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China’s military has wundeniably made
tremendous strides in recent years. The People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) Navy launched its first air-
craft carrier and in 2016 announced construction
on a second carrier. In 2015, the PLA Navy began
nuclear deterrent submarine patrols. Impressive
advancements in military technology may be seen
in the country’s lethal array of ballistic and cruise
missiles, its J-20 and J-35 stealth aircraft, and oth-
er weapons and platforms.[1]

While analysts have thoroughly scrutinized
developments in weapons, platforms, organiza-
tion, and training, the changes to the political and
intellectual aspects of the PLA, such as party-mili-
tary relations or defense strategy, have earned
comparatively less scholarly attention. You Ji’s
book aims to address that gap in two ways. The
first half of the book tackles the formidable chal-
lenge of explaining the curious nature of civil-mil-
itary relations in China. You highlights important
developments in the relationship, although his at-
tempts to present a theoretical framework is se-
verely hampered by the decision to resuscitate

ideas from a classic, yet dated, mid-century work.
The second half of the book surveys develop-
ments in the defense strategy and related con-
cepts of the PLA. Besides providing a fine summa-
ry of major developments, You’s analysis draws
attention to key concepts that have been largely
overlooked by the PLA-watching community. Stu-
dents of the PLA will find this book a thought-pro-
voking and useful companion to the growing liter-
ature on the Chinese

The peculiar evolution of the PLA as an in-
creasingly professionalized military that nonethe-
less remains the armed wing of an ostensibly
communist-led military has baffled observers for
years. Assuming that a Marxist party committed
to socialist revolution could not possibly tolerate
the limited autonomy required of a professional-
izing military, analysts have struggled to explain
the apparent anomaly of the post-Mao Zedong
PLA. A 2010 study by Michael Kiselycznyk and
Philip Saunders lamented a “lack of effort to de-
velop, employ, or test new theoretical models that



could help produce a new unified theory of Chi-
nese civil-military relations.”[2]

You gamely takes up the challenge. He offers
numerous trenchant observations on the state of
party-military relations. For example, You locates
the source of stability in the party-military rela-
tionship in the party’s adoption of a national-ori-
ented, as opposed to class-based, governing agen-
da that has largely converged with the agenda of
a PLA oriented toward the defense of the nation’s
interests. Paradoxically, You simultaneously ob-
serves a “hollowing out” of party control of the
military, owing to a decline in the military experi-
ence and expertise of central leaders and to the
increasing autonomy of a professionalizing PLA
(p- 9). He also offers fascinating anecdotes regard-
ing the relationship between the Central Military
Commission chair and the military’s leaders,
though it is difficult to assess the veracity of some
of the claims. You claims, for example, that Presi-
dent Hu Jintao only made his move to take down
Bo Xilai in 2012 after he received pledges of sup-
port from Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou. He also
tells an interesting story in which President Jiang
Zemin, watching a disaster relief operation from
an airplane flying overhead, asked a PLA general
which units were involved. You explains that this
episode revealed the limits of Jiang’s understand-
ing of the military, since he signed the orders
committing the units to the operation.

Efforts to present a theoretical framework for
the party-military relationship prove more prob-
lematic, however. Much of the difficulty stems
from You’s effort to revive concepts from Samuel
P. Huntington’s The Soldier and the State: The The-
ory and Politics of Civil-Military Relations (1957).
A classic in the study of civil-military relations,
the book’s typology on variations of civilian con-
trol of the military have proven increasingly dat-
ed since its publication. To understand why, it is
worth recalling that Huntington wrote his book in
an era in which ideologically charged militaries
had just fought, or threatened to fight, devastating
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wars. The paradox of powerful militaries under
the command of illiberal fascist and communist
regimes led Huntington to propose the idea that
governments infused with extreme ideologies
controlled their militaries differently than did the
governments of liberal democracies. Huntington
argued that fascist and communist regimes con-
trolled their militaries by constantly infusing
them with the values, ideology, and organizations
of their political masters, a process he called “sub-
jective control.” Communist-led militaries, for ex-
ample, abolished ranks and hierarchies in solidar-
ity with their civilian leaders who advocated radi-
cal egalitarianism. Liberal democracies, by con-
trast, relied on a method of “objective control”
that encouraged their militaries to develop a
semi-autonomous sphere of professional excel-
lence. The control essentially consisted of recogni-
tion of the relative responsibilities of civilian lead-
ers, who made policy decisions regarding the use
of military power, and military leaders, who man-
aged the use of military force in accordance with
the will of the civilian leaders.

Applied to China, Huntington’s framework
may have explained party-military relations in
the subjectively controlled revolutionary peasant
armies of Maoist China, but it has proven unsatis-
factory as a guide to the analysis of the PLA in the
post-Mao era. The difficulty owes to the fact that
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has refused to
behave like a classic communist regime. The CCP’s
turn away from revolutionary politics, initiated
under Deng Xiaoping, culminated in the party’s
adoption of a new paradigm as a governing party
at the 16th Party Congress in 2002. Over time, the
party’s leadership has developed a governing
agenda centered on elevating the standard of liv-
ing of the people and realizing the country’s great-
ness. To achieve this policy program, government
officials have esteemed the specialization of
knowledge and development of professional ex-
pertise, even as they continue to operate within



the structures of a legacy Leninist political sys-
tem.

The CCP’s specialization of government func-
tions to realize pragmatic objectives poses serious
challenges for a Huntington-era framework
premised on a clear distinction between countries
that esteemed specialized civilian and military
functions and those that did not. According to
You, the “new foundation” for civil military inter-
action is one in which civilians “accord generals
due administrative and operational autonomy in
managing their business of war in exchange for
their non-intervention in civilian affairs, includ-
ing internal CCP politics, generic policy processes,
and top leader selection” (p. 4). This sounds a lot
like what Huntington meant by “objective con-
trol,” and You clearly is aware of the similarity.
Yet his efforts to explain how the PLA remains un-
der “subjective” control merely illustrate the diffi-
culty of trying to operate in Huntington’s terms.
You claims CCP leaders have “tried to reconcile
two contradictory demands” for the military: first,
they must be “political enough” to support the
central leadership but “not overtly political,” that
is, they should not intervene in domestic politics.
Simultaneously, central leaders also encourage
military professionalism as an “effective tool to
divert generals away from unwanted political
pursuits.” You invokes the term “conditional” to
describe a subtle balance between these compet-
ing imperatives (p. 8). Unfortunately, You includes
so many qualifiers under that label that it be-
comes difficult to distinguish between the two os-
tensible types of controls. Underscoring this point,
he acknowledges that his framework could equal-
ly be described as “conditional objective control”
(p- 39). When a situation can be described as a
variant of either of two competing categories, the
utility of such a theoretical framework may be
justly questioned. You’s gallant effort to salvage
Huntington’s theory merely confirms its irretriev-
able obsolescence for the purposes of studying the
contemporary Chinese military.
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The second half of the book provides a survey
of key intellectual developments in the military
since the Deng era, with most of the focus on the
Xi Jinping era. The book delves into Chinese-lan-
guage sources to trace the evolution of the coun-
try’s contemporary defense strategy and the im-
plications for force development and operations.
You provides a cogent analysis of the country’s de-
fense strategy. He characterizes China’s current
defense concept as a “frontier defense,” which he
contrasts with an orientation toward “homeland
defense” that characterized most of the reform
era (p. 136). This is an important insight that helps
illuminate many of the changes underpinning the
PLA’s modernization, training, and operations. He
explains, for example, that the “frontier defense”
idea is premised on an extension of the depth of
defense further from the homeland. It also impos-
es requirements to protect “open ended and ex-
panding national security and economic security
interests that require PLA protection with grow-
ing power projection capabilities” (p. 137). Under-
standing the defense requirements provides cru-
cial context for understanding the PLA’s reorgani-
zation into a joint command, and its pursuit of a
smaller, more lethal military that elevates in im-
portance the role of the air, naval, and missile ser-
vices.

You also explores the implications of the shift-
ing security requirements on the thinking of mili-
tary strategists. Particularly interesting is his anal-
ysis of how naval strategists regard implications
for operations in the maritime domain. He draws
attention, for example, to the concept of the “in-
termediate seas” (zhonjian haiyang). Describing
the term as an “evolving concept,” You defines
this region as the “outer edges of the first island
chain” that includes the “critical waterways
around Malacca Strait” (p. 184). He explains that
strategists regard this region as “crucial for Chi-
na’s Indo-Pacific” ambitions (p. 188). This observa-
tion fills an important gap in the understanding of
students of the PLA who have already recognized
the importance of the “near seas” (jinhai) and



“distant seas” (yuanhai) for PLA modernization
and operations.

You’s book provides a collection of interesting
and often perceptive observations on political and
intellectual aspects of a rapidly modernizing PLA.
Some of the more provocative statements may
merit a skeptical eye. You states, for example, that
the “debate” over operational control of space
forces was “settled in May 2014 when Xi personal-
ly ordered the PLA Air Force to unify the opera-
tional command of China’s combat space units”
(p- 175). The claim is surprising, in light of the
PLA’s subsequent establishment of the Strategic
Support Force responsible for space operations in
early 2016. Overall, however, the analysis is in-
formed by careful scrutiny of a rich array of Chi-
nese-language material. Covering topics ranging
from the relationship between top civilian and
military leaders and the frequently overlooked
People’s Armed Police, to defense strategy, the
book provides a useful complement to books fo-
cused more on the organization, training, and
hardware of the PLA.[3]
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