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The Political Mobility of PLA Leaders
after 1987: The Impact of Professionalism

and Institutionalization

Chien-wen Kou

Professor, Department of Political Science
Graduate Institute of East Asian Studies
National Chengchi University

Abstract

Since the 1980s, civil-military relations in China have transitioned from
“dual role elites” to “professional soldiers under the leadership of the
communist party.” During this process, institutionalization and professionalism
have thereby become increasingly important in determining the upward-
mobility of military officers. Informal politics remains important but must
conform to institutional procedures and professionalism. This development
makes the recruitment pattern of senior officers more stable and more
predictable. After analyzing the career development of 25 former and
incumbent vice-chairmen and members of the China’s Central Military
Commission (CMC) after 1987, this paper indicates several attributes in their
upward-mobility including the CCP Central Committee membership, age
limits, working experiences and specialties, and military ranks. After
classifying these recruitment attributes into necessary requirements and
competitive advantages, this paper further filters out 23 officers who are
likely to be elected as the CMC vice-chairmen or members in the coming
18th Party Congress in 2012.

Keywords: elite mobility; PLA; professionalization; institutionalization; Central

Military Commission ( CMC)
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