ISSUES & STUDIES

Modernizing China's Military:
A Dialectical Critique

PeTER KI1EN-HONG YU

In the preface to Modernizing China's Military, Shambaugh
mentions Ellis Joffe's oft-quoted book, The Chinese Army After
Mao, adding that it was the last book to offer a comprehensive

study of the Chinese Peoplée's Liberation Army (PLA).! Thereis no ques-
tion that Shambaugh's book will aso be read, quoted, and cited by amost
every student of the PLA, including those in mainland China, and be in-
cluded in the syllabus of courses related to the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) and the Chinese armed forces.

In this essay, | seek to discuss Shambaugh's book in terms of diaec-
tics. In late 2002, Shambaugh and | were on the same pand at an inter-
nationa conference on the PLA, which was sponsored by the Chinese
Council of Advanced Studies (CAPS) and the RAND Corporation. During
the panel | mentioned that | had spotted the word "diaectics" in his paper
(and in others), and | made a plea for China watchers to sudy the Chinese
Communigts first from a diadectical approach. At the end of the sesson,
Shambaugh asked mefor the Chinese word for dialectics, towhichl replied
"bianzhengfa" ( ).

Shambaugh is certainly aware that the Chinese Communists apply
different versions of didectics. In Modernizing China's Military, he twice
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1His Joffe, The Chinese Army After Mao (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1987).
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cited my book, The Chinese PLA's Perception of an Invasion of Taiwan,?
the cover page of which depicts a didecticad model. Moreover, Sham-
baugh's 2002 book was dedicated to Michel C. Oksenberg, yet another
scholar aware of the dialectical nature of Chinese Communist politics?
In Jorn Brommelhorster and John Frankenstein's Mixed Motives, Uncer-
tain Outcomes: Defense Conversion in China, Frankenstein wrote in note
1 of chapter 1. "... in the Chinese view, ‘conversion' can swing both ways—
from war production to civilian production and back again. Thisis con-
sstent with the Chinese view that war and peace are—likeyin [ ] and
yang [ ]—iwo sSdes of the same coin...."* | was, moreover, also able to
spot at least one dialectical term in every chapter of Modernizing China's
Military.

In this new book, Shambaugh mentioned "persisting in entrenched
practices” (p. 8) and "[0]ld habits die hard" (p. 241). For morethan 3,100
years, the Chinese mind has been accustomed to Yin, Yang, and the Five
Elements ( , Wuxing).® In other words, the Chinese are more com-
fortable with navigating within a series of dialectica frameworks, which
has five functions in three categories.® Mao was one political figure who
certainly creatively applied dialectics, especialy during political struggles.
The existence of two Centra Military Commissions (CMC,

), moreover, is not contradictory (p. 115). At the macro-leve, the
relationship between Hu Jintao ( ) and Jiang Zemin ( ) after
the Sixteenth Party Congress should aso be understood in terms of Yin
and Yang.

2peter Kien-hong Yu, The Chinese PLA's Perception of an Invasion of Taiwan (New York:
Contemporary U.S.-Asa Research Ingtitute, 1996).

3Michel Oksenberg, "Sources and Methodological Problems in the Study of Contemporary
China," in Chinese Communi & Politics in Action, ed. A. Doak Barnett (Seattl e: University
of Washi ngton Press, 1969), 605.

4Jorn Brommelhorster and John Frankenstei n, editors. Mixed Motives, Uncertain Outcomes:
Defense Conversion in China (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1997).

5The term "Wuxing" refers to the five primary elements. metal, wood, water, fire, and earth.

Speter Kien-hong Yu, The Crab and Frog Mati on Paradigm Shift: Decoding and Decipher -
ing Taipel and Beijing's Dialectical Politics (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America,
2002), chap. 1.
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Shambaugh said that Oksenberg has the ability to see the big picture
(p. xxii), which | havetried to accomplish dialectically in my 2002 book.’
As Shambaugh pointed out, war-fighting doctrine® is intertwined with
drategy, tactics, force sructure, training, personnel appointments, military
education, and protection of national security—which are collectively
known as the corporate domain. Similarly, we should consider a series of
didectical models of thought and action in our fuller understanding of the
PLA. Thus, we must first consider a framework of "rule of law" politics
vs. "rule by men" politics, in between which lies "rule of diaectical pol-
itics" Then, we haveto enter into the "communism vs. capitalism” model
inthiscritique, and, if necessary, its variations.

After figuring out the mainstream economic line for each phase of de-
velopment, we can then discuss state ( , guojia), ideology, and politics
(which embraces military issues)—in that order of importance. We should
not forget that the CCP ill wants to command thegun, not vice versa. In
short, "people'swar (under modern conditions or limited war under high-
tech conditions) vs. non-people's war" does accordingly mandate changes
in, for instance, battlefield tactics (p. 65).

By adding terms like "with Chinese characteridtics,” the CCP is
seeking to keep a distance from the other extreme, namely, capitalism—at
least intheory, if not also in practice. Because "peopleswar” is the super-
gructure, or reflected from ( ) communism in the "communism
vs. capitaism™ modd or in "socialism with Chinese characteristics' inthe
"sociaismn with Chinese characteristics vs. capitalism” framework, it will
never be abandoned. After May 1953, another way to say "people'swar
vs. non-people’s war" has been "revolutionization, modernization, and
regularization vs. non-revolutionization-modernization-regul arization."
FHghting a"people's war" simply reminds the PLA that it should fight in
the interests of the common people, whereas the armed forces in capitdist

"Since the ideas represented in this book are too complex to outline fully here, please refer
to Yu, The Crab and Frog Motion Paradigm Shift, ep. p. 269.

8The Chinese characters cl osest to the meaning of this term appear to be"junshi sixiang” (
) or "junshi fangzhen" ( ).
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countries mainly fight to protect theinterests of capitalists.

I would thus argue that it is a mistake for Shambaugh to mention the
model of party-army relations (p. 12), to use terms like "party-army" and
"civil-military," or to say that "it is now more anaytically appropriate to
consider civil-military rather than party-army relations' in mainland China
(p. 13). Thisis because the PLA isthe people's army and the CCP has not
yet finished its sacred task of defending the interests of the people, and
therefore gill needs both to bethe ruling party and to command the armed
forces. Needless to say, the CCP acknowledges that the demise of the
Soviet Union was a big setback for communism, but is convinced that
communism will be able to come back and even prevail someday—even
if only in thefar distant future.

Because each did ectical mode isinterrelated with other frameworks,
the CCP cannot abandon "people'swar,” even if the CCP becomes an op-
position party. Thisissmilar to what Shambaugh wrote: "In any military,
it takes along time to assimilate and operationalize new doctrina innova
tions..." (p. 94). In addition, stressng weapons could bring about defeat
(the CCP and the PLA would rely on a "men and weapons vs. non-
men-and-weapons' modd or even the "men vs. weapons' framework).
Human higtory is fraught with surprises, and Shambaugh seems to agree
when he gates that "Although it may appear that the PLA is closing the
gap with modern militaries, the opposite is actualy the case" (p. 107).

Because the structure and properties (such as logic) of each frame-
work are the same, military leaders can speak the same political language
and can readily ingtruct the officers and soldiersto obey and carry out their
missions. Shambaugh noted that when the CMC generals were briefed
by specidists regarding information warfare, they were befuddled by the
unfamiliar concepts and technologies (p. 83). If the specidists had been
able to present the briefing diadecticaly, the CMC generals would have
felt more comfortable and would have then been able to readily push for
modernization at a faster pace.® Deng Xiaoping ( ) once said that

9The April 1, 2004 issue of Zhongguo guofangbao (hereinafter ZGGFB) (Beijing) published
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just as capitalism has its market economy, " socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics' can also have amarket economy.’® Thus, ajudtification hasto be
found for Jang's March 2003 statement regarding "junshi biange" (

, military change or reform, as opposed to revolution) that just as
capitalism can have advanced weapons, the PLA can have them, too."
This is because the mainland has been taking the market economy line
snce the CCPs Ffteenth Congress. To those non-dialecticad China
watchers, thisis the beginning of the end of "peoples war."*

I'n sum, Shambaugh has written anon-dialectical, lucid, and excellent
book onthe PLA. While he does mention dialectical concepts and terms,
there dill remains much work to be done. The first is that Shambaugh
should smplify his book into amodel or a series of frameworks. Such an
exercise would help readersbetter organize and remember all the data pre-
sented in thisbook. In addition, we could then test any such model after
aperiod of time to see whether it is still valid. The second point pertains
to furthering the general study of the PLA. One must apply the dialectical
approach throughout any such research; otherwise, a methodological
problem would have been created between diaectica and non-dialectical
approaches, unless the academic or expert is conducting a comparative
research effort. This means that someone must comprehensively apply a
verson of diaectics to the study of the PLA by usng the same source
materials as mentioned in Modernizing China's Military. Then, we can
compare the two types of research to see which is closer to reality.® If

an article about high-technology weapons entitled " ! ' " whichmentioned
dial ectical termslike " "and" "

10The PRC's market economy must be understood in the context of "socialism with Chinese
characteristics.”

1jiefangjun bao (Liberation Army Daily) (Beijing), March 2, 2004, 1; ZGGFB, January 29,
2004, 3; and http://engli sh.peopl edaily.com.crn/200403/12/eng20040312_137261, shtml,
dated March 12, 2004.

12Need ess to say, it isj ust the opposite, because, in late May 2004, the People's Militia has
again been emphasized. See Lianhe bao (United Daily News) (Taipei), June 9, 2004,
Al3.

13As areminder, a dialectical remark is just the opposite of anon-dialectical remark or, at
best, they must meet only half-way.
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possible, this job should be given to the Academy of Military Sciences
( ) in Beijing, which is a leading ingtitution for formulating
doctrine and strategy, because its researchers have been taught Maoist
military dialectics sincethe early 1980s.

A Militarily Rising China:
| ssues of Interpretation and Response

Davis B. BosBrow

Shambaugh has given us a notably balanced work appraising
the evolution of the Chinese military to date and for the coming

years. His treatment combines serious historica depth, a sys
tematic use of pertinent literature, and perceptive treatment of major Chi-
nese sources. He gives substantial attention to the mgjor aspects of the
functions, institutional arrangements, and strategic rationales which in
combination capture a nation's military capabilities, practices, and goals.
Hedoes thatin aset of rich chapters about: civil-military relations, doctrine
and training; command, control, and force structure; budget and finance;
defense industries and weapons procurement; and threat perceptions. Fi-
nally, he concludes with adetailed review of the relationships between the
U.S and Chinese military security establishments, and provides recom-
mendations for future ties. Those are major accomplishments in dealing
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