Pertinent to the question 

of control and autonomy, however, is not primarily the end result, but the 

structures put in place to ensure the desired outcome. This in turn gives rise 

to the question of how the professional autonomy of these senior officers 

should be regarded. I argue that their decisions and the execution of their 

professional tasks cannot be seen as being based solely on professional con-

siderations. Rather, the professional autonomy that they enjoy, which is re-

stricted to start with, is conditional on their political reliability.  

It is clear that a large organization, one of major importance for China as 

an international actor, and perhaps also for the survival of the Chinese 

Communist Party, must be headed by military experts rather than politicians. 

Yet instead of entrusting military professionals with the autonomy necessary 

to ensure the best possible outcome from a military perspective, the strategy 

of promoting “red experts” appears to still apply. This commonplace strategy 

was widely applied both in China and the Soviet Union. It generally meant 

that the political leadership wished to secure both the expertise and the polit-

ical integrity of its cadres by promoting especially trusted red experts.701  

Despite the support for this interpretation, I argue that there are better 

ways to capture this phenomenon today, not least of all because there are 

reasons to question the “redness” of the Chinese socialist system. The analy-

sis here points to a certain leadership bias. In fact, any signs of autonomy 

that could be discerned relating to issues of central military importance were 

restricted to military leaders. It therefore seems more appropriate to talk 

about leadership autonomy as opposed to professional autonomy within the 

Chinese military. Although military leaders come from within the profes-

sion, leadership autonomy is not necessarily granted on professional 

grounds. Rather, autonomy is intrinsic to the position, and to be promoted to 

a certain position, political criteria must first be met. 

Autonomy only when no other alternatives are available 

Efforts to build a strong, capable military force require that some positions 

within the military hierarchy be entrusted with autonomy even in regard to 

core issues. Yet the restricted scope of this autonomy, and the limited num-

ber of positions to which it applies indicate that professional autonomy is 

only granted when there is no other recourse. This interpretation is rein-

forced by looking at instances when junior officers are entrusted with auton-

omy based on their professional expertise. For example, at NDU, junior of-

ficers are only allowed to teach graduate students, not senior-ranking PLA 

officers. In keeping with this logic, officers above the rank of colonel teach 

the regular courses that run on regular intervals throughout the year. Yet 

changing circumstances in the security environment, developments in world 

                               
701 For a recent application of this term, see Willy Lam, “CCP Campaign for a New Genera-
tion of ‘Red and Expert’ Officials,” China Brief IX, no. 13, June 24 (2009). 
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politics, or major incidents of some sort alter the demands of incoming offic-

ers from field units. To accommodate their needs and wishes, the non-

regular courses need to be adopted throughout the year, which makes long-

term planning impossible. In such circumstances, because they have a spe-

cific requested expertise, junior officers are sometimes called on to teach the 

top brass. On such occasions, the officers concerned may also be allowed to 

decide on the focus and the literature, which implies a certain degree of au-

tonomy in exercising their professional expertise. Yet in keeping with the 

practice of combining autonomy with control, it should be added that each 

lecture given to the highest-ranking field officers is evaluated, by both the 

students and by a group of retired professors retained for such purposes.  

Since the students reportedly appreciate the non-regular courses more 

than the regular, a logical consequence would be to adopt the same strategy 

for regular courses, i.e., to allow professional expertise, not rank and posi-

tion, to steer the allocation of instructors. At the AMS, the centralized regu-

lar courses, which lack flexibility, could be improved by further input by the 

concerned profession. There is even an explicit ambition of the Graduate 

Department to allow a teacher’s personal opinions and theories be includ-

ed.702 As of today, this is, however, not the case. Teaching remains a central-

ized undertaking at these initial stages.  

The different approaches to teaching and research within areas of central 

military importance also lend support to the contention that professional 

autonomy is only granted when required to maintain quality. The profession-

al autonomy of the department and office heads at the NDU and the flexibil-

ity described vis-à-vis the teaching plans which require regular updating is 

not replicated in regard to research at the AMS. One reason for this is likely 

that many of the research projects are commissioned by the CMC and the 

general headquarters, which makes it important for institutions to deliver. 

Further, teaching is believed to transmit expertise directly, whereas the im-

pact of research is seen as being more indirect and therefore easier to con-

trol. In contrast to skills acquired through teaching, research results are sel-

dom implemented immediately by the troops and can thus be exposed to 

stricter ex-ante and ex-post control without greater implications. Hence there 

is no immediate need to grant autonomy to the profession carrying out these 

tasks. In addition, some research, at the AMS for example, focuses on doc-

trine and theory, which is more intimately linked to state ideology and there-

fore more politically sensitive. Of course, the quality of research could im-

prove in these fields if specialists were entrusted with more autonomy in 

regard to what issues and areas deserve attention.  

The connection between political control and professional autonomy is il-

lustrated in the preceding discussions in this chapter. The new approach ap-

plied here to the study of these issues allowed the focus to be placed on the 

                               
702 Interviewee I. 
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logic behind political control, rather than on control in absolute terms. To 

summarize, the approach to professional autonomy, and thus to political 

control, is determined based on the importance of the issue area being looked 

at as well as the level of hierarchy. First, political control over issues and 

areas that are not seen as being of central importance is less rigid than con-

trol over activities that relate to core undertakings of the military. Second, in 

regard to core military issues, in this study represented by the activities of 

the two institutions in Beijing, strict political control applies. The importance 

of hierarchy is tied to the political reliability that comes with leadership posi-

tions; therefore it appears more accurate to talk about leadership autonomy 

rather than professional autonomy in the PLA. Autonomy is thus attached to 

certain leadership positions, and only if there is no recourse, to select indi-

viduals outside the group of leaders. 

How should autonomy in the PLA be understood? 

After looking at the grounds on which autonomy is granted, when it is ap-

proved, and to whom it is entrusted, the next question asked is how autono-

my should be understood, and whether it is even an appropriate term to use 

when discussing the relationship between the CCP and the PLA. It is clear 

that the presumptions made in earlier literature, which do not deal explicitly 

with the issue of autonomy, are called into question by the results here and 

claims that the PLA is moving towards more autonomy are not substantiated 

by this study. In this thesis, I have chosen to study the professional autono-

my of the military officer corps, and have consciously avoided the terms 

“professionalism” and “professionalization,” which are, in my view, ambig-

uous and imprecise. The results illustrate that the documented growing ex-

pertise and the improved educational standards of the PLA have not resulted 

in a corresponding impact with regard to how these officers are allowed to 

utilize their competence in the execution of tasks that are of central im-

portance to the military profession 

Maneuverability is further restricted to a limited number of officers and 

made conditional on political reliability. A system that restricts the ability of 

officers to make use of their competence and entrusts only a small number of 

carefully selected individuals with professional autonomy clearly limits the 

potential of the military profession. The problem that arises when officers 

are promoted on grounds other than those that are strictly professional has 

indeed been acknowledged within the PLA, and calls for fairer personnel 

policies “that foster and promote talent” have been made by high-ranking 

officers.703  

                               
703 Senior Colonel Gong Fangbin, professor at the NDU, quoted in Minnie Chan, ”PLA Urged 
to Reform, Upgrade to Fight Hi-Tech Wars,” South China Morning Post, August 3, 2013, 
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As the analysis of this thesis has illustrated, there are thus clear re-

strictions placed on the professional autonomy of the Chinese military of-

ficer corps. Given the additional control mechanisms that are applied, pro-

fessional autonomy is restricted to certain clearly defined spheres and posi-

tions. As such, and despite what previous studies claim, I argue that profes-

sional autonomy should be seen as marginal at best. This is, however, not to 

say that a study focusing on professional autonomy is of limited use in this 

context; quite the contrary. Based on the variations found on the micro level, 

the results of this study made it possible to draw larger conclusions about the 

approach to, and the conditionality of autonomy, which is closely connected 

to the overall question of political control over the military. Given that the 

Chinese themselves acknowledge the problems of the current strategy to 

promote talent within the armed forces, changes may be expected in this 

regard in the future, and it is not impossible that professional autonomy will 

be expanded to a greater number of groups than today. A return to this re-

search topic in the future will thus enable interesting comparisons of devel-

opments over time. This possibility and others opened up by this study are 

discussed towards the end of this chapter.  

In this final discussion on professional autonomy in the context of the 

Chinese military, thought should be given to the character of this profession. 

Here I argue for a definition in which an occupation is considered a profes-

sion if it fulfills the criteria of expertise and corporateness. Whereas exper-

tise is a rather straightforward criterion, the corporateness of the Chinese 

military officer corps sets it apart from other militaries. Education and train-

ing is believed to bring about a common work culture and an occupational 

identity, i.e., corporateness, which is central to the profession. This is some-

times referred to as professional socialization, and it is a process experienced 

by all professions. These processes are generally intra-professional in char-

acter and generated from within the profession in question. In the case of the 

Chinese military, however, all of these processes are in the hands of the par-

ty. Activities with a clear objective of boosting unity within the corps, in-

creasing the fighting spirit, and increasing cohesion all fall under the label of 

political education. It is thus the political department at the schools which 

organizes singing contests, speech-writing contests, flag raising ceremonies, 

and the like. The highly centralized political education that specifically tar-

gets the ethics and morals of the soldier is also under the control of the Gen-

eral Political Department. Thus, the autonomy, albeit limited, that parts of 

the profession enjoy – for example in the planning of education – does not 

carry over to political education. In conclusion, by dominating the socializa-

tion processes, the party effectively commands and controls this important 

feature of the military profession in China; a feature that, for example, pro-

                                                                                                                             
<http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1294071/pla-urged-upgrade-fight-hi-tech-wars-
and-tackle-corruption> (2013-08-10). 
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fessional organizations might manage within other professions, and perhaps 

also within other militaries. This is not to say that Chinese military officers 

are simply party cadres in uniform. They clearly identify with their military 

roles and see themselves as belonging to a certain societal group. Yet these 

intertwined socialization processes require further scholarly attention and 

should be kept in mind when considering these issues in the context of Chi-

nese. 

An alternative interpretation of recent changes 

One of the overarching questions of this study is how political control over 

the military should be understood in the Chinese context. The results of this 

study indicate that political control over the PLA remains firmly within the 

hands of the party, and that professional autonomy is only allowed within 

certain less important areas, and that autonomy is generally conditional on 

an officer’s perceived political reliability. Thus, if recent administrative re-

forms within the military have not resulted in increased institutional or pro-

fessional autonomy, as demonstrated by the results of this study, how then 

should this development be understood?  

It is clear that the PLA has been subject to many reforms in the past cou-

ple of decades, and though the details of these reforms fall beyond the focus 

of this thesis, a couple of points can be made. Based on the number of laws 

and regulations that are issued on a yearly basis, it is clear that we are wit-

nessing a regularization of the PLA. Examples of this can be found regarding 

staff policies, including the regulations for promotion and demotion of offic-

ers (which are referred to in this study) and the retirement system that has 

been introduced. Other examples of this regularization include streamlining 

of the military education system and the introduction of centralized evalua-

tion criteria. These reforms put an end to some of the randomness and nepo-

tism that plagued the PLA in the past and have contributed to making certain 

aspects of military work more predictable. This is, however, not the same as 

transferring decision-making power to the profession and allowing military 

expertise to determine the execution of work. As such, we are not witnessing 

a professionalization of the PLA, but rather a bureaucratization. 

I argue that this bureaucratization is an expression of a changing approach 

to political control, one that is linked to the de-ideologization of the Chinese 

military and to the society at large. De-ideologization implies that ideology 

has lost its attraction as a uniting force in society and as a means to exercise 

political control, including over the military officer corps. Other methods are 

therefore needed to achieve the same political ends. In this context, it is im-

portant to separate ideologization from politicization. Just as with the larger 

Chinese society, the military officer corps is less ideologized today than it 

was during the time of Mao Zedong. That is not tantamount to being less 
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politicized, a fact which is confirmed by the interconnectedness of the CCP 

and the PLA as highlighted in this study.  

This argument can be placed in the context of the theoretical discussion in 

chapter 5, which outlined the key characteristics of the cadre administration 

and the Weberian bureaucracy. As a result of the overall regularization, in-

cluding, for example, the increased focus on meritocracy in promotion and 

the centralization of evaluation, discussed throughout this thesis, the Chinese 

military organization now shares further overlapping features with the bu-

reaucratic model put forth by Weber. The politicized cadre administration, 

guided by engagement and ideology and not necessarily by rules, is being 

replaced by formalized laws and regulations. This, in turn, indicates that the 

military profession is now governed by means other than those employed 

previously. In short, these developments should be interpreted as a growing 

bureaucratization of the military organization rather than a growing profes-

sionalization of the military officer corps.  

To say that the Chinese military is experiencing a bureaucratization may 

indeed seem like a contradiction. During Mao’s time in power, the bureau-

cracy was seen as evil, and political campaigns were launched to revolution-

ize the cadres. Yet bureaucratization in this context does not mean that the 

Chinese military organization is being transformed into an organization 

marked by neutrality and ideological impartiality, key characteristics of the 

Weberian bureaucracy. Rather, its underlying operational logic is changing 

from one of goal orientation to one of formal rationality.704 The ultimate goal 

of the cadre administration is the transformation of society. Fulfillment of 

this goal requires flexibility in how it is attained, just as the forces of the 

revolutionary army must adapt their strategies, methods, and tools in accord-

ance with the struggle.705 Formal rationality, which is in keeping with We-

ber’s bureaucratic model, is founded on meritocracy, technical skills, and 

formal rules and regulations; these in turn increase the efficiency and the 

predictability of policy implementation.706  

As stated above, the bureaucracy is guided by precise rules, which serve 

to make its actions predictable. In a Western democratic context, this is seen 

as increasing the legitimacy of the organization.707 Adherence to rules makes 

the outcome of policy implementation foreseeable, which is important in the 

eyes of the citizens, especially in implementation of public welfare policy.708 

Yet in the context of the Chinese military, I argue that the desire for predict-

ability should rather be seen from the perspective of the agent, i.e., the ruling 

                               
704 Rothstein, The Social Democratic State 51. 
705 Balla, Kaderverwaltung 183. 
706 Weber, Economy and Society 224-25. 
707 Rothstein, The Social Democratic State 45. 
708 Bo Rothstein, “Political Legitimacy and the Welfare State: Five Basic Models,” QoG 
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Chinese Communist Party. Although the means have changed and the rheto-

ric of revolution is downplayed, bureaucratization in today’s China fulfills 

the same purpose as the ideological Maoist campaigns of old: to increase 

political control. The bureaucratic framework and the focus on formal rules 

and regulations gives the CCP a more stable foundation by which to exert 

control over the military profession than did the previous more cadre-like 

structures with a greater focus on ideology and goal-fulfillment. For the po-

litical authorities, crucial aspects of personnel matters (retirement, promo-

tion, demobilization, and punishments), evaluation and assessment of work 

and staff, political education, and grassroots armed forces building are now 

streamlined and regulated, thereby facilitating oversight and implementation. 

In this way, the means and mechanisms for control have become more visi-

ble and easier to uphold and implement. If seen as two entities seeking con-

trol and autonomy respectively, this arguably favors the CCP, rather than the 

military profession within the PLA. Although it may seem contradictory, this 

development is not so surprising given that, “It is in the interest of those with 

the most power to not only defend the political status quo, but also to formal-

ize the informal and call that process reform.”709 

The trends, then, that are generally singled out as evidence for the grow-

ing institutional autonomy of the Chinese military in previous studies should 

instead be seen as evidence of growing institutionalized control and bureau-

cratization. This, in turn, has implications for the profession. 

The centralized, precise rules that govern the bureaucracy generally re-

strict the maneuverability of the profession. How the bureaucratic model is 

implemented and the effects on the work of professions within such organi-

zations will differ among professions and states, not least of all since the 

scope and level of detail in the centralized rules and regulations leaves vary-

ing room for interpretation. Yet great emphasis on regularization and de-

tailed instructions naturally hampers the autonomy of the profession. This is 

a development that has gained growing attention in recent years within soci-

ological research on the professions, especially in the aftermath of the many 

administrative reforms that have been carried out in Europe in past decades.  

Julia Evetts, for example, writing from a European perspective, analyzes 

the impact of administrative reforms on the work of the professions. At the 

same time that China initiated its major reform process in the late 1970s, 

many Western European states looked for solutions to what they perceived 

to be large, ineffective public sectors. In a Western context, the remedy to 

this ineffectiveness was a series of reform initiatives undertaken to improve 

the performance and efficiency of public sector organizations, generally 

referred to as new public management (NPM) reforms. Evetts studies the 

general effects of these reforms on the working conditions of the profession. 

She argues that the traditional understanding of professionalism, character-

                               
709 Dittmer, “Three Visions of Chinese Political Reform,” 371. 
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ized by collegial authority, operational control by the practitioners, and ethi-

cal codes monitored by professional associations, is on the decline. It is com-

ing to be replaced by another understanding of professionalism, which Evetts 

refers to as organizational professionalism.710 Its key characteristics encom-

pass rational-legal forms of authority and standardized work procedures. It 

relies on managerialist control, external accountability measures, and per-

formance review, and is linked to Weberian models of organizations.711  

It is clear that the results of this study, discussed above in regard to the 

logic of political control, resemble Evetts’ understanding of organizational 

professionalism. Evidence of rational-legal forms of authority, standardized 

work procedures, managerialist control, and external accountability 

measures and performance review can certainly be found in the empirical 

chapters. Yet as argued previously, professionalism is an imprecise and am-

biguous concept in a study of power relations. In addition, the key character-

istics singled out by Evetts arguably have more in common with a general 

understanding of bureaucratization than with professionalization. Indeed, 

Evetts also argues that professionalism as a discourse is now used increas-

ingly by managers and others outside a profession to streamline, rationalize, 

and control the occupation in question.712 These conclusions are echoed by 

other researchers.713 The purpose here is not to make a detailed comparison 

between the reform processes in Western Europe and the reforms to China’s 

military administration. However, it is interesting to note that, despite the 

different starting points of these administrative reform processes – the politi-

cized cadre administration and the at least partially professional administra-

tions within the democratic context – the end results for the professions con-

cerned share certain features. Evetts’ summary of the reforms to the British 

military may serve as an illustration of these overlaps. Indeed, the descrip-

tion below fits the Chinese context as well, with the possible exclusion of 

financial cutbacks. 

It seems that the reality of the discourse of professionalism in the armed forc-
es includes budgetary constraints and financial cut-backs; strict control of 
armaments and equipment costs; a decrease in numbers of personnel which at 
the same time is a more highly trained and disciplined work force; an in-
crease in organizational features in the military which include an increase in 
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bureaucracy, managerialism, accountability and audit; an enlarged and ex-
panded role which includes global policeman alongside defensive and offen-
sive combat functions… The discourse of professionalism is being used, 
therefore, to promote occupational rationalization and organizational effi-
ciency rather than the occupational control of the work by professional mili-
tary practitioners.714 

As mentioned in the introduction, Chinese administrative reforms have af-

fected all aspects of the cadre administration. Yet the discussion above 

points to a number of differences in the approach to control within military 

and non-military areas. Previous studies of the non-military side of the state 

illustrate how the CCP has maintained and intensified its control over the 

most central and important policy areas, while more peripheral tasks have 

been outsourced.715 Indeed, these developments are interpreted by some re-

searchers as at least a partial adoption of the new public management re-

forms referred to above.716 In the context of the military, corresponding tasks 

have not been outsourced to the same extent, and the scope of issues that are 

considered of key importance is clearly greater. Still, the differences in con-

trol between military core areas, for example, doctrinal development, and 

less central issue areas, such as educational science, illustrates that similar 

tendencies exist in the military too. Yet the level of flexibility on the part of 

the cadres/officers concerned illustrate that the military is governed by an-

other approach. Whereas civilian cadres have a limited number of goals that 

need to be met, they can be quite flexible in regard to the methods that are 

used.717 Except within a limited number of key areas, the civilian leadership 

at lower levels thereby exercises a high degree of autonomy in how set tar-

gets should be reached. There is thus a general shift within many civilian 

policy areas, from micro to macro level political steering. My analysis illus-

trates that this shift is not occurring to the same extent in the military, and 

micro level control mechanisms are still widely employed. Consequently, the 

flexibility experienced by the civilian cadres is effectively hampered in the 

military by the broad application of rational-legal forms of authority, a clear 

hierarchy of offices, an emphasis on standardized and scientific evaluation, 

and standardized work procedures. This illustrates that political control over 

the military is more far reaching and subscribes to another type of logic, 
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which I argue can be traced back to the centrality of the military to the state 

and the CCP. 

Theoretical and analytical implications of the findings 

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the aims of this study were 

both empirical and theoretical in nature. Given the extensive empirical anal-

ysis in chapters 6 through 8, it is not surprising that the bulk of this chapter is 

devoted to the empirical findings and their interpretation. Yet the second 

aim, the theoretical, was to outline an improved analytic approach to the 

relationship between the political entities of a state and its military admin-

istration; this too deserves attention. The successful completion of this anal-

ysis and its detailed findings can indeed inform future studies of this issue. 

Though this has been touched on in the preceding sections, it is useful to 

revisit it, and specify the most important theoretical and analytical implica-

tions of this study. I start with a discussion of the implications for the study 

of civil-military relations. The advantages of this study’s approach are espe-

cially notable in regard to the conceptualization of control and the definition 

of profession and professionalism. Consequently, I argue that previous theo-

retical and analytical approaches to the study of political control in civil-

military relations should be abandoned. I then identify the related insights of 

my findings for the study of control and autonomy in the political science 

subdiscipline of public administration. This involves the usefulness of an 

actor-centered approach in deepening the understanding of power relations. 

In sum, the theoretical insights of this study are generally applicable and 

have a reach that extends beyond the field of PLA studies. 

Civil-military relations and the study of professional autonomy 

As mentioned, an overarching aim of this study was to present an improved 

way to conceptualize and analyze control in the relationship between the 

military and the political entities of the state. This is the general focus of the 

political science subdiscipline of civil-military relations. Civil-military rela-

tions is one of the most interdisciplinary research fields within the social 

sciences, and political science studies within this field are unusual in that 

they actually focus on actors. In this study, I do indeed argue for an actor-

centered approach to counter the weaknesses within the field of public ad-

ministration stemming from its preoccupation with structures and its disre-

gard of actors. This is discussed further below. Yet despite an acknowl-

edgement of the importance of actors, the study of civil-military relations is 

hampered by a number of conceptual and analytical problems. The civil-

military field of research generally adopts too narrow a focus of control, 

defined as the ability of the political leadership to prevent military meddling 

in civilian politics. The suggested way to escape this unsolicited intervention 

into civilian affairs is to professionalize the military. There are two main 
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problems with this. First, in states with stable civil-military relationships, 

low levels of military involvement are the norm, and any indications of it 

being abused become difficult to interpret. Second, the claim that the mili-

tary is less prone to intervention if it meets the criteria of expertise, corpo-

rateness, and responsibility is a normative construct that is contested by em-

pirical studies.  

If the military is instead placed within the general context of the public 

administrations of the state, other approaches to the issue of control are made 

available. In this study, I consider the issue of political control over the mili-

tary by looking at the autonomy of the military, which means that I address 

this question from the opposite direction. As the findings of the empirical 

analysis demonstrate, the focus on autonomy effectively reveals the struc-

tures, the scope, and the underlying logic of political control. The advantages 

of this approach can be seen in the detailed and nuanced findings which I 

discuss in this chapter. That the findings of this first systematic analysis of 

the autonomy of the PLA differ from claims made in previous studies also 

underlines the importance and benefits of my approach as to the question of 

professional autonomy. 

Yet it is not only the conceptualization of control that is problematic in 

the civil-military literature, but also the understanding of concepts such as 

profession, professional, and professionalism. To include autonomy in the 

definition of a profession, as Huntington does through his concept of respon-

sibility, is simply not justifiable in a study on power, precisely because au-

tonomy is a form of power. To treat autonomy as a variable also opens the 

door for studies of differences in professional autonomy – and thus political 

control – among different professions, and also over periods of time within 

the same profession. Thus, this expression of power should be made the fo-

cus of study, as has been done here. Indeed, the discussions above illustrate 

the intimate link between autonomy and control. My findings in regard to 

autonomy enable me to reach informed conclusions about political control.  

I argue that studies of political control over the military should therefore 

not use the concepts of profession and professionalism in the analysis since 

doing so entails an interpretation of power. This is indeed the reason why 

many of the conclusions reached in previous studies of political control in 

the relationship between the CCP and the PLA differ from the ones made 

here. Given this background and the two theoretical points that I make 

above, I would argue that the previous theoretical starting point of civil-

military studies should be abandoned 

Public administration and the study of professional autonomy 

The analytical approach to the study of political control in the Chinese mili-

tary context has benefited from the political science subdiscipline of public 

administration and the sociology of profession. The issue areas that are in 

focus, i.e., organization of work, quality control, and promotion are found 
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within both these discourses. In regard to the three connected questions 

(how, what, and by whom), the first two questions were drawn and devel-

oped from the subfield of public administration, and the third adds the per-

spective of the profession. The greatest contribution from the field of public 

administration to my analysis is that it displays the usefulness of discussing 

the relationship between a state and its administrations in terms of control 

and autonomy. Because of that, it was possible for me to contest the tradi-

tional civil-military approach of control and instead focus on the issue of 

autonomy. 

At the same time, the study of public administration has a certain bias to-

ward structures as opposed to actors, which implied that I needed to modify 

the approach to autonomy. In short, the study of autonomy in public admin-

istration focuses on expressions of autonomy on the level of the organiza-

tion. As illustrated in the review complied by Verhoest et. al, and by other 

studies, this is true both in regard to studies of formal autonomy, which in-

vestigate issues such as legal and financial autonomy, and studies on factual 

autonomy, although the latter may include actors in the analysis.718 However, 

any actor-centered discussions on autonomy are, within public administra-

tion, limited to managerial autonomy. This is problematic and can lead to 

erroneous conclusions. The practice of letting the actors of the administra-

tion be represented solely by top managers needs to be questioned. It is prob-

lematic to assume that the maneuverability and decision-making power of 

top managers is by default linked to the activities of the given administra-

tion. This became clear through the analysis of the Chinese military admin-

istration. In China, top leaders of the various military sub-systems are politi-

cal leaders in their own right, and any maneuverability they possess is a re-

sult of the functional separation between military and political structures. It 

is therefore not indicative of institutional autonomy or a delegation of power.  

This insight also holds true for other administrations in a non-Chinese 

context. Indeed, in cases where top managers of public administrations or 

state agencies are closely connected to political power, their maneuverability 

could in fact be an expression of extended top-down political control as op-

posed to institutional autonomy. A loyal top manager may indeed be as-

signed a position to increase political control over an administration. Further, 

in a public administration, it is generally not the top managers who are in 

charge of policy implementation, but rather the staff on lower levels. The 

findings discussed in this chapter illustrate that a complex organization or 

administration cannot be seen as one coherent actor. What does it mean, for 

example, to the overall autonomy of the administration if the top managers 

enjoy flexibility toward the political center, but the rest of the professionals 
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staffing the organization are subject to strict and detailed control? In this 

study, the role of managers is explicitly discussed, together with correspond-

ing variations in autonomy on different hierarchical levels. The analysis of 

the role of leaders, and the criteria that must be fulfilled to take up these 

positions, clearly illustrates the need to include further representatives of the 

profession in order to develop a credible picture of how control/autonomy 

plays out. A focus limited to the autonomy of the organization and the ma-

neuverability of top managers would have missed variations in autonomy 

within the group, as well as the use of leadership positions as a form of con-

trol. Against this background, the study of professional autonomy becomes 

another tool to analyze this power relationship. Any analyses that exclude all 

actors except for top managers risk producing skewed results.  

In addition, in comparative and explanatory studies of the autonomy of 

other state agencies or public administrations, it may be beneficial to pay 

increased attention to the autonomy of the profession. Professional autono-

my might, for example, prove to be an important variable contributing to an 

explanation as to how and why some administrations are granted more au-

tonomy than others. This also holds true in the Chinese context. Studies 

which analyze the growing maneuverability of civilian administrations and 

public service providers, including the ones discussed in the introduction, 

generally look at structures.719 These studies would benefit from an inclusion 

of the profession as this can provide additional insights into the political 

control of such institutions and organizations. 

At first glance, the Chinese military, firmly embedded as it is within the 

cadre administration, may not seem representative enough to make contribu-

tions to studies of non-Chinese public administrations. Yet given that it is a 

case in which these matters become highly visible, I have illustrated above 

that in fact it is. The Chinese case displays with great clarity how political 

control over a central administration manifests. Arguably, political control is 

a feature of state-administration relationships in all states. The difference is a 

matter of degree. Therefore, the inclusion of the profession in any analysis of 

institutional autonomy would also improve the credibility of findings in such 

studies.  

Areas for future research 

This thesis highlights the advantages of approaching the issue of political 

control through an analysis of the maneuverability of the military profession. 

Other approaches may be equally beneficial. One alternative way of ap-
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proaching the relationship between the CCP and the PLA would be to com-

pare the control-autonomy relationship of the party and the military with that 

of a corresponding civilian administration. In this case, this could involve 

conducting a similar systematic study on a civilian university or research 

institute. Such a study might clarify to what extent, and in what respect, the 

military is controlled by principles other than those applied to the rest of the 

cadre administration. If the focus is control/autonomy, such intra-state com-

parisons would yield new and improved insights as to how vital the military 

remains in a reforming Leninist state. Such a study, in turn, could provide 

new evidence regarding internal variations within the cadre administration. 

Other studies could also be conducted comparing the Chinese military and 

the armed forces of other states. Such studies would perhaps reveal more 

similarities than first expected, especially given the NPM reforms to public 

service organizations in the developed world that have been discussed here. 

Another potential research strategy would involve analyzing professional 

autonomy within PLA field units. If the necessary access and information 

can be secured, such a study would point the way to an interesting compari-

son with the findings of this study.  

As previously mentioned, new demands on the PLA and China’s per-

ceived wish to expand and improve its power projection capabilities suggests 

that there may be changes to the control/autonomy pattern over the coming 

years. The approach of this study is well suited to being utilized again at 

some future point in order to capture these potential changes and enable 

comparisons to be made over time. 
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