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The Military: Preparing for 

Modernization

When Deng returned to work in mid- 1977, he worked with Marshal Ye Jian-
ying and other se nior of fi cials to lay the groundwork for modernizing China’s 
military. Yet scarcely a year later, this effort was postponed when Deng con-
cluded that China’s national security was under serious threat and the coun-
try had to begin immediate preparations for military action in Vietnam. 
When the war with Vietnam ended in March 1979, Deng judged that the 
risk of imminent military con flict was suf fi ciently low that he could continue 
to hold off on large- scale investments in modern military hardware and con-
centrate instead on the civilian economy. Deng did resume, however, the im-
provements to the military that he had begun in 1975: downsizing the forces; 
bringing in new, better- educated recruits; and strengthening overall disci-
pline and training. This way, by the time he retired, China would have not 
only a stron ger economic base but also a smaller, better- trained military force, 
one better prepared to use the modern weaponry that would be acquired af-
ter he left the stage.1

 In 1977, Deng remained publicly deferential to Hua Guofeng, who was 
chairman of the Central Military Commission (CMC). But in fact, Marshal 
Ye and Deng, vice chairmen of the CMC, were in charge of China’s military 
affairs. Hua had once been minister of public security, but aside from modest 
ser vice with the guerrillas during World War II, and as a po lit i cal commissar 
in the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) after the Lin Biao affair, he had not 
served in the military and was unprepared for military leadership. He did not 
compare with Deng or Marshal Ye in terms of military experience, knowl-
edge, or the respect accorded them by high- level military of fi cials. So when 
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524 the deng era,  1978–1989

Hua was of fi cially pushed aside and Deng became chairman of the CMC in 
June 1981, it merely gave of fi cial recognition to the man who, with Marshal 
Ye, had in fact been leading the military since mid- 1977.2 There was no 
change in military policy.
 Deng was forthright in recognizing the prob lems that China faced in its 
military. Deng said, “None of us, including the veteran comrades, is suf fi-
ciently capable of directing modern wars. We must recognize this fact.”3 
Deng knew that China had fallen far behind in military technology and 
needed to adapt its strategies to cope with its main adversary, the Soviet 
 Union. He knew that the assignment of military of fi cials to civilian positions 
in the Lin Biao period had diverted attention from military issues.
 What troubled him about military affairs during his eigh teen months out 
of power was not that the Gang of Four had built up a solid following, for 
only in the Political Department under Zhang Chunqiao had they estab-
lished real roots. What troubled him during his years out of of fice was that 
two years of valuable time that could have been used to restructure and im-
prove the PLA had been wasted. During 1976 the military leaders whom 
Deng and Marshal Ye had put in place in 1975 could not reach Deng and Ye’s 
earlier goal of reducing the number of personnel in the PLA by 26 percent by 
the end of the year; instead, the number of personnel was reduced by only 
13.6 percent.4 After Mao’s death, Deng spoke frankly about the prob lems of 
the PLA that had arisen on Mao’s watch, even if he blamed them not on Mao 
but on Lin Biao.
 In 1977 Deng’s combination of responsibilities—in the military, science, 
technology, education, and foreign affairs—made it natural for him to focus 
on upgrading science and technology in the military. Two years earlier, he 
had advocated elevating education and training to the level of national strate-
gic importance, but at the time he did not have the chance to implement it. 
Now, at a CMC forum on August 23, 1977, Deng repeated the message and 
underlined its importance. By elevating education and training, he meant 
not only teaching discipline and politics, but also making military leaders 
understand what would be required to improve their specialized technical 
knowledge and to carry out military exercises in preparation for battling an 
enemy with modern technology.5

 In 1977 Deng and Marshal Ye were heirs to a group of Chinese military 
leaders, led by Peng Dehuai, who had tried in the 1950s to create a more 
 professional military but had never received the full mandate from Mao to 
achieve this goal.6 Peng Dehuai had hoped to receive technological help from 
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the Soviet  Union. Deng understood the West’s reluctance to share cutting- 
edge military technology, but he maintained the hope that he could at least 
obtain civilian technological help from the West that would indirectly aid 
military modernization and, without giving up Chinese in de pen dence, even 
receive some military technology.
 To achieve their goal of creating a professional military that would gradu-
ally acquire modern equipment, Deng and Marshal Ye first needed to replace 
those who had grown “lax, conceited, extravagant, and lazy,” develop a  system 
for retiring aged of fi cers, and provide a framework for downsizing. Mean-
while, they also needed to prepare for a great expansion of military training 
and new military exercises to ensure that the leaner military could operate ef-
fectively in battle.7

 Deng and Marshal Ye aimed to select a team of of fi cials in each unit who 
were committed to remaking the PLA into a more modern force. Deng 
wanted to recruit young people with higher educational levels, including 
some college graduates, who could better absorb the new technology as it was 
developed. To select these promising young people, he introduced recruit-
ment standards that included performance on written examinations.
 Military academies would be central for upgrading training. These acade-
mies, Deng said, should employ outstanding teachers who not only had high 
academic quali fi ca tions, but also were willing to familiarize themselves with 
ac tual battle conditions and whose work ethic would be an example for their 
students.8 When he spoke to the CMC on August 23, 1977, Deng said that 
historically, troops had been tested in battle and promoted on the basis of 
their battle performance. “Now that we are not at war,” he asked, “how are we 
to test our of fi cials, raise their level, and improve the quality and combat ef-
fectiveness of our troops? How else, if not through education and training?”9

 Like the Meiji leaders of Japan who had concluded that modernization 
was not just about learning technology but also about gaining “enlighten-
ment,” Deng realized that effective modernization of the military required 
new perspectives and a broad base of knowledge. Consequently, a small group 
of talented young recruits in the PLA were taught foreign languages and sent 
abroad in the first wave of Chinese young people to study overseas. Instead of 
studying specialized military topics, they focused on broader subjects such as 
management, science, technology, and international relations.
 Meanwhile, downsizing the bloated, outdated Chinese military structure 
was a first priority. By December 1977, new plans for troop reductions had 
been prepared, and the CMC had approved a “plan concerning the readjust-

9HA?E 1Q 2 0? A :C HIC A ? 7 H F CH H / C 3 8 C ? C P ? H ? 1 HHD /? E
I ? HHD=? E I H ? =HF EC H C A F ? CE = CH - H=40,

/ ? ? HF H C A F H   

/
HI

P
CA

3
8

C
?

CP
?

.
EE

CA
?

?
?



526 the deng era,  1978–1989

ment of the structure of the military tables of or ga ni za tion” (guanyu jundui 
bianzhi tizhi de tiaozheng), which described the desired structure for a more 
modern military. On March 20, 1978, at a forum sponsored by the General 
Political Department of the PLA, Deng announced plans to transfer 500,000 
PLA of fi cers to civilian positions.10

 On January 2, 1979, in his first talk to the military after becoming pre-
eminent leader at the Third Plenum, Deng bluntly told a CMC- sponsored 
forum of high- level of fi cers:

The military is in bad shape . . . the prob lem is not because of any par-
ticular bad person. It is because the system is bloated, and people glide 
over things. . . . People say that it is not convenient to get certain things 
done while in a single unit there are five or six tables of of fi cers playing 
mahjong. . . . Our army’s reputation has gotten worse. . . . Some com-
rades  don’t want to retire and become advisers. . . . I would like to set an 
example by becoming an adviser, but it is not now possible. I hope to 
become an adviser in 1985. Really, I am not kidding. What’s wrong 
with it? You can live a few years  longer. If you  don’t have a secretary or a 
car, you can still have a chair. . . . As for rejuvenating our army, some 
people agree in principle, but oppose it in the concrete.11

 Deng’s prog ress in getting rid of the bloating was remarkable. When Deng 
began the pro cess in 1975, there were 6.1 million troops; by 1979 the num-
bers were reduced to 5.2 million, by 1982 to 4.2 million, and by 1988 to 3.2 
million.12 The pro cess of downsizing was interrupted in late 1978 by prepara-
tions for the attack on Vietnam, and after the attack was over, by the mainte-
nance for several years of troops who took part in skirmishes along the border 
with Vietnam.

Deng’s Attack on Vietnam, February 17–March 16, 1979

By the summer of 1978, the growing cooperation between Vietnam and the 
Soviet  Union led Chinese of fi cials to worry that the Vietnamese military 
might use the dry season, when they could move their motorized vehicles, to 
attack Cambodia. Vietnam had already overrun Laos in July 1977, and the 
dry season would begin in December.
 Deng had been telling Americans that to stop Soviet advances one had to 
show a willingness to fight. Cambodia was a client state of China and if China 
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did not make a strong response to an invasion of Cambodia, then the Soviets 
and Vietnamese would gain con fi dence that they could expand toward Thai-
land and on to the Straits of Malacca, giving them access to the Indian Ocean 
in the west and the Pacific in the east. If the Vietnamese were to invade Cam-
bodia, the Soviets were likely to send in more men and military equipment to 
assist in the invasion. Deng firmly believed that if Vietnam invaded Cambo-
dia, China had to make a strong response.
 Cambodian leader Pol Pot, who by the summer of 1978 had begun to real-
ize the seriousness of the Vietnamese threat, asked Deng to send Chinese 
“volunteers” to Cambodia to resist the invasion of the Vietnamese, as Mao 
had done in Korea to resist the invasion of the South Koreans and the Ameri-
cans. Deng was ready to cooperate with Pol Pot despite the atrocities he had 
committed against his own people and the vehement opposition these acts 
had caused in the West because Deng judged him to be the only Cambodian 
leader capable of offering sig nifi cant resistance to Vietnam.
 But Deng chose not to send troops to Cambodia; he was convinced that 
China would get bogged down in an expensive campaign and lose control 
over events in the region. Deng preferred a “quick decisive campaign,” like 
the one China had successfully conducted along the Indian border in 1962. 
With a brief thrust into Vietnam he would demonstrate that the costs to 
Vietnam and the Soviet  Union for continued expansion would be unaccept-
ably high.
 Many high Chinese of fi cials, military and civilian, had doubts about the 
wisdom of attacking Vietnam. Some were concerned that just as China was 
beginning its modernization drive, it would be unwise to divert China’s scarce 
resources, which were sorely needed for building modern industries. Some 
worried that Chinese troops were not properly prepared. Others opposed in 
principle an attack on a fraternal Communist country. Some worried that an 
attack would heighten long- term Vietnamese hostility to China.
 Other of fi cials feared that the Soviet  Union and its massive military forces 
might be drawn into the con flict. Deng personally believed that because the 
Soviets were then in the final stages of negotiating the Startegic Arms Limita-
tion Treaty (SALT) II with the United States, they would be reluctant to dis-
rupt the negotiations by engaging in a land war in Asia.13 But the risks were 
great and Deng solicited the views of other se nior Chinese leaders about pos-
sible Soviet intervention. After a careful assessment of the issue, Chen Yun 
noted that the Soviet divisions along the northern Chinese border, the most 
likely locus for attacking China, were seriously undermanned; any attack on 
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China would require diverting forces from Europe, which would take more 
than a month to complete. Chen concluded that if the war were very brief, 
the chance of Soviet intervention was extremely low.
 After hearing Chen Yun’s assessment, Deng announced that the Chinese 
attack would last no  longer than its attack on India in 1962 (thirty- three 
days). It would be a ground war and no aircraft would be used.14 Deng knew 
that Vietnamese pilots were then much better trained than Chinese pilots 
and that the Chinese did not have airfields close to Vietnam. Furthermore, 
avoiding an air war reduced the chances that the Soviets might be drawn in. 
But Deng was still suf fi ciently concerned about a possible Soviet response 
that an estimated 300,000 Chinese civilians were pulled back from Yili in the 
north near the Soviet border, and intelligence of fi cials were ordered to moni-
tor closely all Soviet troop movements.15

 Deng encountered widespread opposition from other members of the 
CMC who felt that Chinese troops were not prepared for the war. The PLA 
had not yet recovered from the Cultural Revo lution disruptions; discipline 
was poor and training inadequate. Except for the more than 1,100 border 
skirmishes by 1978 with Vietnam, no Chinese had fought in a war since 
the Indian border clashes of 1962. The Vietnamese troops, in contrast, were 
battle hardened from de cades of war against the French, the South Vietnam-
ese, and the Americans. They also possessed modern Soviet military equip-
ment, and the Soviets had been providing Vietnam with sig nifi cant eco-
nomic aid for construction since the Americans were defeated in Vietnam in 
1975.16

 In the end, Deng’s authority and his conviction about the need for a strong 
response to the Soviet- Vietnamese threat won out over those who had doubts 
about attacking Vietnam. Some of fi cials in Beijing are convinced that Deng 
launched the attack and provided detailed direction during the war so he 
could personally gain tight control over the military as he was coming to 
power. Others believe that Deng, aware that the United States had supplied 
technology freely to Japan and South Korea because they were allies, wanted 
to show the United States that in invading Vietnam, China had drawn a 
sharp line against the Soviets and was in no danger of restoring close relations 
with the Soviets. Although there is no firm evidence to prove exactly how 
Deng weighted these various considerations, Deng was clearly passionately 
upset at Vietnamese ambitions and deeply concerned about the risks of So-
viet expansion in the region.
 The Guangzhou and Kunming military regions and the Chinese General 
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Staff had been discussing the possible need to expand their forces along the 
border, but they did not begin planning for the attack on Vietnam until the 
CMC meeting in September 1978.17 The CMC meeting opened with brief-
ings by the intelligence department of the General Staff on the increasing 
number of skirmishes between Chinese and Vietnamese forces along the bor-
der. The two nearby military regions, Guangzhou (Guangdong) and Kun-
ming (Yunnan), were directed to prepare scenarios for an attack on Vietnam. 
On November 23, se nior of fi cers from the air force, navy, and General Staff 
operations and intelligence departments convened a week- long meeting. Af-
ter this meeting, all commands in the Northeast, North, and Northwest went 
on a full- scale alert to watch for possible Soviet military reaction.
 By November, Chinese troops, coming from ten of the eleven military re-
gions but mostly from the Kunming and Guangzhou regions, had begun 
to position themselves near Vietnam. The Chinese border with Vietnam 
stretched 797 miles, roughly half of which was along the Yunnan border, un-
der the Kunming Military Region, and half along the Guangxi border, under 
the Guangzhou Military Region. Chinese troops, deployed along the entire 
border, served under the leadership of General Xu Shiyou in a single front. 
The troops moved toward the Vietnamese border at night, as they had during 
the civil war and the Korean War, to catch the enemy by surprise. According 
to a U.S. estimate, as many as 450,000 Chinese troops took part in the war, 
including those who provided support on the Chinese side of the border; the 
Vietnamese estimated that 600,000 Chinese troops were involved.18

 On December 8, the CMC ordered the Guangzhou and Kunming mili-
tary regions to be ready for an attack on Vietnam by January 10, and on De-
cember 11 the commander of the Guangzhou Military Region, Xu Shiyou, 
prepared to deploy his troops. Soon thereafter, on December 21, Xu set up 
military headquarters in Nanning, Guangxi, close to Vietnam, where he and 
his staff worked out concrete plans for the attack.19

 Meanwhile, the CMC, anticipating a Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, 
called a forum on December 20 during which military leaders closely moni-
tored Vietnamese developments and supervised planning for their attack. On 
December 25, as expected, the Vietnamese did invade Cambodia with an es-
timated 120,000 troops; twelve days later they captured Phnom Penh.
 In addition to managing the military preparations for the attack on Viet-
nam, Deng also managed the diplomatic relations. He briefed Lee Kuan Yew 
in November and President Carter in January 1979 of his plans. On his way 
back to China in early February, Deng stopped in Japan to inform the Japa-
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nese that he was planning to attack Vietnam and to discourage them from 
providing fi nan cial or other aid to Vietnam. While in Tokyo, he also told 
Ambassador Mike Mansfield, whom he knew in flu enced U.S. Con gres sional 
views, what he had told Lee Kuan Yew and Carter—that the Vietnamese and 
Soviets were planning to surround China and that China would attack to 
teach the Vietnamese a lesson.20

 In the weeks before his attack on Vietnam, Deng had been busy with the 
Central Party Work Conference, the Third Plenum, the normalization of re-
lations with the United States, and the assumption of responsibilities as pre-
eminent leader, but he still took time to guide military and diplomatic prepa-
rations. Once the attack began, he was deeply involved in the daily military 
operations. John Lewis and Xue Litai, after reviewing the evidence on Deng’s 
role in the attack on Vietnam, conclude, “The strategic thinking behind the 
assault was his as was the determination of the war’s objectives and scale. He 
chose his top warriors as the field commanders, mobilized the relevant prov-
inces to support the fight ing, approved the details of the operation, and gave 
the order to launch the attack. This was Deng’s war.”21 Deng continued to 
provide overall leadership throughout the operations; some said he was famil-
iar with Chinese movements down to the platoon level.22

 Like many Chinese commanders, Deng thought in terms of an annihila-
tion campaign. Just as in the Huai Hai campaign when the troops aimed to 
annihilate Guomindang troops north of the Yangtze River, so in the quick 
thrust into Vietnam he hoped to annihilate a major part of the Vietnamese 
army in a quick, decisive campaign that would set back by many years Viet-
nam’s ability to threaten China. This strategy came as no surprise to Viet-
namese military of fi cials, who had worked closely with the Chinese to fight 
American forces: they quickly pulled back their main forces from the Chinese 
border to the area around Hanoi, leaving in place their forces in Cambodia. 
To repulse the Chinese, the Vietnamese assigned local troops and militia who 
knew the terrain and the local people.
 The Chinese would attack during the dry season in Vietnam but after the 
ice had begun to melt on the Ussuri River; that way, the Soviets could not use 
the ice bridge to cross the border to attack China from the north.23 During its 
February 9 to February 12 meeting, the CMC made the final decision to at-
tack, and on February 13 Deng met with his Cambodian ally, Prince Siha-
nouk. On February 16, only seventeen hours before the attack was launched, 
Hua Guofeng chaired a meeting at which Deng informed high- level Beijing 
of fi cials of the final plans.24 Since Hua Guofeng’s footprint was clear in the 
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preparations for the war, he would be in no position to criticize Deng if seri-
ous prob lems were to arise.
 At dawn on February 17, some 200,000 Chinese troops launched their as-
sault into Vietnam at twenty- six sites stretching out across the entire border. 
Before the attack, the Chinese had led raids at many points along the long 
border, forcing the Vietnamese to disperse their troops. The Chinese concen-
trated their forces where they had superior numbers and sought to gain con-
trol over the hills overlooking five provincial cap itals—Lang Son, Cao Bang, 
Lao Cai, Ha Giang, and Lai Chao—which they expected to capture within 
several days.
 Deng launched the invasion at a strategically opportune time for China: 
less than three weeks after concluding his triumphant tour of the United 
States and his stopover in Japan. Because of Deng’s visit, the Soviets worried 
that the United States might be giving intelligence aid to China, and that if 
the Soviets were to act, the United States might support China. Brezhnev 
even phoned Carter to seek assurances that the United States was not giving 
tacit support to China’s invasion of Vietnam. But even after Carter gave his 
assurances, Brezhnev’s doubts were not eased.25

 As soon as Chinese forces thrust into Vietnam, they found Vietnamese re-
sistance to be unexpectedly effective. Chinese of fi cers were unprepared and 
panicked. The invading Chinese troops had been given spe cific assignments, 
but they lacked the intelligence and communications from higher levels to 
adapt quickly. Coordination between troops was poor and Chinese supply 
lines were stretched so far that some soldiers had to be sent back into China 
to bring in supplies. The Chinese used artillery to support troop advances, 
and they tried to concentrate troops where they outnumbered the local resis-
tance. But unlike during the anti- Japanese and civil wars, when the PLA 
could rely on assistance by local residents, in Vietnam the local people pro-
vided information and logistical support to the opposing Vietnamese forces.
 The Chinese had expected to take all five provincial cap itals in one week, 
but they did not capture Lang Son until three weeks after the fight ing began. 
Indeed, the heavi est fight ing took place around Lang Son, where the Chinese 
concentrated their forces to gain control of the mountain pass leading south 
to Hanoi, to show the Vietnamese they could threaten the Vietnamese cap-
ital. Chinese forces were suf fi ciently large and determined that they did in-
deed take all five provincial cap itals, despite casualty numbers that were far 
higher than for the Vietnamese. Estimates are that as many as 25,000 Chi-
nese were killed and 37,000 wounded during the fight ing.26
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 As soon as the Chinese took Lang Son on March 6, the Chinese declared 
victory and began withdrawing. As they withdrew, they destroyed as much of 
the Vietnamese infrastructure as possible. Deng had pledged that the fight ing 
would not last  longer than the thirty- three days of attack on India in 1962, 
and the withdrawal from Vietnam took place on March 16, twenty- nine days 
after the invasion began.27

 In the publicity that followed the invasion, both at home and abroad, Chi-
nese called their assault a “defensive counteroffensive.” They argued that they 
were responding to the many Vietnamese incursions across the border in 
1978 and that their thrust into Vietnam was a form of self- defense. For of fi-
cers stationed along the border who had defended against the Vietnamese 
incursions, and for their military superiors, it was not dif fi cult to understand 
the need to “counterattack.” Other Chinese of fi cials shared Deng’s anger at 
the Vietnamese for mistreating and expelling ethnic Chinese despite China’s 
warnings. Yet some high Chinese military of fi cials never expressed support 
for the war.
 Deng claimed that China had taught the Vietnamese a lesson, but Western 
military analysts who examined the war reported that in fact it was the battle-
 tested Vietnamese who taught the Chinese a lesson.28 As the military analysts 
pointed out, the war exposed many weaknesses in the Chinese military, in 
addition to its lack of modern weaponry. China’s rush to war between No-
vember and February meant that its preparations were inadequate. Com-
mand and control functions were weak. In particular, the command posts of 
the two military regions fight ing in Vietnam were poorly coordinated, with 
lower- level units given targets but no knowledge of what other lower- level 
units were doing. The PLA was not proud of its military performance; some 
commanders complained they should have been allowed to go all the way to 
Phnom Penh to complete their victory. And although they  didn’t make their 
views public, many top Chinese military of fi cials, including Marshal Ye and 
Su Yu, opposed the whole idea of the war, feeling that the danger of encircle-
ment had not been so great as to warrant the attack.29 The public also had 
its doubts: some posters on Democracy Wall in Beijing pointed to the poor 
showing of Chinese troops, and some even criticized Deng for pursuing 
the war.30

 But within party circles and in visits with foreigners, Deng explained that 
the Chinese had accomplished their announced military goals—the capture 
of the five provincial cap itals—and, more im por tantly, their overall strategic 
aim. That is, they had shown both the Soviet  Union and Vietnam that the 
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costs of additional Soviet expansion in the region would be unbearably high. 
As Lee Kuan Yew commented, “The Western press wrote off the Chinese 
punitive action as a failure. I believe it changed the his tory of East Asia. The 
Vietnamese learned that China would attack if they went beyond Cambodia 
on to Thailand. The Soviet  Union did not want to be caught in a long drawn-
 out war in a remote corner of Asia.”31 As it turned out, the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan nine months later quickly proved to be such a burden on the 
Soviet  Union that the risk of Soviet expansion into Southeast Asia after that 
would have been very low, even if China had not attacked Vietnam.
 Chinese military of fi cials tried to downplay the costs of the campaign, but 
the total budget for defense expenditures in 1979 was 22.3 billion yuan, 
much higher than the previous year or the next year; the burdens on local ar-
eas near the Vietnamese border made the costs of the war even higher. West-
ern analysts estimated that the cost of matériel alone was 5.5 billion yuan.32 
Diplomats were concerned about a different sort of cost: that the attack 
would make it dif fi cult for China to take a principled stand when it com-
plained of a Western country interfering in the internal affairs of another. 
Domestic criticisms about failure in Vietnam were not publicized, and in the 
early 1990s when China and Vietnam normalized relations they agreed not 
to discuss past con flicts.33 In the of fi cial three- volume collection of Deng’s 
talks on military matters, there are twenty- six selections from his talks during 
1978 and 1979, but only a few passing references to China’s attack on Viet-
nam—not one of his talks deal with it directly.34 Some Chinese have called 
the attack on Vietnam “China’s last war.” Given the lack of public discussion, 
it might better be called “China’s forgotten war.”
 There is no record of Deng expressing any doubt about the wisdom of the 
attack on Vietnam. But after the war, Deng did use the army’s poor perfor-
mance to fortify the efforts he had been making since 1975 to retire ineffec-
tive se nior of fi cers, strengthen discipline, expand military training, and re-
cruit better- trained of fi cers. He also directed the PLA to analyze carefully the 
weaknesses that had become apparent during the war. The PLA would even-
tually point to many of the issues noted by U.S. military analysts: the poor 
quality of Chinese intelligence before and during the war, the lack of com-
munication among units, the poor quality of equipment, and the inability of 
the PLA leadership to provide overall coordination.35

 After the war, Deng directed that the Chinese army keep large numbers 
of troops along the Vietnamese border to skirmish with the Vietnamese. As 
Deng told visiting U.S. of fi cials such as Senator Henry M. (“Scoop”) Jack-
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son, he was wearing the Vietnamese down to reinforce the lessons he had 
taught them about their excessive ambitions.36 Over the next several years, 
 selected units from at least fourteen Chinese armies (at the corps level) were 
rotated through the Laoshan area on the Chinese side of the border.37 At 
times as many as 800,000 Vietnamese soldiers were stationed in the north to 
be ready for a Chinese assault. Given the relative populations of China and 
Vietnam, roughly twenty to one, Vietnamese efforts to protect their border 
over that next de cade were a heavy drain on resources.
 Meanwhile, China used these continuing border skirmishes—and occa-
sional larger con flicts involving entire Chinese divisions—to train its troops. 
By the 1980s units from most of the infantry armies in China had been ro-
tated to the Vietnam border to take part in the border skirmishes. As military 
analysts noted, assigning Chinese troops to fight against some of the most 
experienced ground troops in the world provided excellent combat training. 
The presence of large numbers of Chinese troops also made the Soviets cau-
tious about sending additional aid to the Vietnamese.
 Vietnam’s threat to the weaker Southeast Asian countries reinforced their 
willingness to cooperate with China to reduce the threat. Vietnamese aggres-
sive behavior led Southeast Asian countries to strengthen the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).38 In 1984 when the Vietnamese seized a 
critical pass leading from Cambodia into Thailand that could have endan-
gered Thailand, the Chinese launched their biggest attack since 1979 and the 
Vietnamese retreated.39 Deng’s thrust into Vietnam in 1979 and his continu-
ing harassment of Vietnamese along their common border gave other South-
east Asian countries greater con fi dence to resist Vietnam’s ambitions, know-
ing that the Chinese would help them as they had helped Cambodia and 
Thailand.
 As in the board game of weiqi (go in Japanese), Deng tried to prevent the 
Soviets and Vietnamese from controlling space and encircling China, while 
trying to gain control himself over key locations. In 1984 he fought hard 
to control the key area that would block Vietnam from entering Thailand 
and continuing on to the key Straits of Malacca. In Deng’s view, by the early 
1980s the danger of encirclement had been removed.
 Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia and the continued skirmishes with 
China along the border did lead the Vietnamese to become overstretched. 
Deng had already seen this possibility when he welcomed Vice President 
Mon dale to Beijing. He explained to U.S. Vice President Walter Mondale in 
August 1979, “Vietnam is not yet in enough of a dif fi cult position to accept a 
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po lit i cal solution. Perhaps later, when the dif fi culties the Vietnamese are fac-
ing increase to an unbearable extent, then the time would be appropriate for 
them to accept.”40 He told Mondale that Vietnam had a double heavy burden 
of occupying Cambodia while supporting 600,000 to one million troops 
near the Chinese border and that sooner or later, the Vietnamese would real-
ize that the Soviet  Union could not meet all their requests.
 Deng’s comments proved prescient: by 1988, Vietnam had withdrawn half 
of its troops from Cambodia, and the next year it pulled out its remaining 
forces. Vietnam had failed to achieve its ambitions to dominate Southeast 
Asia. By the time Deng retired, Vietnamese no  longer threatened Southeast 
Asian countries and instead began pursuing friendly ties with them. In the 
early 1980s Vietnamese threats to the region had led Southeast Asian coun-
tries to strengthen ASEAN, but paradoxically, by the early 1990s Vietnam 
itself was seeking better relations with ASEAN and was welcomed as a mem-
ber in 1995.

Reducing the Soviet Threat

Mao had declared that war was inevitable, and Deng had on some occasions 
repeated Mao’s words. But after the PLA returned from its attack on Viet-
nam, Deng had reason to be more optimistic: the risks of China going to war 
with the Soviet  Union were low and he had lowered them further. Even ear-
lier, in his December 1977 address to a plenary session of the CMC, Deng 
had said that because the Soviet  Union was still working on extending its 
strategic deployments and because the United States was on the defensive, 
“it is possible to win a delay in the outbreak of war.”41 What had become 
clear during China’s attack on Vietnam was that with China prepared to de-
fend its interests in Southeast Asia, the Soviet  Union had become more 
 cautious about risking a confrontation with China in Southeast Asia. The 
Soviet  Union had enough to do in Eastern Europe, along its long border with 
China, and in Afghanistan where its involvement would lead to an invasion 
nine months after Deng’s war with Vietnam. And because China had just 
normalized relations with the United States, a Soviet leader could not be cer-
tain that the United States would stand idly by if the Soviet  Union were to 
attack China.
 Having discouraged the Soviet  Union from rushing to build bases in Viet-
nam by showing Chinese resolve, Deng moved next to further reduce ten-
sions with the Soviet  Union so that he could concentrate on economic devel-
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opment.42 Immediately after his brief war with Vietnam, Deng instructed 
Foreign Minister Huang Hua “to hold negotiations with the Soviet  Union on 
unsolved questions and on improving the state- to- state relationships and to 
sign related documents.”43 Scarcely two weeks after the Chinese withdrawal 
from Vietnam, Foreign Minister Huang Hua met with the Soviet Ambassa-
dor Yuri Scherbakov in Beijing to propose a new series of discussions to nor-
malize relations between China and the Soviet  Union.44 From April through 
mid- October, 1979, there were five meetings between Chinese and Soviet 
deputy foreign ministers to help improve the climate between the two pow-
ers. During these meetings, China expressed its wish to discuss both obstacles 
to normal relations as well as trade and sci en tific and cultural exchanges be-
tween the two nations.45

 On August 29, 1979, before a Chinese delegation was to leave for the So-
viet  Union, Deng directed that the delegation should convey to the Soviets 
that there were two requirements to improving relations: the Soviets should 
withdraw their troops from Outer Mongolia, and they should not assist Viet-
nam in the occupation of Cambodia. Deng also proposed that the two sides 
agree not to station troops in areas along the border. He directed Wang You-
ping that the Chinese delegation should not show any weakness and should 
avoid being in a hurry to reach an agreement. Long- distance marathons, he 
said, are fine.46

 From September 25 to December 3, 1979, the Chinese delegation carried 
on negotiations with its counterparts in Moscow. The Soviets did not budge 
on the two issues on which Deng insisted that the Chinese remain firm. Yet 
the discussions, the first series of talks between the Soviets and the Chinese in 
twenty years, were conducted in a friendly manner and the Soviets were cor-
dial hosts. The two sides agreed that the Soviets would send a delegation to 
Beijing to follow up on the discussions.47

 The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan that followed within weeks after the 
meetings in Moscow delayed the dispatch of the Soviet delegation to Beijing, 
but it also reduced even further the risk that the Soviets would attack the 
Chinese. Shortly after the Soviet invasion, Deng added a third requirement 
before China could normalize relations with the Soviet  Union: the Soviets 
must withdraw from Afghanistan. It would take almost a de cade before the 
overstretched Soviet  Union was ready to agree to the three conditions for full 
normalization, but for that Deng was in no hurry. He had achieved his short-
 term goal of reducing the risk of con flict with the superpower that he now 
considered the most dangerous, thus allowing China to concentrate on civil-
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ian economic development.48 In March 1980, in a major address on the mili-
tary situation, he said, “After calmly assessing the international situation, we 
have concluded that it is possible to gain a  longer period free from war than 
we had thought earlier.”49 Soon afterward, Deng became more spe cific, say-
ing that China should be able to avoid the risk of war for a de cade or two.50

 Deng’s efforts to reduce tensions made it easier for the Soviets to do the 
same. On March 24, 1982, Brezhnev gave a speech in Tashkent recognizing 
China as a socialist country and expressing a desire to improve relations. 
Deng responded quickly to this overture, directing Foreign Minister Qian 
Qichen to convey a favorable reaction to the speech.51 Deng concluded that 
the Soviet  Union, which was burdened by its effort to match U.S. military 
advances and its occupation of Afghanistan, felt it was in its strategic interest 
to ease tensions with China. When Brezhnev died a few months later, on 
November 10, 1982, Deng instructed Foreign Minister Huang Hua to at-
tend Brezhnev’s funeral, in another gesture of fraternity with the Soviet 
 Union.52

 In addition to negotiating with the Soviet  Union, Deng also sought to re-
duce the risk of Soviet and Vietnamese advances by involving the United 
States. Deng knew that the United States was then in no mood to engage in 
a land war in Asia; what better way to ensure that the Soviets would not 
dominate the seas near Vietnam than to have a large American oil company 
conduct oil explorations there? After January 1979, as part of its economic 
readjustment, China had cut back on its plans to work with international oil 
companies. A Chinese petroleum delegation visiting the United States signed 
only one contract, on March 19, 1979, with ARCO, the only U.S. firm that 
had proposed prospecting for oil between Hainan Island and Vietnam. China 
gave ARCO exclusive exploration rights in an area in the South China Sea, 
less than thirty minutes from Vietnam by air. With a major U.S. oil com-
pany prospecting in nearby waters, Deng had reason to expect the Soviet 
 Union would be cautious about making use of port facilities in Vietnam. 
China signed the contract three days after Chinese troops withdrew from 
Vietnam.
 Deng also made sure that U.S.- China security cooperation came to the at-
tention of the Soviet  Union. When U.S. planes carrying equipment to moni-
tor nuclear weapons movements in the Soviet  Union arrived for a stop at 
the Beijing airport, the Chinese had the plane dock next to a Soviet Aeroflot 
plane, making it clear to the Soviets what equipment was arriving; when 
the equipment was transferred and flown to Xinjiang near the Soviet border, 
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the Chinese also made no effort to cam ou flage it. The hope was that the So-
viets would pause before risking a fight that might also involve the United 
States.

Military Cooperation with the United States

Deng never gave any indication that he ever considered forming a military 
alliance with the United States, for like Mao before him, he wanted China to 
remain completely in de pen dent on security matters. But he did seek U.S. 
cooperation in acquiring more modern military technology. Indeed, when 
Deng met President Carter in January 1979, he brought up the issue of the 
possible transfer of military technology from the United States. Although 
Carter did not welcome the idea while China was preparing to attack Viet-
nam or was actively involved in battle, after Deng withdrew Chinese forces 
from Vietnam, talks about such cooperation warmed. Deng did not display 
any urgency, but he raised the issue of sharing military technology at ev ery 
opportunity. The Americans took notice: when Deng spoke to Vice President 
Mondale in late August 1979, he expressed his disappointment that the 
United States had decided not to supply China with high- speed computers, 
and Mondale replied that the United States was preparing lists of technology 
that could be transferred to China but not to the Soviet  Union.53

 Following Mondale’s very successful visit, the United States decided to 
send Secretary of Defense Harold Brown to Beijing for discussions on secu-
rity issues. Planning for this trip helped to advance the agenda for technology 
transfers, for although the United States would not sell weapons to China, it 
would consider on a case- by- case basis the transfer of military equipment—
and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 lent support to 
those who wanted to in ten sify U.S. cooperation with China as a way of put-
ting pressure on the Soviet  Union. By the time Secretary Brown arrived in 
Beijing in January 1980, the Chinese had studied American procedures and 
learned the range of technology the United States was considering for trans-
fer. They handed to the American side a list of the technology they sought, 
which permitted a business- like examination of concrete cases. To highlight 
the favorable consideration given to U.S. technology transfer to China, Brown 
gave the example of Landsat- D (a satellite that collected information on nat-
ural resources), which was then being supplied to China but not the Soviet 
 Union. During this meeting, although there were advances in cooperation, 
the Chinese were reluctant to rely on the U.S. security umbrella. They still 
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rejected U.S. proposals for additional consultations or ship visits and did not 
accept a telephone hotline between the two countries.54

 Secretary Brown explained to Deng that a number of Soviet actions during 
the previous year had been viewed negatively by the U.S. public and that the 
United States was now spending more on defense, strengthening its Pacific 
fleet and deploying more forces to the Middle East. Deng, who in May 1978 
had complained to Brzezinski that the United States was not doing enough 
to counter Soviet moves, expressed approval to Secretary Brown in January 
1980 that the United States was now responding more vigorously to the So-
viet threat. But, Deng said, “It would have been better if this could have been 
done even earlier, . . . My personal judgment is that for a long time the West 
has not offered an effective response to actions of the Soviet  Union.” He 
had no ob jec tions to treaties, he said, but they were of little value in restrain-
ing the Soviets: “There is only one way to cope with the Soviet  Union.” 
What was required was a demonstration of force. During the meeting, Deng 
touched on other issues as well. He was pleased that the United States was 
now offering assistance to Pakistan, a move he had been advocating for some 
time. He believed that other nations should help turn Afghanistan into a 
quagmire for the Soviet  Union, just as he had helped to bog down Vietnam 
along the border. And he coyly reminded Brown of China’s interest in buy-
ing fighter planes, saying, “I will not mention the purchase of F- 15 or F- 16 
aircraft any more,” but, he added, “the scope of technology transfer is too 
narrow.”55

 Geng Biao, vice premier and secretary general of the CMC Standing Com-
mittee, was selected to make the return visit to Washington. Geng Biao had 
served in the Chinese military during the Jiangxi Soviet period, the Long 
March, World War II, and the civil war. He had served as an ambassador (in 
Scandinavia, Pakistan, and Myanmar) between 1950 and 1965,  longer than 
any other Chinese diplomat. In Washington in May 1980, he met President 
Carter and Vance’s replacement as secretary of state, Edmund Muskie, but his 
main host was Secretary Brown. He and Secretary Brown worked to devise 
ways in which the United States and China could respond effectively to the 
Soviet threat if it expanded in a southeast direction, from the Middle East to 
the Indian Ocean and to Southeast Asia. Reflecting the views of Deng and 
other Chinese leaders, Geng Biao reported that China had successfully tied 
down some 600,000 Vietnamese troops along the border, which had both 
weakened Vietnamese capacity to control Cambodia and prevented Vietnam 
from controlling the Straits of Malacca.

9HA?E 1Q 2 0? A :C HIC A ? 7 H F CH H / C 3 8 C ? C P ? H ? 1 HHD /? E
I ? HHD=? E I H ? =HF EC H C A F ? CE = CH - H=40,

/ ? ? HF H C A F H   

/
HI

P
CA

3
8

C
?

CP
?

.
EE

CA
?

?
?



540 the deng era,  1978–1989

 By the time Geng Biao had completed his visit to the United States, tech-
nical exchanges were under way and there was a broader basis for cooperation 
on strategic issues. As a result of these discussions, later arrangements were 
made to send to the United States delegations of Chinese of fi cers from the 
military academies as well as specialists in military logistics. In return, high- 
level U.S. army and navy of fi cers would visit China.56 During the 1980s there 
was rapid growth in military- to- military contacts, including exchanges of vis-
its between the U.S. secretary of defense and the Chinese minister of defense, 
ser vice chief visits, technology transfers and arms sales to China, and ex-
changes of academic specialists and training delegations. Although these in-
teractions did not compare to the level of military exchanges that the United 
States had with Japan and South Korea, the two sides did develop very good 
working relations. The exchanges ended abruptly following the Tiananmen 
tragedy of 1989, however, and in the de cades afterward were not fully re-
stored.

Postponing Military Modernization

When Deng believed that the likelihood of war with the Soviet  Union was 
reduced, he directed China’s resources not toward military modernization 
but toward the other three modernizations, and, in particular, toward the 
priorities Chen Yun advocated—agriculture and light industry. Modernizing 
the military could wait. As he explained on March 19, 1979, three days after 
Chinese troops returned from Vietnam, to a meeting of the Military Com-
mission on Science and Technology (Kexue jishu zhuangbei weiyuanhui), “It 
appears that at least for ten years there will not be a large- scale war in the 
world. We  don’t need to be in such a hurry. Now the number of troops is too 
large. We have to cut back. . . . We  don’t need to prepare all things. We need 
to pick a small number of proj ects and focus on them.”57 Deng took a long- 
term perspective, but perhaps he underestimated how long it would take 
China, despite its rapid growth, to modernize. He spoke of achieving mod-
ernization by 2000.
 High- level military of fi cials were less patient. Many had been waiting since 
the 1950s to acquire modern military equipment, and had been frustrated 
first by the Great Leap and the Cultural Revolution, and now because of 
Deng’s new focus on the civilian economy. Deng had to explain over and 
over again to disappointed of fi cers why it was in the national interest first to 
develop the civilian economy and then to modernize the military. Given his 
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extensive military background, Deng was probably the only leader of his time 
with the authority, determination, and po lit i cal skill to keep these of fi cers 
from launching serious protests against this policy.
 During the critical period in 1979 and early 1980, Deng remained chief- 
of- staff, surrounded by generals unhappy with the prospect of early retire-
ment and with the news that the development of new weapons systems would 
be postponed. Yang Dezhi, who succeeded Deng as chief- of- staff, inherited 
responsibility for explaining why military modernization had to take a back 
seat to improvements in the civilian economy. As Yang acknowledged, “The 
broad masses of commanders and soldiers . . . are longing for rapidly chang-
ing our economic backwardness and the backwardness of our military tech-
nique and equipment. . . . Such feelings are completely understandable. 
However, it will . . . not be possible to achieve very great prog ress in the mod-
ernization of our national defense.”58 Geng Biao, who served briefly as de-
fense minister, and Zhang Aiping, whom Deng appointed as defense minister 
in 1982 (and who had directed military science and technology policy since 
1975), also had to explain Deng’s strategy to disgruntled of fi cers. In March 
1983 Zhang put it very directly: “The military has to take the needs of other 
sectors into account and to carry out . . . strict budgeting within the scope 
allowed by the limited amount of funds.”59

 Throughout the 1980s, then, the Chinese government decreased the pro-
portion of the budget going to the military. Although China’s data are in-
complete because income from military enterprises or extra- budgetary income 
is not included, according to of fi cial fig ures, Chinese military expenditures 
were 4.6 percent of GNP in 1979 when the reforms began, but declined con-
tinuously to 1.4 percent of GNP by 1991.60 During the 1980s China’s pur-
chase of foreign arms was one- sixth the amount of Vietnam’s purchases and 
one- half the amount of Taiwan’s purchases, even though China’s population 
was roughly twenty times that of Vietnam and fifty times that of Taiwan.61 
Moreover, given the in fla tion rate of nearly 100 percent from 1980 to 1989, 
U.S. analysts estimate that the nominal increase in the defense budget of 
about 30 percent translated into a decrease in ac tual funds available for the 
military during the de cade.62

Deng’s Military Team

Chinese Communist leaders have all repeated that the party commands the 
gun, but in a crucial power struggle, as Mao and Deng understood, alle-
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giances among key military leaders would be critical. Deng sought both 
 formal institutional and personal control over the military. He did not stren-
uously object to not being named premier, but it was im por tant to gain insti-
tutional control over the military. After Hua was pushed aside in December 
1980, Deng became chairman of the party’s CMC; the post gave him unri-
valed institutional control over military affairs. In 1987 Deng gave up his 
positions as vice chairman of the party and vice premier, but he remained 
chairman of the CMC until the fall of 1989, when he passed the position on 
to Jiang Zemin.
 In selecting high of fi cials for party and government posts, Deng sought the 
best person for the job, regardless of where they were from, whom they knew, 
or who recommended them. For high military positions, he wanted able peo-
ple, but personal loyalty was also critical. In the military, the stron gest bonds 
of loyalty were among those who had served in the same field army during 
the civil war. Just as Lin Biao had chosen for the highest military positions 
many of fi cers from his Fourth Field Army, in 1980, when Deng was able to 
select his own of fi cials in various military sectors, five of the eleven military- 
region commanders were comrades from his Second Field Army, including 
Qin Jiwei in the critical Beijing region.63 Deng continued to rely on his for-
mer underlings throughout his tenure as China’s top military leader. Of the 
six military members on the CMC in the late 1980s, half were from the Sec-
ond Field Army. These included Defense Minister Qin Jiwei and director of 
the General Political Department Yang Baibing. Of the other three military 
positions on the CMC, one seat each went to someone who had served in the 
third or fourth field armies.64 Of the seventeen full generals that Deng com-
missioned in 1988, ten were from the Second Field Army.
 For key military positions, others chosen who had not served in the Sec-
ond Field Army still had personal ties of loyalty to Deng. After Hua was fi-
nally removed as head of the CMC (in December 1980), Deng appointed 
Yang Shangkun as secretary general of the CMC. Yang, also from Sichuan 
and only three years youn ger than Deng, had worked closely with Deng from 
1956 to 1966 when Yang was head of the party General Office and Deng was 
party general secretary. Yang had the ready con fi dence to communicate eas-
ily with Deng. In September 1982 Yang was promoted to first vice chair-
man of the CMC, in charge of daily work. He was a good manager and in 
effect became an extension of Deng on the CMC, representing Deng’s views 
and reporting to Deng the views of other CMC members. Deng’s con fi dence 
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that Yang could manage military matters freed him to concentrate on other 
issues.
 In February 1980, after Deng had completed the transition and named his 
own people, he resigned as chief- of- staff and passed the job of managing the 
PLA’s daily affairs to Yang Dezhi, who had commanded the forces of the 
Kunming Military Region during the attack on Vietnam and had proved very 
loyal to Deng. In 1982 Deng appointed Zhang Aiping as minister of defense, 
and because the ministry had been reduced in power after Lin Biao’s plane 
crash in 1971, he also named him to the critical position of deputy secretary 
general of the CMC. While serving under Deng in 1975, Zhang had been 
very effective in organizing plans for the modernization of military tech-
nology. His strategic sense of high- tech military weapons development and 
strong management skills made him the right person to help China sort out 
its priorities and lay the groundwork for the development of high technology.

Expanding the Range of Defense Strategies

The defense strategy that Deng inherited from Chairman Mao rested heavily 
on a combination of two ex tremes: “People’s War” and nuclear weapons. 
The “People’s War,” whereby local people were mobilized to harass and wear 
down a better- equipped occupying army, had been well- adapted to the long- 
term Japanese occupation during World War II. It had also helped discourage 
the Soviets from long- term occupation when they had thrust into China in 
1969, and indeed it was still a way of discouraging another Soviet assault, 
making the low likelihood of such an attack even lower. Lacking a broad eco-
nomic base, Mao could not hope to modernize the military in all areas, so 
he concentrated his resources on those he considered to be the most critical: 
rockets and nuclear weapons (China first exploded an atomic bomb in 1964 
and a thermonuclear device in 1967).65 He would leave his successors with a 
small nuclear arsenal that could not compare in number or sophistication 
with that of the U.S. or Soviet nuclear arsenals, as well as a modest rocket and 
satellite capacity (China launched its first satellite in 1970).66 Research on 
missiles, satellites, and submarines generally had been protected during the 
Cultural Revolution.67 Even so, during the Cultural Revolution China made 
only modest prog ress in military technology, and it fell far behind the United 
States and the Soviet  Union, each of which had invested heavily to keep pace 
with the other.
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 By the time Deng came to power, Soviet advances in long- range aircraft 
and rocketry made the “third front” factories that Mao had moved inland, 
away from China’s borders, vulnerable to attack. But Deng, like Mao before 
him, believed that the threat of a People’s War as well as nuclear weapons 
 reduced the likelihood that China would be attacked, even by an enemy with 
far superior military technology.68 Yet China needed to adapt to Soviet tech-
nical advances. Deng directed that the Chinese military should begin making 
preparations to fight a “People’s War under modern conditions,” a concept 
that Su Yu, hero of the Huai Hai campaign and then in charge of planning 
for advanced weaponry, had begun to develop in 1977. At a conference in the 
fall of 1980, Chinese military leaders began to develop a con sensus around 
strategic guidelines that would provide a more active defense than passively 
luring the enemy deep into Chinese territory.69 In June 1981 Song Shilun, 
commandant of the Chinese Academy of Military Science, spelled out in 
some detail the meaning of “under modern conditions.” In the case of a full- 
scale military invasion, the Chinese would respond, as in the Mao era, with a 
People’s War, wearing down the enemy. But Song explained that additional 
responses were needed because China could not abandon its cities, and be-
cause modern technology required  longer supply lines, defense of industrial 
sites, more coordination between ground and air forces, and more specializa-
tion. Therefore, (1) the PLA would use positional warfare to stop the enemy 
before it penetrated deeply into China, (2) China would use not only infan-
try but also combined arms, including planes, to resist the enemy, (3) China 
would prepare to protect  longer logistic lines than those in the immediate 
locality of the fight ing, and (4) the army would turn over its po lit i cal tasks—
which in Mao’s day had been handled by military po lit i cal commissars—to 
civilians so it could concentrate on military tasks. Deng did not formulate 
this analysis, but he supported these efforts by the PLA to reorient its existing 
doctrine, structure, and training, as well as its recruitment programs, to fit 
these “modern conditions.”70

 When the reform and opening began, China had not yet taken part in the 
complex discussions and calculations about how to prevent nuclear war that 
had preoccupied specialists in the United States and Soviet  Union. By the 
mid- 1980s, however, Chinese graduate students and young research scholars 
who went abroad to study strategic thinking in the West were returning home 
and beginning to introduce these new more sophisticated calculations. After 
developing nuclear weapons, the Chinese had always planned on retaining a 
second- strike capacity. But now the discussions widened. Instead of focusing 
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only on People’s War and nuclear attack, the Chinese began to consider the 
possibility of limited nuclear attacks and tactical nuclear weapons, which 
might prevent a war from escalating into an all- out nuclear con flict.71

 Deng inherited from the Mao era a navy that was small and completely 
outdated. In 1975 when Deng was at the helm under Mao, the navy under 
Su Zhenhua’s command had submitted a new development plan. After 1978, 
as foreign trade, and especially as imports of oil, hard coal, and iron ore be-
gan to pick up, Chinese planners became more concerned with ensuring the 
safety of China’s sea lanes. China also began to expand energy exploration in 
the South China Sea as well as in the Bohai Gulf, thus necessitating pro-
tection of exploration in disputed territories.72 But as China began to con-
sider developing capacities to respond to these new challenges, Deng urged 
restraint. In a talk to naval of fi cers in July 1979, Deng still placed limits on 
naval development plans, explaining that the navy’s role was defensive, to 
protect the waters near China, and that China did not have any ambitions to 
become a dominant power.73

 Even in high- priority military sectors—missiles, satellites, and subma-
rines—the emphasis remained on developing technology rather than large- 
scale production, with the hope that if the need arose, China could produce 
more weaponry quickly. China tested its first intercontinental ballistic missile 
(ICBM) in 1980 and began deployment shortly thereafter. Work had begun 
on a nuclear- powered submarine in 1958, and in 1982 China successfully 
tested its first submarine- launched ballistic missile.74 Deployment of such 
systems continued on a modest scale during Deng’s era.75 Research and pro-
duction developed much more rapidly after Deng’s era, in response to Presi-
dent Lee Teng- hui’s 1995 efforts to bring about Taiwan’s in de pen dence.
 After 1984, as the Soviet  Union became increasingly bogged down in Af-
ghanistan and overstretched in its attempts to keep up with U.S. military ad-
vances, the CMC formally concluded what Deng had personally determined 
much earlier, that the risk of an all- out war with the Soviet  Union was low. In 
a speech to the CMC in 1985 Deng summed up his views on global threats 
saying, “We have changed our view that the danger of war is imminent.” He 
said only the two superpowers could launch a major war, and they were not a 
concern; because both have “suf fered setbacks and met with failures, neither 
dares to start a war.”76 It followed that Deng could continue to keep down 
military expenditures to channel resources to advance the civilian economy.
 While the risks of all- out war with the superpowers had decreased, Deng 
and his colleagues judged that the risk of small- scale wars had increased as the 
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bipolar world was being replaced by a multipolar world. Japan, India, Viet-
nam, South Korea, and Europe had strengthened their economic and mili-
tary presence on the world stage. The PLA, therefore, should focus its plan-
ning and training efforts on the possibility of small local wars on China’s 
periphery, which were more within China’s military capacity than fight ing an 
all- out war with a superpower. Each of China’s military regions, which with 
the downsizing of military forces had by then been consolidated from eleven 
to seven, was to adapt its planning and preparations to the nature of the po-
tential adversary, as well as to the ge og ra phy and climate of their border areas. 
The military in turn appealed for more funds to develop key technologies 
 required for local wars, such as tanks, artillery, aircraft avionics, and com-
mand and control systems. As they made their plans, the strategists had in 
mind Deng’s penchant for rapid, decisive strikes. Strategists studied carefully 
other nations’ experiences using such strategies, particularly Britain’s opera-
tions during the Falklands War and Israel’s invasion of Lebanon. By respond-
ing quickly, other nations and world opinion would not have time to in flu-
ence the outcome.77

Toward a Smaller, Better- Trained Force

On March 12, 1980, shortly after launching his administration, Deng pre-
sented an overview of military issues to the Standing Committee of the 
CMC. He said that the military was confronted with four issues: (1) reduc-
ing “bloatedness,” (2) reforming the or ga ni za tional structure, (3) improving 
training, and (4) strengthening po lit i cal and ideological initiatives. “Unless 
we reduce ‘bloatedness,’ we won’t be able to raise the army’s combat effective-
ness and work ef fi ciency. . . . Our policy is to reduce manpower and use the 
money thus saved to renew equipment. If some of the savings can be used for 
economic construction, so much the better. . . . The main purpose of our 
streamlining is to reduce the number of unnecessary non- combatants and of 
personnel in leading and commanding organs—mainly of fi cials.”78

 Party leaders had long considered establishing a mandatory retirement age 
for high- level party and military leaders, but it had not yet been established. 
Deng continued, “We must have a retirement system. . . . Since the army 
has to fight, the retirement age for military of fi cials should be lower than for 
civilians.”79 Retirement was a sticky issue. Officers had no term limits and 
because of their “contributions to the revolution,” they felt a sense of en ti-
tlement. Although Deng gave final approval for all im por tant military deci-
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sions, no military issue would take more of his personal time and energy than 
the downsizing of the se nior military leadership. As Deng explained, “Most 
armies around the world  don’t spend much on personnel. They spend most 
of their funds on equipment. We have a very bad situation. We spend too 
much on personnel. We have too many people directing things and not many 
people to fight.”80 The issue of retirement would come up in virtually all his 
meetings with military of fi cers during his years as paramount leader.
 Throughout the 1980s, Deng continued the efforts he began in 1975 to 
get of fi cials to draw up new tables of or ga ni za tion with reduced numbers, 
then to implement the policies and plug all the loopholes that creative of fi-
cers would invent to evade the policy. He encouraged civilian units to find 
places for both se nior retirees and ordinary enlisted men completing their 
terms of ser vice. To make retirement more appealing, he allowed high offi-
cials to retain many of the perquisites they had in the military—housing, the 
use of cars, access to medical treatment, and even substantial income. After 
he established the Central Advisory Commission in 1982, many of the se nior 
military leaders were honored with membership, and retired.
 At an enlarged June 1985 meeting of the CMC assembled to promote a 
reduction in the size of the PLA by one million, some had argued that such a 
reduction would shrink military capacity, leaving China vulnerable in a con-
flict. Deng answered them by saying that in the event of war it was im por tant 
to reduce the size of the military to engage in ef fi cient military operations.81 
Deng would, however, retain a large reserve force of veterans who could be 
called on in case of con flict. The large- scale troop reduction began in 1985, 
and it was basically completed in 1988. From 1980 to 1989 local civilian in-
stitutions were pressed to find civilian positions for some 1,540,000 military 
of fi cers who retired.82 But the end of rural collectivization in 1982 had elimi-
nated many positions that typically had provided opportunities for demobi-
lized ser vicemen.83 To help with post- mobilization employment, Deng sug-
gested that the army should do more to train people for jobs that would 
enable them later to play a role in the civilian economy.84

 To find employment opportunities for soldiers being discharged, Deng 
proposed special training courses. In March 1980 he told the Standing Com-
mittee of the CMC, “I suggest that training courses of various kinds be run 
for those of fi cials whose posts are eliminated. What kind of training? To pre-
pare them for the professions and trades they will enter.”85 Deng also contin-
ued the work he had begun in 1975 of reopening and expanding military 
academies and military training institutes. At the pinnacle stood the National 
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Defense University, opened in September 1985 to train promising of fi cers. In 
his address to the enlarged meeting of the CMC in March 1980, Deng re-
minded his audience that he considered training so essential that it should be 
considered of strategic importance. “In the absence of war,” he said, “training 
is the only way to improve the army’s quality.” Still, by comparison with the 
U.S. and USSR militaries, Chinese training programs for preparing troops 
for high- tech war remained at an early stage of development.86

Commercializing Military Production and Services

When Deng became preeminent leader, he was acutely aware that both the 
civilian defense industries that produced most of the equipment used by the 
military, and the military enterprises that were directly under military con-
trol, were drains on the government budget, in ef fi cient, and incapable of pro-
ducing weapons and equipment that could match those produced by the ad-
vanced military powers. Deng therefore worked to close down in ef fi cient 
plants and to improve supervision at others to increase ef fi ciency.
 To achieve these goals, Deng encouraged both the civilian defense indus-
tries and the military’s own factories to produce more civilian goods that 
could compete in open markets. He began promoting this strategy even be-
fore the Third Plenum when he declared that China should depart from the 
in ef fi cient Soviet model of strictly separating military and civilian produc-
tion.87 The new policy helped to satisfy the pent- up consumer demand for 
basic consumer goods, reduce burdens on the state budget, and provide con-
tinued employment for personnel who might otherwise have been laid off.
 The competitive pressures on these factories were re flected in factory clos-
ings: from 1979 to 1982, nearly half of the factories in the civilian defense 
sector either closed down or operated at greatly reduced capacity.88 Those 
that remained open during the late 1980s were successful in expanding into 
civilian production, especially consumer electronics but also products as di-
verse as pianos, refrigerators, washing machines, baby carriages, hunting ri-
fles, and even passenger aircraft.89 To enable the defense industries to  better 
respond to the markets, many companies were allowed to become profit- 
seeking corporations in de pen dent of ministry control.90 In 1978, 92 percent 
of the value of the goods in civilian state enterprises in the defense sector was 
produced for the military and 8 percent for the civilian economy. By 1982, 
military production in these factories had dropped to 66 percent and by 
1992, when Deng stepped down, it had dropped to 20 percent.91
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 In addition, Deng urged the military itself to make available some of its 
facilities and technology for the civilian economy. For example, on Novem-
ber 1, 1984, in a talk to a forum called by the CMC to discuss the military’s 
role in the civilian economy, Deng suggested that military airports could be 
opened for civilian use and naval ports could be used for both civilian and 
military purposes. As the new policy took hold, military units turned mess 
halls into commercial restaurants, guest houses into commercial hotels, sup-
ply centers into stores, and military hospitals into military- civilian hospitals 
that accepted paying civilian patients. Between 1985 and 1990 the value of 
production by PLA enterprises increased by an estimated 700 percent.92

 Another area that offered opportunities for di ver si fi ca tion away from 
military- only purposes was agriculture. State farms run by the military were 
encouraged to diversify their products and, after the creation of markets, to 
sell some of their produce in local food markets. Because the military had ac-
cess to a considerable amount of land, it could also rent out land to develop-
ers and other government units or to enterprises for a fee—or even become a 
stakeholder in these new enterprises. As foreign firms began seeking sites to 
set up factories, many military farms supplied some of their valuable real es-
tate in exchange for equity in joint ventures that drew on Western technolo-
gies.93

 When the military shifted to civilian- related business activities, of fi cers 
had a chance to improve their military units’ housing, medical care, and rec-
reational facilities. Those who were being retired were assisted with housing 
and given other bene fits. Even the situation for ordinary soldiers improved 
when their military units made  profits.94 These new sources of income helped 
to make military of fi cers and ser vicemen stakeholders in Deng’s reforms.
 One of the biggest prob lems Deng faced was in adapting inland civilian 
and military factories to the new market economy. It was almost impossible 
to turn factories deep in inner China, with such high transport costs, into 
 profit able enterprises that could compete in open markets with those along 
the coast. In 1978, more than half of defense industrial production was lo-
cated in inner China, in the “third front” factories that Mao had moved 
 inland to reduce vulnerability to foreign attack. Now that China had devel-
oped peaceful relations with other countries, some factories, or at least parts 
of factories, were allowed to relocate to the coast where they could not only 
reduce transport costs, but also make better use of foreign technology and 
management strategies as well as commercial opportunities.95 For example, 
inland factories producing electronic products for the military established 
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branches in Shenzhen to produce radios, TVs, calculators, and other elec-
tronic equipment for consumers both at home and abroad. Doing so gave 
them faster access to foreign technology as well as to civilian markets, as well 
as the opportunity to transfer new technologies to any remaining inland fac-
tories.
 In 1978 China’s military technology was far more advanced than its civil-
ian technology, but Deng took an interest both in how technology could be 
“spun off ” from military to civilian uses and how it could be “spun on” from 
advanced global civilian technology to Chinese military uses. Deng took 
great interest, for example, in learning how Japan, immediately after World 
War II, had begun converting its military industry to civilian industry.96 But 
he also learned from Japan’s experience in making good use of “spin on.” 
On June 28–29, 1978, he suggested that China should learn from Japan’s 
handling of shipbuilding after World War II: it made great advances in civil-
ian shipbuilding by transforming the production pro cesses, which then en-
abled Japan not only to sell ships, but also to build more modern ships for 
the navy.97

 In 1982, following the 12th Party Congress, large parts of the PLA were 
converted to civilian sta tus and given opportunities to earn money in the 
marketplace—a move that helped reduce the size of the PLA after 1985. The 
large military railway and engineering construction units, for instance, were 
placed under the Ministry of Railways and the Capital Construction Corps. 
And the civilian construction companies that played the key role in trans-
forming Shenzhen from a rural town to a large city within a de cade were 
largely formed from former military construction units that had been demo-
bilized.
 Prior to these changes it was rather easy to engage in science and tech-
nology planning, but the complexities due to the opening to global civilian 
technology required new broader coordination. In 1982 a new or ga ni za tion, 
the Commission for Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense, 
was established to provide some overall coordination of planning for the 
rapid changes in civilian and military technology. And in 1986, the “863 
program” was established as a new cooperative program between civilians and 
the military for the development of advanced technology.98

 The commercialization of military operations in the 1980s was a messy, 
confusing pro cess that created nightmares for some bureaucrats trying to 
 coordinate the pro cess. But in the end it brought many of the bene fits that 
Deng had intended. It eased the demands on the government budget, helped 

9HA?E 1Q 2 0? A :C HIC A ? 7 H F CH H / C 3 8 C ? C P ? H ? 1 HHD /? E
I ? HHD=? E I H ? =HF EC H C A F ? CE = CH - H=40,

/ ? ? HF H C A F H   

/
HI

P
CA

3
8

C
?

CP
?

.
EE

CA
?

?
?



The Military: Preparing for Modernization 551

meet pent- up consumer demand, assisted firms in becoming more ef fi cient, 
improved living conditions for both of fi cers and ordinary soldiers, provided 
employment opportunities for those discharged from military ser vice, and 
enabled the advances in civilian technology and ef fi ciency to be used to im-
prove military production. Even so, it was just a start. Although Deng’s re-
direction of the national defense industries and military enterprises led to 
some prog ress in the 1980s, the pro cess of relocating from inner China to 
the coastal areas, of overcoming the bu reau cracy, and of upgrading personnel 
would require several de cades to complete.
 Despite all the advantages of the commercialization of military activities, 
the mixing of military and private affairs also created opportunities for cor-
ruption and greed that detracted from the spirit of dedication to the military 
mission. Many military leaders became concerned not only about illegal 
 profiteering, but also about the erosion of the pa tri otic fight ing spirit due to 
the new preoccupation with making money. After several years of struggling 
with these prob lems, lower- level military units were forbidden to engage in 
commercial activities. Higher- level, specialized commercial activities contin-
ued, however, and although many PLA businesses failed, some joint ventures 
spawned in the early years of reform became successful enterprises, with a few 
later emerging as world- class international businesses.

A Foundation for a Modern Military

The Persian Gulf War of 1991 showed leaders how much military technology 
in other countries had advanced in the 1980s and just how far behind China 
had fallen while Deng was restraining the military budget and channeling re-
sources to the civilian economy. Yet by keeping the risk of con flict low, Deng 
succeeded in promoting rapid economic growth without sacrificing the na-
tion’s security.
 In 1995, however, Deng’s successors, confronted with a real possibility that 
President Lee Teng- hui might declare an in de pen dent Taiwan, decided the 
risk was suf fi ciently great that China must be prepared militarily not only to 
attack Taiwan but also to deter the United States from supporting Taiwan in 
the event of a con flict. China would raise the cost of U.S. involvement by en-
deavoring to deny American ships, planes, and troops the access they would 
need to defend Taiwan. Since 1995, under Jiang Zemin’s concerted drive for 
military modernization, the increase in the military budget has been far 
greater than the increase in GNP. Chinese military modernization was soon 

9HA?E 1Q 2 0? A :C HIC A ? 7 H F CH H / C 3 8 C ? C P ? H ? 1 HHD /? E
I ? HHD=? E I H ? =HF EC H C A F ? CE = CH - H=40,

/ ? ? HF H C A F H   

/
HI

P
CA

3
8

C
?

CP
?

.
EE

CA
?

?
?



552 the deng era,  1978–1989

extended beyond denying Americans access to Taiwan; because China was 
de pen dent on sea lanes for its energy, it began to develop a navy and to aim 
to become a top military power overall. Deng did not begin that pro cess nor 
did he plan for his successors to build up a modern military. But he left his 
successors with a smaller, better- educated military force; a better un der stand-
ing of the requirements for modern warfare; and a stron ger civilian economic 
and technical base that his successors could build on to modernize China’s 
military.
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