


China’s Military Procurement in the 
Reform Era

The decisions that shape the policy of weapons procurement are an important 
area of national security policy. This is all the more true for China, which during 
recent decades has vacillated between different sources and directions of military 
buildup.
 This book explores the politics of military procurement in China under the 
successive leaderships of Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, and Hu Jintao. It shows 
how China’s political and military leaders have sought to adjust military procure-
ment policy to meet China’s strategic objectives, to relate it to nonmilitary needs, 
to strike a balance between the import of weapons and indigenous production, 
and to determine the connections between hardware and other components of 
military power. Exploring in detail five major shifts in the nation’s military 
procurement, it traces the considerations and negotiations among China’s civil-
ian and military leaderships. By doing so, it attempts to offer both a conceptual 
framework and empirical grounds for evaluating the factors that shape China’s 
military procurement directions, as well as their limitations, prospects, and oper-
ational implications.
 As the first book to study comprehensively and systematically the attributes 
shaping China’s military procurement directions, it will be of great interest to 
students and scholars of Chinese politics, Chinese history, and military and stra-
tegic studies.

Yoram Evron is Assistant Professor in the Department of Asian Studies, the 
University of Haifa, Israel. He is the author of articles and book chapters on 
China’s national security and China–Middle East relations.
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Introduction

China’s military modernization is one of the most important issues in the world’s 
strategic agenda at the start of the twenty- first century, if not the most important. 
Prior to the 1990s China’s army was generally regarded as outdated, with very 
limited technological and operational capability. In the 1980s and 1990s the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army (PLA) had indeed undergone significant reforms in organ-
ization, conscription, doctrine, and training. Its size was reduced from over 
4,000,000 to 2,500,000 personnel, many units were merged or phased out, its stra-
tegic doctrine was adapted to the contemporary threat map, and recruitment and 
training were made to match actual conditions. However, the arming of its units 
with obsolete weaponry, mostly the product of recycled and upgraded Soviet tech-
nologies of the 1950s, restricted the PLA’s ability to finalize its modernization 
process. The outcome was that joint forces operations, efficient command and 
control capabilities, provision of sustained and ordered logistic support to its 
forces, and operations across the state’s borders remained beyond its capacity.1
 These shortcomings were well known to the Chinese leadership in the early 
years of the reforms. Nevertheless, in view of the country’s extreme economic 
plight, coupled with some relaxation in the perception of national threat, China’s 
leaders resolved to postpone the PLA’s material modernization to a later stage. 
Meanwhile the country was obliged to somehow resolve the matter of rearma-
ment to plug the holes in its national defenses, but without overburdening its 
budget. This dilemma assumed a new look in the late 1980s, when the ending of 
the Cold War transformed China’s threat map, and the imposition of a military 
embargo on the country following the Tiananmen Square events in 1989 cut off 
Western sources for the supply of military technology. Further changes that 
demanded a response in the rearmament domain occurred during the1990s, and 
peaked at the end of that decade, when the US launched several military inter-
ventions, some of them involving China, which revealed the PLA’s weakness 
and transformed the US, in China’s eyes, into a real and present focus of threat. 
To meet this challenge, the PLA clearly had to update its military doctrine and 
press ahead with its modernization in arms and equipment. The question was 
how to bridge the decades- wide technological gap without placing an unbearable 
burden on China’s economy and imperiling the regime’s most vital achievement: 
a continuous economic upsurge.


