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Grade-and-Rank Reforms
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CMSI NOTE #5 /// 11 APRIL 2024

Admiral Wang Renhua:
Exemplifying Jointness and Oversight for China’s Navy amid Xi’s
Grade-and-Rank Reforms

Andrew S. Erickson?!

A microcosm of China’s ongoing military advancement, Admiral Wang Renhua (F{~4£) embodies
some of the subtle, complicated efforts underway to make the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) a
sophisticated fighting force that is more than the sum of its parts and whose human capital is narrowing
the gap with its profusion of formidable hardware. On 28 March 2024, in a ceremony at the Central
Military Commission (CMC)’s Bayi Building in Beijing, Xi Jinping concurrently promoted Wang to full
admiral—three-star rank in the PLA (which, unlike the U.S. military, does not have a four-star rank)—
and, apparently, Theater Command Leader grade.? Doing so in his capacity as CMC Chairman, Xi also
oversaw the implementation of one of the key new management dynamics nearly a decade into his
sweeping military reforms: simultaneous promotion in grade and rank in an effort to transition from the
PLA’s longstanding grade-centric system to a more Western-style rank-centric system.® As in other
professions, approaches to promoting personnel matter greatly in military performance. China heretofore
employed a billet-grounded grade system, whereby not only every officer but also every organization is
assigned one of fifteen grades; whereas agile, professional Western militaries have long benefitted from
an individually-portable rank system. China’s transformation toward the latter approach remains a work
in progress, but Wang’s trajectory is an important bellwether of things to come. More broadly, Wang’s
career advancement and rise to CMC insider status as the Secretary of the CMC’s Politics and Law
Commission also offers living testimony to other PLA efforts underway, particularly at increasing
jointness. His varied resume includes a shift from Army to Navy officer in 2017 as well as service in the
East Sea Fleet and at the Jiuquan Satellite Launch Center.*

CMSPI’s Perspectives and Key Takeaways:

e Admiral Wang Renhua’s promotion is the latest indication of efforts to synchronize grade-and-
rank promotions at the full admiral/general level (three stars in the PLA).
e Wang’s role may be best understood as a military loyalty enforcement boss.

e A key responsibility for Wang may well be to root out and destroy Xi’s enemies within the PLA.
e A potential component of Wang’s portfolio in the navy realm could be to maintain a tight grip on
the wardrooms aboard China’s growing fleet of nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines

(SSBNE).

e Having Wang serve in the Navy, and currently as head of the CMC’s powerful Politics and Law
Commission, helps the PLA shift to a more joint force as part of Xi’s post-2015 reforms.

e Wang is not originally from the Navy and does not represent the institutional interests of the PLA
Navy.



e It is not uncommon for a PLA Army political officer to switch uniforms to the Navy and retain
them from that time forward, as Wang has done.
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CMC Chairman Xi Jinping and other PLA leaders pose for a group photo with Admiral Wang
Renhua (back row, left) and General Xiao Tianliang, who have been promoted to three-star rank at a
ceremony in Beijing, 28 March 2024. Xi presented certificates to the officers and congratulated them.
Source: Xinhua®

Wang Renhua is the sixteenth naval officer to be promoted to China’s top rank of three stars since the
PLA implemented a rank system in 1988.° Like Admiral Miao Hua (7%i4£)—standing on the far left in
the front row of the above photo—who is currently Director of the CMC Political Work Department and
a CMC Member, Wang served most of his career in the Army as a political officer until receiving a
second star in 2019. Having Wang serve in the Navy and as a leader in the CMC helps the PLA shift to a
more joint force as part of Xi’s post-2015 reforms. At the same time as the March 2024 flag officer
promotion ceremony, the CMC Politics and Law Commission (4 5 7 F 7% 1 2 VA SR 1 2) Wang
heads was upgraded from Theater Command Deputy Leader grade to Theater Command Leader grade,
most likely in order to help target corruption in the PLA—a persistent, politically-charged challenge that
underscores the importance of Wang’s job. Wang received a concurrent rank (two stars) and grade
(Theater Command Deputy Leader) promotion in 2019 and received a concurrent grade-and-rank
promotion in the same billet in 2024. Of note, prior to 2020, grade-and-rank promotions did not occur
simultaneously; however, since 2020 all three-star promotions and grade promotions have occurred
concurrently.

Wang’s present position as the Secretary of the CMC’s Politics and Law Commission’ has put a Navy
officer in a vital role: heading the revamped version of the Leninist linchpin that oversees and
coordinates all legal and enforcement authorities across the PLA, including by running the military
courts and prosecutors’ offices. As part of the PLA’s 2016 reorganization, the Politics and Law
Commission was created as a new organization by combining the PLA Military Court (fi# i ZE 2 Gkt
) and the PLA Military Procuratorate (ff i % 4= 31642 F5%).8 Wang’s “security chief” position embodies
significant power within China’s military superstructure. He is only the third Politics and Law
Commission head since Xi’s post-2015 PLA reforms, and the first three star in the seat; his immediate
predecessor, Lieutenant General Song Dan (45/7),? and their prior, Lieutenant General Li Xiaofeng (%
2



fi%I%), were both two stars.'® The reason Wang is the first three-star officer is because the Commission
was apparently upgraded from Theater Command Deputy Leader grade to Theater Command Leader
grade, the better to enforce Xi’s anti-corruption efforts.!! Table 1 (below) offers systematic context.

Table 1: Flag and General Officer Subset of the PLA’s Fifteen-Grade and Ten-Rank Structure
since 19882

Grade Primary Rank Secondary Rank
CMC Chairman (ZEZF ) N/A
Vice Chairmen (% Z3g %) GEN/ADM (_L¥%) N/A
CMC Member (&) GEN/ADM (_F¥)
MR Leader (IFE K% [X 1) GEN/ADM (_E¥) | LTG/VADM ()
TC Leader (1E /i X BY)
MR Deputy Leader LTG/VADM (%) | MG/RADM
(BIRZE X HR) (H)
TC Deputy Leader (/i [X H2)
Corps Leader (1EZEHR) MG/RADM (/#) | LTG/VADM (F:¥5)
Corps Deputy Leader MG/RADM (“0#) [ SCOL/SCPT (K#%)
(B4 HR)
Division Leader (1FJififR) SCOL/SCPT (K#%) | MG/RADM

(b¥)

One of three commissions (in addition to seven departments and five directly-affiliated bodies) that the
CMC uses to administer China’s armed forces, “The Politics and Law Commission helps intensify the
CMC’s leadership over the armed forces in political and legal work, deepen the rigorous military
governance in accordance with the law, give larger play to the politics and law department, as well as
prevent, investigate and deal with criminal activities, so as to keep the military pure and consolidated.”*3
Heading the CMC Politics and Law Commission also gives Wang a seat on the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) Central Political and Legal Affairs Commission (CPLAC). An Asia Society study defines
CPLAC as “a ministerial-level functional department of the CCP Central Committee that coordinates the
politically sensitive work of law enforcement, social stability, and security services.”** By virtue of this
bureaucratic position, in turn, Wang is also among the 205 members of the exclusive CCP Central
Committee.™ The authors explain that “CPLAC is still more influential than its ministerial rank suggests
as it is led by a deputy national-level Politburo member.”*® Accordingly, they profile Wang among the
eighteen most important PRC policy makers “in the security space,” in the same elite group as Xi
himself.!

Wang personifies how pursuing the political track and donning a white uniform can be a solid, if
circuitous, route to the very upper reaches of today’s PLA. Born in Sichuan province’s Santai County in
1962, he most likely joined the Army around 1980 as either an officer cadet or an enlisted member'® and
pursued a career as a political officer. At some point before 2012, Wang served as the Director of the
Security Department of the General Armament Department (GAD)’s Political Department (84 1T /2. 2% %
HEUA R B HE 1), Given the particular susceptibility of procurement efforts to some of the most
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flagrant forms of corruption, its detection and mitigation may have been among his most important
responsibilities there.

In 2012, Wang was named director of Political Department of the Jiuquan Satellite Launch Center (% /8
T2 KRS (also known as Base 20 and the 20th Training Base (3£ 20 136 1)1l Z5 3L b)), Then
subordinate to the CMC’s GAD, Jiuquan would be resubordinated under the PLA Strategic Support
Force in 2016.%° This was a significant assignment indeed. One of China’s four land-based spaceports,
with extensive military functions, the sprawling, secretive facility is also known as Shuangchengzi
Missile Test Center and Launch Complex B2. Established in 1958 as the Northwest Comprehensive
Missile Testing Facility (Fi1b4E & 5 91140 JE 1), Jiuquan launched China’s first satellite in 1970, its
first crewed space flight in 2003—together with all subsequent crewed missions, and China’s (and the
world’s) first quantum communication satellite in 2016. Originally termed Shuang-Cheng-Tzu by the
U.S. government,?® Shuangchengzi has long test-launched new long-range ballistic missiles?! and
surface-to-air missiles,?? as well as launched new reconnaissance satellites.? It has also served as a test
launch facility for a direct-ascent anti-satellite (ASAT) missile system that the U.S. government terms
the SC-19,% as well as a testing range for missiles designed to target foreign aircraft carriers.?® Having
been assigned to Jiuquan-Shuangchengzi might conceivably have enabled Wang to develop additional
skillsets, and perhaps more influence over those working in the burgeoning missile- and space-related
areas on the cutting edge of PLA efforts today. At a minimum, it surely broadened his perspective and
helped him to better understand how PLA forces are developing and operating as a whole.

In 2013, Wang was promoted to major general (one star). In January 2015, he began responsibilities as
the Director of the Political Department of the GAD’s subordinate second-level Army Equipment
Scientific Research Ordering Department (sl 2 £ ¥ it 75 35 4 BT T SR ELE 38 £ 4T). In a typical
pattern, Wang parlayed a cumbersomely named post into a solid stepping stone. In January 2016 he
became a Deputy Director of the PLA Army Political Work Department.?® In January 2017, Wang finally
assumed a maritime-oriented assignment as the Secretary of the East Sea Fleet’s?’” Commission for
Discipline Inspection, which is the key Party-connected anti-corruption body.?® Given that he now had a
PLA Navy billet, this is most likely when he began wearing a Navy uniform and was identified as a rear
admiral. He subsequently retained his Navy uniform and rank. Of note, it is not uncommon for a PLA
Army political officer to switch uniforms to the Navy and retain them from that time forward.?

In 2018, Wang joined his current organization, the CMC’s Politics and Law Commission, as a Deputy
Secretary.®® In December 2019, he received a concurrent grade (Theater Command Deputy Leader) and
rank (two-star Vice Admiral) promotion, and assumed his present position as the Commission’s
Secretary.®! In October 2022 Wang was a delegate to the CCP’s 20th National Congress.? In a
preparatory meeting before the Congress’s convening, he was selected as one of the 243 members of its
Presidium, charged with leading the event’s organization and agenda.®® On 30 November 2022, Wang
was named a member of the late paramount leader Jiang Zemin’s funeral committee, a function redolent
with symbolism and status in Party politics.3* On 30 December 2022, at the 38th Meeting of the
Standing Committee of the 13th National People’s Congress, he was appointed a member of the PLA
Election Committee.>® Approaching the pinnacle of his career, Wang has served as a deputy to the 14th
National People’s Congress (NPC) since its convening for a five-year term beginning on 5 March
2023.38 On 8 March 2023, Wang attended Xi’s speech at the plenary meeting of the PLA and the
People’s Armed Police (PAP) Delegation at the NPC’s first session and subsequently offered public
reflections on implementing his Commander-in-Chief’s guidance that drew in part on his own military
legal expertise and focus.®” All told, this series of important working-level positions befits Wang’s role
as an important, if little-publicized, insider.
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Admiral Wang Renhua heads the CMC’s Politics and Law Commission, which oversees the military’s
courts, procuratorates, and prisons. Source: CCTV?®

Conclusion: Leninist-Legal Enforcer of Loyalty and Reform

One of the broadest, if nuanced and complex, takeaways from Wang’s career has been its embodiment of
ongoing efforts by Xi to reform, restructure, and realign the PLA to make it a more effective
organization and fighting force. Specifically, China’s Commander-in-Chief started pushing toward a
rank-centric system in 2016, although progress has been very slow. Wang’s promotion is the latest
indication of PLA efforts to synchronize grade-and-rank promotions at the full admiral/general level,
which began with two of seven three-star promotions in December 2019 and all 31 three-star promotions
starting in July 2020. Wang’s microcosm-like career has been shaped by some of the gradual

adjustments underway to further Xi’s vision of a PLA that is fully prepared to engage in, and win, all
possible military operations in time to achieve his Centennial Military Building Goal of 2027.

On 7 March 2024, at the plenary meeting of the PLA and PAP delegation at the Second Session of the
14th National People’s Congress, Xi delivered a speech enjoining participants to meet this wherewithal-
development deadline, in part by achieving “strategic capabilities in emerging fields.” The delegates’
published reflections may seem like obsequious pablum to outsiders in their verbiage, but they are
thoroughgoing and extensive, including in their maritime security coverage. “Since the 18th CCP
National Congress” of 8—14 November 2012, Wang underscored in his public remarks, “we have been
coordinating and promoting the development of strategic emerging industries and new combat forces,
and have achieved a series of significant results.”*® Few tracking the PLA closely would disagree.

As Wang clearly knows, with his responsibility for high-level coordination and implementation to
operationalize Xi’s directives, much work nevertheless remains. Until March 2024, the CMC Politics
and Law Commission’s grade was Theater Command Deputy Leader. However, Wang’s receiving his
third star this March clearly implies that the Commission’s grade was raised to Theater Command
Leader. As such, Wang received a concurrent grade-and-rank promotion. “My best guess is that the
reason the Commission was upgraded from Theater Command Deputy Leader to Theater Command
Leader was because of all the previous corruption issues,” Ken Allen assesses, “which also fall under the
Discipline Inspection Commission’s responsibilities.”*? It is significant that the Politics and Law
Commission has taken over at least some of this responsibility, which until now has been the main
jurisdiction of the Discipline Inspection Commission at every level. As Allen’s systematic data
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compilation and curation documents, concurrent grade-and-rank three-star promotions began in late
2019 for some PLA flag and general officers (including Wang) but not all, and definitely was instituted
for all in 2020.

Joel Wuthnow concurs, assessing that elevating the status of the Politics and Law Commission “is part
of a strategy to disentangle the supervisory functions across different parts of the CMC. The important
change came in 2015 when the Discipline Inspection Commission and the Political and Legal Affairs
Commission were both taken out of the former General Political Department (GPD) and placed under
direct CMC oversight, thereby eliminating what had been a single point of failure. This had been a
problem in the past because senior GPD leadership was notoriously corrupt; including the last GPD
Director, General Zhang Yang, whom Xi removed in 2017. Elevating this commission to Theater
Command Leader grade probably gives it somewhat more authority and status in the system, because
now it is on the same level as the theaters and the services.”*! It is reasonable to interpret this in light of
the corruption scandals, as Allen suggests; which would explain “why now.” It is notable that, as
discussed earlier, Wang himself served in the GAD prior to 2012 and from January 2015 to January
2016. “My understanding is that the investigations focused on the period in which [the recently-deposed
former Defense Minister] General Li Shangfu was director of the Equipment Development Department
(successor to the GAD),” Wuthnow suggests, “and so Wang probably was not tainted by those
scandals.”*?

Importantly, in the PRC system under Xi, fighting “corruption” is not a simple process of procedural
enforcement. The PLA has long played a role in CCP elite power struggles. In the broadest sense, two-
line power struggles are constant, a defining feature of CCP politics. There are of course more than two
lines all told, and even more lines within lines, but Mao always reduced the struggles into two principal
lines for the purpose of decimating an identified enemy. CCP elites still follow this tradition under Xi,
with Bo Xilai’s being charged with corruption, stripped of all his assets, and sentenced to life
imprisonment a recent example. Corruption, broadly interpreted, nevertheless remains an enduring
dynamic—in part as a key aspect of how the CCP system allows its loyalists to be rewarded in practice.
Xi uses his “anti-corruption” drive not only for domestic political legitimacy and to curtail extreme
undermining of military preparedness; but also to purge his political enemies.*® Xi can (and indeed has)
charged, removed, and punished a large number if limited portion of cadres; but not anything
approaching a majority, let alone do anything that might risk dismantling the CCP system—the only way
to truly end rampant corruption. Make no mistake, however: enduring corruption within certain
parameters will not stop Xi from preparing for, or even waging, war. The totalitarian levers he holds in
the CCP system can mobilize and concentrate resources and personnel dramatically, which CCP leaders
have long touted as indicating their system’s superiority.** Purported preeminence aside, the sheer
variety of world-class missiles being launched from Jiuchuan-Shuangchengzi offers a potent example.

Accordingly, Wang’s first duty is supporting Xi and the Party leadership and organization undergirding
his rule. As such, Wang’s role may be best understood as that of a military loyalty enforcement boss. As
there is no rule of law in China and no independent judiciary or other independent watchdog (e.g.,
investigative media), “anti-corruption” means a very different thing in the PRC than in non-Leninist
societies. While Xi is certainly cleaning the ranks and making the PLA more lethal and combat credible,
he is also obsessed with personal loyalty to himself above all else. Accordingly, a key responsibility for
Wang may well be to root out and destroy Xi’s enemies within the PLA, both real and imagined, and to
ensure that no coup attempts are ever made. In the naval realm, a potential component of Wang’s
portfolio could be maintaining a tight grip on the wardrooms aboard China’s growing fleet of nuclear-
powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs).*® The Department of Defense reports that China is likely
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“conducting near-continuous at-sea deterrence patrols with its six operational JIN-class SSBNs, which
are equipped to carry up to 12 CSS-N-14 (JL-2) or CSS-N-20 (JL-3) SLBMs [submarine-launched
ballistic missiles].”*® Combined with enduring weaknesses in PRC undersea warfare, this would
undoubtedly raise new stakes for personnel performance and reliability under demanding conditions.*’

Military personnel and promotion reforms remain a work in progress. When Wang received a concurrent
grade-and-rank promotion in December 2019, he was one of only a few examples of current three-star
flag officers receiving simultaneous two-star and grade promotions during that period. “In my
discussions with PLA officers, everyone told me that they feel more comfortable with the grade system
than the rank system, so that is why the reforms were being held up,” Ken Allen explains. “One of the
biggest problems, however, is that the Army, Air Force, and Rocket Force have basically shifted to a
corps-brigade-battalion structure instead of a corps-division-regiment-battalion structure. After serving
as a battalion commander for three years, an officer cannot become a brigade deputy commander for
another three years; so they meanwhile become a staff officer, which can include becoming a deputy
chief of staft or chief of staff. The same things apply to an officer having served as a brigade commander
for 3-5 years, who cannot become a corps-level deputy commander for another five-plus years; so they,
too, must become a staff officer in the meantime.”*

Finally, Admiral Wang’s Navy affiliation must be placed in context. He is not originally from the Navy
and does not represent the institutional interests of that service. Political commissars have more fungible
skills than others because they are managing party committees (by serving as the secretary, or party
committee lead, at their level), dealing with promotions, handling political indoctrination, and so on,
which do not require as great technical expertise. Yet they are not merely hacks, or even Soviet-style
ideologues. They must attend some of the same professional military education programs as their
commander counterparts, in part because they must know enough about operations to evaluate
commanders’ decisions. All told, Wang can bring multifarious perspectives and expertise into his PLA
management role.*®

Extensive growing pains and difficulties doubtless persist; but, overall, Xi’s ambitious efforts are clearly
advancing. A three-star naval officer, Admiral Wang Renhua, is deeply involved in their implementation
from the commanding heights of the all-powerful CMC.

! The views expressed here are the author’s alone. He deeply appreciates Christopher Sharman’s overall guidance and source
provision; Ken Allen’s generous and extensive inputs; Dimon Liu’s, Ian Easton’s, and Joel Wuthnow’s insights concerning
institutions, reforms, and enduring dynamics; and specific suggestions from Ryan Martinson as well as Susan Lawrence,
former Swedish Ambassador to China and Mongolia Lars Peter Fredén, and other alumni of Harvard University’s Regional
Studies—East Asia Program.
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