CARNEGIE
ENDOWMENT FOR
INTERNATIONAL PEACE

A PRECARIOUS TRIANGLE

U.S.-China Strategic
Stability and Japan

James L. Schoff and Li Bin



)

CARNEGIE
ENDOWMENT FOR
INTERNATIONAL PEACE

A PRECARIOUS

TRIANGLE

U.S.-China Strategic Stability
and Japan

James L. Schoff and Li Bin



© 2017 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. All rights reserved.

Carnegie does not take institutional positions on public policy issues; the views
represented herein are the authors’ own and do not necessarily reflect the views of
Carnegie, its staff, or its trustees.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by
any means without permission in writing from the Carnegie Endowment. Please
direct inquiries to:

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace
Publications Department

1779 Massachusetts Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20036

P: +1 202 483 7600

F: +1 202 483 1840
CarnegicEndowment.org

‘This publication can be downloaded at no cost
at CarnegicEndowment.org/pubs.

CcP321



Contents

About the Authors

Summary

Questions Regarding U.S.-China Strategic Stability
Multiple Views of U.S.-China Strategic Stability
Findings and Recommendations

APPENDIX 1
Perceptions of Sino-American Strategic Stability: A U.S. View

APPENDIX 2
U.S.-China Strategic Stability and the Impact of Japan:
A Chinese Perspective

APPENDIX 3
Redefining Strategic Stability: A Japanese View

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

10

28

45

54






About the Authors

James L. Schoff is a senior fellow in the Carnegie Asia Program. His research
focuses on U.S.-Japan relations and regional engagement, Japanese politics and
security, and the private sector’s role in Japanese policymaking. He previously
served as senior adviser for East Asia policy at the U.S. Office of the Secretary
of Defense and as director of Asia Pacific Studies at the Institute for Foreign
Policy Analysis (IFPA).

Li Bin is a senior fellow working jointly in the Nuclear Policy Program and the
Asia Program at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. A physicist
and expert on nuclear disarmament, his research focuses on China’s nuclear

and arms control policy and on U.S.-Chinese nuclear relations.

Tong Zhao is a fellow in Carnegie’s Nuclear Policy Program based at the
Carnegie—Tsinghua Center for Global Policy. His research focuses on strate-
gic security issues, including nuclear arms control, nonproliferation, missile

defense, strategic stability, and China’s security and foreign policy.

Takahashi Sugio is a research fellow at Japan’s National Institute for Defense
Studies and chief of its Policy Simulation Division. He has published exten-
sively in the areas of nuclear strategy, the Japan-U.S. alliance, and East Asian

regional security.

Linton F. Brooks is an independent consultant on national security issues, a
senior adviser at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, a distin-
guished research fellow at the National Defense University, and an adviser to
four of the U.S. Department of Energy national laboratories.






Summary

U.S.-China strategic nuclear relations are becoming more salient to U.S.
defense planning and alliance management, as military tension and mutual
suspicion rise in Northeast Asia. The North Korean nuclear catalyst and
the need to balance allied interests make this expanding nuclear dimension
increasingly complex.

To improve mutual understanding of strategic stability and introduce the
alliance element, Carnegie facilitated discussions between American, Chinese,
and Japanese security experts. They focused on: a shared concept and defini-
tion of strategic stability; its purpose; and its establishment. While participants
agreed on certain traditional characteristics of strategic stability, divergent
views about the sources and possible remedies for currently fragile crisis and
arms race stability will be difficult to bridge and do not bode well for the
region, absent appropriate leadership attention.

The workshop highlighted four interconnected areas that will frustrate
attempts to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in U.S.-China relations or U.S.-
alliance concerns: the extent of linkage between regional/conventional conflict
and the nuclear realm; Japan’s role; perceptions of mutual vulnerability; and
North Korea’s role. Follow-on dialogue is recommended.

Findings and Recommendations

* The participants generally agreed that the United States is vulnerable to
Chinese nuclear retaliation, but they disagreed over how Washington
should respond, and the U.S.-Japan alliance is a driving factor behind this.
Should the United States recognize this dynamic—thereby accepting it—
or actively seek to limit such vulnerability?

* Japanese experts are concerned that the regional conventional military bal-
ance increasingly favors China. They further worry that U.S.-China strate-
gic stability could lead to instability at the conventional level in Northeast
Asia. These concerns might be ameliorated if China and Japan could
explore confidence building measures and crisis management tools in the

conventional military domain.
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North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs are the most immediate and
severe threat because allied countermeasures could stimulate a further
Chinese response. Future U.S.-China-Japan dialogue might address North
Korea—related issues of crisis management, missile defense, or military pos-
ture and exercises, implying that resolution of North Korean nuclear issues

could result in a rollback of some allied and Chinese countermeasures.

Restraint in general is underappreciated, because self-restraint or mutual
restraint is difficult to measure and evaluate. If one country is taking a deter-
rence step it considers the least aggressive option available, it is still changing
the status quo and will likely be viewed as an escalation. Mutual transpar-
ency for internal decisionmaking could help, facilitated by peacetime and

crisis communication between the United States, China, and Japan.

Future dialogues should continue to address some traditional topics, for
example, offense-defense balance, tactical weapons, and strategic warning.
Additionally, the emerging areas of cyber and space vis-a-vis nuclear issues,
accurate signaling, and proportionality of responses are particularly fertile

ground for discussion and collaborative research.



Questions Regarding U.S.-China
Strategic Stability

The salience of U.S.-China strategic nuclear relations is rising, commensu-
rate with the growth of China’s economy and military capabilities, as Beijing
implements a more assertive foreign and security policy in its near abroad.’
For the United States and its allies in the region, these developments are sow-
ing doubt about China’s long-term intentions, while China is frustrated by
Washington’s suspicion and apparent desire to maintain regional primacy. This
expanding nuclear dimension can impact not only the broader U.S.-China
bilateral relationship but also the multilateral geopolitics of East Asia including
U.S. alliances.

The 2010 “Nuclear Posture Review Report” issued by the U.S. Department of
Defense stated an explicit policy of promoting “strategic stability” with China,
although the report did not define the concept and regional strategic experts
have different ideas about what it means and how to foster it—severely reduc-
ing its utility as a basis for confidence building. The Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace has regularly fostered intellectual exchange regarding U.S.-
China strategic nuclear relations, most recently with a focus on the role of Japan.?

American and Chinese scholars and analysts have written widely about U.S.-
China strategic stability in recent years, especially in the context of China’s
expanding nuclear arsenal and U.S. efforts to deploy ballistic missile defense
and develop various high-precision conventional weapons.” However, far less
attention has been paid to the role that Japan plays in this equation, by virtue
of its alliance with the United States, its territorial disputes with China, and
its own internal debates about self-defense policy and military posture. Yet
bringing Japan into the lens of strategic stability highlights the convergent and
divergent incentives these states have and the challenges they face to develop
and sustain strategic stability.

One important concern shared by analysts in both Japan and the United
States, for example, is that the existence of strategic stability between China
and the United States may encourage China to be more aggressive in its rela-
tions with Japan, in particular with conventional military force. The concern
about emboldened Chinese military behavior toward Japan is one of the most
important outstanding issues related to U.S.-China strategic stability. This
issue has been raised at various bilateral forums, including Chinese-American
discussions organized under a separate Carnegie project, but it has not been
systematically discussed in the context of any trilateral American-Chinese-

Japanese dialogue.* As U.S. President Donald Trump’s administration prepares
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a new Nuclear Posture Review for release in 2018, it is therefore an oppor-
tune time to clarify competing views of strategic stability and to incorporate
Japanese perspectives in the discussion.

In order to promote improved mutual understanding of the meaning of
strategic stability, Carnegie facilitated discussions between American, Chinese,
and Japanese security experts on relevant issues. Specifically, trilateral discus-
sion focused on three dimensions of strategic stability between China and the
United States: a shared concept and definition of strategic stability; the pur-
pose served by strategic stability; and approaches to creating strategic stability.
Experts addressed the following questions:

(1) What is the concept of strategic stability? Does the concept include only
the suppression of incentives for using nuclear weapons and/or expanding
nuclear arsenals? What does it imply for understanding the notion of un-
acceptable damage? Or should it also include other elements, such as the
creation of political and conventional military stability? How do nuclear-
related developments in India, North Korea, and Russia impact our con-
cepts of U.S.-China strategic stability?

(2) What purpose will be served by promoting strategic stability between
China and the United States? Is the goal of strategic stability only to avoid
nuclear escalation and a nuclear arms race (the more narrowly defined,
traditional goal of strategic stability)? Or is U.S.-China strategic stability
envisioned as serving some more ambitious purpose, such as paving the
way for multilateral nuclear disarmament? How might strategic stability
affect U.S. extended deterrence commitments to Japan? What are the im-
plications for China-Japan security relations?

(3) What are useful approaches to develop strategic stability? The primary tra-
ditional approach is to adjust the strategic force structures of the two coun-
tries in order to reduce the incentives for a nuclear first strike by negotiat-
ing arms control agreements. Is this still the most viable approach? What
other approaches should be considered (such as increasing transparency
and negotiating confidence building measures)? What specific role could
Japan play in these approaches? What challenges might it pose?

Carnegie commissioned background papers explaining national perspec-
tives of the United States, China, and Japan from Ambassador Linton F.
Brooks, Tong Zhao of the Carnegie—Tsinghua Center for Global Policy, and
Takahashi Sugio of Japan’s National Institute for Defense Studies, respectively.
These papers were circulated among invited American, Chinese, and Japanese
experts to foster a basis for further discussion at a trilateral workshop convened
in Washington in late May 2017. The unique two-day workshop also included
three bilateral discussions in order to promote as frank and comprehensive

exchange of views as possible.



Multiple Views of U.S.-China
Strategic Stability

Reflecting on his own country’s thinking about strategic stability—both as a gen-
eral concept and as applied to relations with China—one American workshop
participant said, “It is in flux.” Although the U.S. policy community reached
a broad consensus on strategic stability during the Cold War in the context of
bilateral relations with the Soviet Union, today’s multipolar security environ-
ment and multidomain/multitheater conflict dimensions have opened up room
for diverse and even conflicting opinions regarding the changing nature of stra-
tegic stability, how to maintain it, and, in some cases, even its desirability.

The situation becomes more muddled when Chinese scholars and officials
are included in the conversation, given their different perspectives and displea-
sure at being thought of in a similar way as the United States’ former Cold
War adversary, the Soviet Union. Adding Japan further complicates the pic-
ture, since efforts by Washington to reassure Tokyo and Beijing on the nuclear
front are often mutually exclusive. Although this project revealed some positive
aspects of trilateral views on U.S.-China strategic stability, overall it under-
scored the persistence—and, in some ways, the darkening and lengthening—
of the nuclear shadow over Asia. The only silver lining, perhaps, is that the
current lack of clarity in policy thinking about strategic stability provides, at
least, an opportunity to contribute to new consensus building and ideally a
more peaceful future.

The background papers are included in this report’s appendices, and there
is no need to summarize here their concise and well-crafted arguments. They
deserve to be read as their authors intended. Instead, the following section
highlights key areas of agreement and misalignment found in the background
papers, folding in the main debates and observations made during the two-
day trilateral workshop. The final section considers the policy implications of
our collective views of U.S.-China strategic stability and recommends certain
issues for further bilateral and trilateral discussion.

A Useful Foundation for Dialogue on Strategic Stability

On the positive side, the benefit of several years of various bilateral Track II
dialogues involving these three countries was evident from some construc-
tive debates that shared many common points of reference and terminology.
Participants agreed on the relevance of certain traditional characteristics of the
strategic stability concept, including the premise that it only applies to coun-
tries with a plausible path to potential conflict (for example, strategic stability
is meaningless in a U.S.-UK or UK-France context). Moreover, for the United
States and China, a path to conflict is not unthinkable but it is not particu-
larly likely at the moment. This is especially true in the nuclear realm, and for

one critical component of strategic stability—specifically “first strike stability,”

James L. Schoff and Li Bin
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when in a crisis or conventional military conflict there is no incentive to be the
first to use nuclear weapons—there was general agreement that this is not an
area of immediate concern.

In addition, although the United States and China tend to define strate-
gic stability differently, the project showed basic agreement on two other key
aspects within the traditional U.S. framework for strategic stability left over
from the Cold War. These are “crisis stability” (where no country has incen-
tive to be the first to use military force of any kind) and “arms race stability”
(when neither side believes it can improve its relative position by building more
nuclear weapons). Chinese scholars do tend to see strategic stability with the
United States in broader terms, given the asymmetry in their nuclear strength
and posture, and they consider general political-military relations—including
economic and diplomatic considerations—as important factors. But, overall,
the workshop discussion unfolded from a starting point of mutual understand-
ing about the parameters of the topic and the project’s ultimate objective. As
one Chinese scholar noted, “The goal is the same for everyone: that we want to

avoid a nuclear arms race and any nuclear use.”

Conflicting Perspectives and Lack of Trust Undermine Stability

However, divergent views about the sources and possible remedies for currently
fragile crisis and arms race stability will be difficult to bridge and do not bode
well for the region, absent appropriate leadership attention. The workshop
highlighted at least four interconnected areas of disagreement or misalignment
that will frustrate attempts to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in U.S.-China
relations or U.S.-alliance concerns. These are: 1) the extent of linkage between
regional/conventional conflict and the nuclear realm; 2) the role of Japan; 3)
perceptions of mutual vulnerability; and 4) the role of North Korea.

Conventional-Nuclear, Regional-Intercontinental Linkage

Viewed from Washington, the potential path to a U.S.-China nuclear exchange
starts with conventional conflict in the Asia-Pacific region, possibly involving
Taiwan or a skirmish on or above the ocean surrounding disputed territory. The
Cuban Missile Crisis during the Cold War and the potential for clashes with
North Korea today have conditioned U.S. policymakers to consider nuclear
escalation risks from seemingly minor regional incidents. This tendency is rein-
forced by recent Russian moves, wherein “Russia has set out military doctrine
for three levels of war: strategic, regional, and local,” as one U.S. participant
described, “and all deterrence tools [including special forces, covert operations,
space, cyber, nuclear, and so on] apply to all three theaters.” Many American
specialists believe that competition for conventional military influence in Asia
will stimulate the same key question: What does strategic stability mean at the

regional level of war, not just at the strategic level between two nuclear powers?



In contrast, Chinese authorities traditionally draw a clear line between
China’s nuclear arsenal and the rest of its military when considering deterrence
and potential conflict or escalation issues. It is only in recent years that Chinese
specialists have started engaging their American counterparts in discussions
about cross-domain escalation, and even then they emphasize the so-called
nuclear taboo, which presupposes the non-use of nuclear weapons as a prohibi-
tive norm.’ In this sense, nuclear weapons are not intended to be used and exist
only to deter a nuclear attack. One Chinese participant claimed that “China
doesn’t see [nuclear use] as regional theater versus strategic level issue, because
if China used them regionally [in East Asia] it would be against a non-nuclear
weapon state, which goes against its no-first-use policy and would have huge
ramifications.” The Chinese view, therefore, suggests that nuclear weapons
should be a non-factor with regard to U.S. allies in East Asia.

However, Chinese objections to some U.S. and Japanese regional missile
defense systems—including U.S. deployment of a Terminal High Altitude
Area Defense (THAAD) system in South Korea—create suspicions in Japan
and the United States about the strategic role for Chinese short- and inter-
mediate-range nuclear forces. The allies wonder whether or not Beijing views
this as an important regional retaliatory capability in which it will continue
to invest. Clearly, this is an area that would benefit from deeper discussion
among American, Japanese, and Chinese specialists, in part because it is so

intertwined with other areas of disagreement.

The Role of Japan

U.S. scholars tend to see Japan’s defense capability and the U.S.-Japan alliance
as contributing to crisis stability because it discourages Chinese attempts to use
military means to resolve territorial or sovereignty disputes in the East China
Sea. They also believe that high-level U.S. reassurances that the Senkaku/
Diaoyu Islands are covered by the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty help the situa-
tion, because it is clear that any attempt by China to seize the islands would
be met with combined U.S. and Japanese military power. U.S. and Japanese
scholars cautioned that China’s excessive maritime claims and aggressive
enforcement actions—including the use of paramilitary forces and civilian
fishing fleets—represented a form of escalation that endangers regional crisis
stability by bringing the parties just one small step away from military conflict
on a regular basis.

Chinese participants, however, expressed concern about the U.S.-Japan alli-
ance as an enabler of U.S. first-strike capability and about Japan’s own rising
militarism. They highlighted Japan’s so-called southwestern wall in the Ryukyu
Island chain and U.S.-Japanese cooperation in antisubmarine warfare, which
could inhibit China’s second-strike ability. Viewed from Beijing, the allies seem
to exaggerate threats from North Korea and China’s military to serve political
ends or to justify investments in continued military preeminence. The allies’

James L. Schoff and Li Bin
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active contestation of Chinese core interests sours political-military relations
between them and has a negative impact on China’s perception of strategic
stability, since Beijing views these two aspects as closely linked under its broad
definition for the latter. Some Chinese participants also expressed concern that
Japan’s missile defense investments, and joint development of missile defenses
with the United States, could degrade China’s nuclear second-strike ability to
the point where it emboldens the United States to consider striking first with
nuclear weapons.

Considering the role of Japan and the regional-nuclear connection led to
multiple workshop discussions about mutual vulnerability in the U.S.-China
nuclear relationship. Key points of debate included the extent to which mutual
vulnerability is an accurate description in the U.S.-China nuclear balance,
whether Washington accepts this as a reality and maybe even a contribution to
stability,® the difference between mutual vulnerability and mutual deterrence,”
and the impacts on mutual vulnerability by nuclear modernization, new
prompt-strike conventional weapons, or cyber- and space-based capabilities. A
few Japanese participants felt strongly that while some degree of U.S.-China
mutual vulnerability might be unavoidable, if it rose to a level of thoroughly
deterring U.S. nuclear use at the regional level, then this could be dangerous
for Japan in ways explained by the stability-instability paradox.®

In Tokyo’s opinion, the Asia-Pacific region suffers from an asymmetry of
vulnerability. China and North Korea have acquired an invulnerable regional
strike posture with road-mobile missiles, while Japan and South Korea lack any
means to put them at risk. In China’s case, this is combined with an increas-
ingly large, sophisticated, and expeditionary conventional military capabil-
ity. Beijing has expressed no interest in leveraging such theater dominance for
tactical advantage, but some Japanese experts have argued that this military
strength—together with China’s economic influence—is an integral part of its
coercion tactics in the region. Forward deployed U.S. forces and U.S. strate-
gic strike capabilities counterbalance much of China’s (and, to a lesser extent,
North Korea’s) regional advantage, but this would tip back in China’s favor if

U.S. nuclear forces are deterred out of the equation.

Mutual Vulnerability

Some American and Japanese participants highlighted the “potential desir-
ability of instability,” because the risk of escalation to the nuclear level can help
improve deterrence at all levels (that is, all sides would worry about escalation),
but there was no consensus on this point among the allies, and the Chinese
disagreed with the premise. On the one hand, Washington has an incentive to
take seriously China’s nuclear arsenal and even accept a degree of mutual vul-
nerability, since it could foster restraint and help Beijing remain content with
its current deterrent force and posture and refrain from more investments. On

the other, Japan worries that too much U.S. deference to China could lead to



greater low-level conventional conflict in the region, which not only threatens
Japan’s interests but is also precisely what Washington and Tokyo fear could
lead to nuclear war.

U.S. ambivalence toward (and Japan’s disdain for) U.S.-China mutual vul-
nerability has Chinese specialists worried that the United States will look con-
tinuously for ways to expand its nuclear advantage vis-a-vis China through
the use of missile defenses and new technologies that improve counterforce
targeting and lower the threshold for nuclear use.” Chinese participants in the
workshop warned of arms race instability as a result. Some also wondered if
mutual vulnerability could be a sufficient foundation for strategic stability,
given the trilemma for Washington of appealing simultaneously to Beijing and
Tokyo while protecting its own national security. It is partly because of this
lack of faith in mutual vulnerability that China seeks to supplement strate-
gic stability with other concepts such as “new type of major power relations”
and U.S.-China interdependence, “consensus and communication,” and the
nuclear taboo. While the American and Japanese participants acknowledged
some potential value of these factors, they saw them as susceptible to failure
when core interests conflict.'

Participants also discussed the complicating factors of cyberspace and other
domains, as they relate to mutual vulnerability and strategic stability. One
view of these issues, articulated by the American scholars David Gompert and
Phil Saunders, is that defense innovation was, in some ways, making these
issues so complex that their solutions were actually becoming simpler."" The
confluence of outer space, cyberspace, air and seaborne autonomous systems
(and some other realms) suggests that integrated attacks could become too
complex to defend in the future, which means that mutual vulnerability could
exist across all domains. In theory, because leading nations like the United
States and China will always “choose to compete” in new domains—as one
American noted—this exposure to rivals and such comprehensive vulnerability
could become a major disincentive for conflict, which, in turn, should under-
pin stability. Workshop participants, however, did not give much confidence

to this theoretical conclusion.

The Role of North Korea

Whatever efforts the United States, China, and Japan can make to address
the mutual vulnerability conundrum, North Korea remains a likely spoiler,
and this issue occupied a significant portion of workshop debate. Part of the
problem is a lack of confidence that North Korean leadership shares the widely
accepted norm of the nuclear taboo, which will drive the United States and
Japan (and South Korea) to take increasingly dramatic passive and active defen-
sive measures as North Korea builds its nuclear arsenal. These include several
steps—such as missile defenses, new surveillance and reconnaissance deploy-
ments, new strike deployments, and use of cyber weapons—that are already

James L. Schoff and Li Bin
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causing many Chinese specialists to doubt the adequacy of their second-strike
capability. It might eventually include preemptive strikes against certain North
Korea targets and/or a more operationally robust nuclear retaliation posture
vis-a-vis North Korea to convince North Korean leader Kim Jong-un that any
nuclear use by him will mean his country’s quick annihilation.

Steps such as these will inevitably undermine U.S.-China arms control
stability by stimulating countermeasures by Beijing, even if Chinese lead-
ers understand that the underlying reasons for the allies” proactive steps are
mostly related to North Korea. China could expand its nuclear stockpile and
long-range missile force, modernize existing missiles by adding new features
designed to foil missile defenses, and invest in cyber and/or space-based weap-
ons to counter a perceived U.S. advantage. U.S. and Japanese workshop par-
ticipants did discuss the possibility of modifying or scaling back certain types
of defense deployments vis-a-vis North Korea, if this might alleviate some spe-
cific Chinese concerns and avoid a nuclear arms race, but the general conclu-
sion was that such restraint was unlikely to be appreciated by China. In fact,
Chinese participants complained that Beijing has already exercised restraint
on various occasions (in the nuclear realm, with North Korea, and in the
South and East China Seas), but such accommodation is rarely recognized by
the United States and Japan. Such is the nature of restraint, which is usually
underappreciated by an opponent and overvalued by oneself, but it is at least
an area that lends itself to improvement through regular dialogue and modest

trust-building measures.

Findings and Recommendations

The project’s trilateral discussions for the first time allowed and encouraged
experts from the United States, China, and Japan to directly exchange opin-
ions on the special roles and concerns of Japan with regard to U.S.-China stra-
tegic stability. Although the participants were not able to reconcile all of their
views on these issues, the workshop did yield some useful findings that would
add considerable value for future dialogue.

An overarching takeaway from the project is the need and potential value of
more consistent dialogue on U.S.-China strategic stability involving specialists
(and policymakers, if possible) from all three countries. As noted above, the
current lack of clarity in policy thinking about this topic provides an oppor-
tunity to contribute to new consensus building within these relatively small
intellectual communities. More frequent dialogue might also help to reduce
the high level of mutual distrust that permeates these diplomatic and security
issues. There are several different aspects of strategic stability that should be
discussed, and these can be addressed in complementary bilateral (that is, U.S.-

China, Japan-China, and U.S.-Japan) and trilateral dialogues.



Two key issues discussed in the project include (1) whether or not China
has a strategically significant nuclear retaliatory capability vis-a-vis the United
States and (2) whether the United States should recognize this dynamic—
thereby accepting it—or actively seek to limit such vulnerability. The former is
a scientific judgment with a degree of uncertainty while the latter is a strategic
choice. The participants generally agreed that the United States is vulnerable
to Chinese nuclear retaliation, but they disagreed over how Washington should
choose to respond, and the U.S.-Japan alliance is a driving factor behind this
dynamic. This finding supports the importance of the project and highlights
the need for more attention on the role of Japan in the issue of U.S.-China
strategic stability.

A major Japanese concern about U.S.-China strategic stability comes from
Tokyo’s view that the regional conventional military backdrop is tilting out of
balance to increasingly favor China. Japanese experts worry that U.S.-China
strategic stability could lead to instability at the conventional level in Northeast
Asia. If China and Japan could explore confidence building measures and cri-
sis management tools in the conventional military domain, it could mitigate
their security dilemma and might ameliorate Japanese resistance to U.S.-China
strategic stability.

Future trilateral dialogues would also benefit from diverse teams of experts,
including those with conventional military expertise. This can bring forward
issues related to the nuclear-conventional nexus and the linkage to regional-
intercontinental dimensions of strategic stability and escalation.

The topic of restraint in general is also underappreciated in these types of
dialogues, in the sense that self-restraint or mutual restraint is difficult to mea-
sure and evaluate. Even if one country is taking a deterrence step that it con-
siders the least aggressive option available, it is still changing the status quo
and will likely be viewed by the other as an escalation of sorts. In this sense,
some level of mutual transparency for internal decisionmaking could be use-
ful, and this links to the broader issue of peacetime and crisis communication
between the United States and China (and involving Japan). Greater intellec-
tual exchange in bilateral and trilateral formats is required at both the Track I
and Track II levels to minimize the inevitable misunderstandings and misin-
terpretations that will occur regarding such sensitive and often classified topics.

It was clear from the discussion that North Korea’s nuclear and missile pro-
grams are the most immediate and severe threat to U.S.-China strategic stabil-
ity because they would prompt allied countermeasures that could stimulate
a further Chinese response. This makes North Korea a useful centerpiece for
follow-on dialogue, possibly in a way that involves South Korean specialists as
well. One goal in this case would be to highlight issues of crisis management,
missile defense, or military posture and exercises that apply specifically to steps
being taken by North Korea, implying that resolution of certain North Korean

threats could result in a rollback of some countermeasures soon thereafter.
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Future dialogues on U.S.-China strategic stability will also need to continue
to address some traditional topics, for example, offense-defense balance, tacti-
cal weapons, and strategic warning. Emerging areas of cyber and space as they
relate to nuclear issues, accurate signaling, and proportionality of responses
are particularly fertile ground for additional discussion and possibly joint or
collaborative research. Further clarification and agreement on vocabulary and
definitions in future dialogues will also be useful, whether it relates to concepts
of strategic stability, arms race stability, new great power relations, and the
like, or more tangible terms for different nuclear weapon, missile, and missile
defense characteristics.

Dialogue in various formats—bilateral, trilateral, and multilateral—will
not eliminate some fundamentally conflicting views and the misalignment of
perceived national interests among China, Japan, and the United States, but
it can help to reduce the risk and the cost of ill-advised defense investments.
Shifting geopolitics in East Asia and the North Korean nuclear threat are lift-
ing strategic nuclear issues to a new level of salience for regional security, and
traditional forums are poorly equipped to address them. A conscious effort
by all parties to exchange views objectively and honestly consider each other’s
perspectives is the first step to constructively managing this new reality.
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carnegieendowment.org/files/ChineseNuclearThinking_Final.pdf; and Charles

L. Glaser and Steve Fetter, “Should the United States Reject MAD? Damage
Limitation and U.S. Nuclear Strategy Toward China,” International Security 41,

no. 1 (Summer 2016): 49-98, and follow on correspondences.

4. For the results of this Carnegie project see Li Bin and Tong Zhao, eds.,
Understanding Chinese Nuclear Thinking (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace, 2016), http://carnegieendowment.org/2016/10/28/
understanding-chinese-nuclear-thinking-pub-64975.

5. Lu Yin, “Reflections on Strategic Stability,” in Understanding Chinese Nuclear
Thinking, eds. Li Bin and Tong Zhao.

6. One U.S. workshop participant described “two schools of mutual vulnerability in
the United States.” One accepts it is a fact of life, while the second rejects it publicly
out of sensitivity to allies. Within the second group there are some who seek active
efforts to minimize U.S. vulnerability for U.S. advantage and to reassure allies.
Another argued that there is a third school of thought (at least in the Obama era),
that was not willing to challenge mutual vulnerability. “We did not develop a pos-
ture to negate China’s nuclear force, but we were also not willing to deliver explicit
reassurances . . . not because of Tokyo [i.e., for reassurance of Japan] but because
of Beijing’s view.” The scholar explained that early efforts by the administration
of president Barack Obama to signal reassurance to Beijing seemed to be received
(by both China and Russia) as a sign of weakness and appeasement, prompting the
Obama team to end that approach.

7. “Unacceptable damage” was another term discussed in the context of mutual vul-
nerability and mutual deterrence, differentiated from “assured retaliation,” which
made no judgment on how much of a second-strike capability was required to be an
effective deterrent. One Chinese scholar noted that “in many cases, Chinese experts
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10.

11.

use the term ‘mutual vulnerability’ interchangeably with the term ‘mutually assured
destruction.” The two terms are not clearly distinguished in the Chinese literature.”

Michael Krepon succinctly summarized the “stability-instability paradox” in 2010
for Arms Control Wonk, “Adversaries possessing nuclear weapons would exercise
caution to avoid major wars and any crossing of the nuclear threshold. At the same
time, their ‘insurance policy’ of nuclear retaliation provided ample leeway to engage
in crisis-provoking behavior, proxy wars, and mischief making.” See, Michael
Krepon, “The Stability-Instability Paradox,” Arms Control Wonk, November 2,
2010, http://www.armscontrolwonk.com/archive/402911/the-stability-instability-
paradox/. Krepon based his summary in part on 7he Illogic of Nuclear Strategy by
Robert Jervis, who wrote “to the extent that the military balance is stable at the
level of all-out nuclear war, it will become less stable at lower levels of violence.”
See, Robert Jervis, he lllogic of American Nuclear Strategy (Ithica, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1984). Krepon also cites Glenn Snyder, among others; see, Glenn
Herald Snyder, Deterrence and Defense: Toward a Theory of National Security
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1961).

In fact, an influential group of U.S. scholars and former officials have warned the
Trump administration that “China’s expansionist goals and military modernization
programs may well create additional nuclear requirements for the United States and
the corresponding need to consider whether, when, and how to deploy additional
capabilities . . .”; see, Keith B. Payne and John S. Foster, Jr., “A New Nuclear Review
for a New Age,” National Institute for Public Policy, April 2017, http://www.nipp
.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/A-New-Nuclear-Review-final.pdf.

One American participant argued that “if we try to broaden the concept of strategic
stability in a way that encompasses all of international relations, then it’s never going
to be reliable.”

David C. Gompert and Phillip C. Saunders, 7he Paradox of Power: Sino-American

Strategic Restraint in an Age of Vulnerability (Washington, DC: National Defense
University Press, 2011).
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APPENDIX 1

Perceptions of Sino-American Strategic
Stability: A U.S. View

Linton F. Brooks

Introduction

This section is intended to provide background on U.S. views on issues related
to U.S.-China strategic stability. The approach set forth below is that of a prac-
titioner rather than an academic and is heavily influenced by the author’s par-
ticipation in several Track 1.5 and Track II dialogues.'

The Evolution of the Concept of Strategic Stability

The United States’ concepts of strategic stability were developed throughout
the Cold War. Soviet acceptance of those concepts took longer, and the two
sides never fully understood each other’s thinking. Still, by the end of the
Cold War, analysts in both the Soviet Union and the United States had a simi-
lar, clear understanding of the basic premises of strategic stability and of the
importance of those principles in avoiding catastrophe. They understood that
the concept was primarily bilateral and was primarily about preventing nuclear
war. To foster such stability, the two superpowers sought policies, forces, and

postures that met three criteria:

* In atime of great crisis, there is no incentive to be the first to use military

force of any type, nuclear or otherwise (“crisis stability”)

e In acrisis or conventional conflict, there is no incentive to be the first to use

nuclear weapons (“first strike stability”)

* Neither side believes it can improve its relative position by building more

weapons (“arms race stability”)

Because the goal of strategic stability is the prevention of war, especially
nuclear war, it is important to recognize that any criteria are irrelevant unless
there is at least some possibility of conflict between two states. Such states
need not be enemies or even adversaries, but there must be some plausible
path to war. Thus it makes little sense to speak of strategic stability between
the United States and the United Kingdom or between China and Pakistan.
Strategic stability exists when war is possible but made significantly less likely
by the policies, forces, and postures the two sides adopt.” It is also important
to remember that strategic stability is a two-player game; a single state cannot

ensure stability.
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Cold War strategic stability between the United States and the Soviet Union
rested upon the back of mutual assured destruction. Because each side main-
tained forces that could survive a first strike and could inflict damage in retali-
ation that the attacker would find unacceptable, nuclear war became irrational.
Each side worried about how many forces must survive and how much damage
those surviving forces needed to be able to inflict, but the basic notion that
stability depended on the mutual ability to inflict unacceptable damage in
retaliation became the operating premise of both states.’ Since a major conven-
tional war in Europe could have—and very probably would have—resulted in
nuclear escalation, both sides also avoided direct conventional war.

Since the end of the Cold War, many analysts have broadened the term
“strategic stability” to a significant degree. This broadening is useful, but in
relations between nuclear states most U.S. analysts assume that the Cold War
definition of stability is still an important and central component of stability,
although not necessarily sufficient.* At a minimum, ballistic missile defenses
play a different role than they did throughout most of the Cold War when sta-
bility was based, in part, on restricting such defenses under the Anti-Ballistic
Missile Treaty. With legal restraints on deployment removed, defenses must be
regarded differently when assessing modern strategic stability.

In addition, most analysts assume that developments in space and, espe-
cially, cyberspace must be taken into account even under a narrow, Cold War—
like definition of strategic stability. For example, cyber capabilities interfering
with nuclear command and control would obviously be hugely destabilizing,
especially if their origin was uncertain. Interfering with space assets could be
particularly destabilizing if it was intended to interrupt command and con-
trol or to degrade early warning, increasing the risk that the aggressor might
believe a disarming first strike could succeed. As major powers make increas-
ing use of space, both space control and counter-space capabilities will take on
increasing importance, and there is also the possibility of a destabilizing arms
race in space capabilities.

What has been described thus far is regarded by most American analysts
and practitioners as a narrow definition of stability. While some find such a
narrow definition adequate (and all find it useful in specific cases), many would
expand it to place greater emphasis on conventional military operations, espe-
cially as they relate to the nuclear balance. For the United States and China,
this means primarily taking into account maritime and air forces. The logic
is simple. Nuclear war will not happen in a vacuum but will almost certainly
result from escalation of a conventional conflict. Stability therefore requires
reducing the chance of such conflict. This leads to the broader definition that
will be used in this section, one adapted from Tom Fingar: Strategic stabil-
ity means a situation in which war of any kind (but especially nuclear war)
between major powers is unlikely and rule-based behavior is the norm.’

Both broad and narrow concepts have utility. The logic of expanding the

concept of strategic stability to take greater account of conventional military



operations is clear and straightforward. Unfortunately, such expansion in
practice is conceptually difficult, because there is no obvious threshold below
which conventional military operations need not be considered. This tends to
weaken the coherence of the concept, and therefore makes agreement between
two states and the implementation of agreed measures more challenging and
less likely. Whatever definition is chosen, it is important to be clear about how
the term is being used in any specific discussion. Otherwise it can lose all
meaning and simply become a synonym for overall foreign and military policy.

A few analysts would further expand the concept to consider long-term geo-
political issues. This may be particularly appropriate in the case of relations
between a rising power like China and a status quo power like the United States.
The history of interactions between rising and status quo powers is mixed, with

half the cases examined in one major academic work leading to war.®

Multilateral Approaches to Strategic Stability

Thus far, this section has spoken of strategic stability in exclusively bilateral
terms. It is common in the United States to call for a consideration of “multi-
national strategic stability.” Despite frequent calls for a generalized approach,
no such approach has emerged and none is likely. As one recent government-
sponsored report put it:

Standing alone, the phrase “multi-national strategic stability” is of limited
value. The phrase implies that the stability of the international system can be
described in an abstract and generalized manner independent of the specific
context at issue. We disagree. In our view, multi-national strategic stability
is largely the sum of stability between many pairs of nuclear weapons states.”

There is one important exception to this conclusion with respect to Sino-
American strategic stability. U.S. deployments of ballistic missile defense sys-
tems against threats to the U.S. homeland present China with what has been
called a security trilemma in which actions taken against one state (for exam-
ple, North Korea or Iran) are perceived as directed against a third state (in this
case, China).® The implications of this trilemma are discussed below. Regional
defenses, such as the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system,
should not in principle pose a similar trilemma because they are not capable of
dealing with strategic-range missiles.

Given the lack of an agreed definition, many analysts and government offi-
cials simply use the term “strategic stability” without definition based on an
assumption that “we will know it when we see it.” Former U.S. president Barack
Obama’s administration, for example, used the term extensively and made force
structure decisions based on a detailed description of strategic stability, but
never formally defined the term as it applied to China. A potentially attrac-
tive variant of this approach (although one that has gained few adherents) is to
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list characteristics that contribute to stability and use those characteristics as a
guide to stable relations without necessarily seeking to define stability itself.”

U.S. Consideration of Chinese Perspectives

As noted earlier, strategic stability cannot be assured by the actions of a single state.
This implies that U.S. experts must carefully consider (or at least understand)
Chinese concerns. The U.S. record on this is mixed. A recent publication by a
well-placed Chinese expert notes that in recent times, “Chinese policy analysts
and scholars have focused primarily on four factors: the nuclear taboo, nuclear
blackmail, U.S.-China interdependence, and consensus and communication.”"

These factors do not routinely appear in U.S. analyses. Yet how important
is each of them?

Nuclear taboo. While the term is seldom used in the context of strategic stabil-
ity, the view that nuclear weapons are a last resort rather than a first resort is
near-universal in the U.S. analytic community, as is the understanding that
breaking more than seventy years of tradition of non-use would be a momen-

tous decision.

Nuclear blackmail. Many U.S. analysts would quibble with specific Chinese
historical examples of nuclear blackmail (the Vietnam War, for example).
Virtually all, however, would doubt the utility of using nuclear weapons for
compellence rather than for deterrence. Most assume that nuclear blackmail
lacks credibility.

Interdependence. All Americans recognize the extensive Sino-American eco-
nomic interdependence. But large numbers (including the present author) are
skeptical that this alone can provide stability, in part because of the various
challenges to stability described later in this section.

Consensus and communication. American experts would accept the importance
of this factor, but might disagree with the author’s upbeat assessment of the
degree to which both strong consensus and good communications characterize

the current relationship.

Strategic Stability With China: Recent Experience

The relationship between the United States and China may well be the most
important geopolitical determinant of global international relations in the
twenty-first century. If strategic ability as a concept is only relevant where
conflict is possible but not inevitable, it is clearly—and increasingly—relevant
in Sino-American relations. Given this fact, a fundamental question for both
academic theorists and government practitioners is whether or not the concept
of strategic stability can be useful in analyzing and managing this crucial rela-
tionship. Here it is important to distinguish between strategic stability as an



internal analytic tool and strategic stability as a useful organizing principle for
international communications. The experience of the past few years points in
different directions for these two potential uses.

From a U.S. perspective, strategic stability remains a vital principle for inter-
nal analysis, despite the multiple senses in which the term is sometimes used.
In the 2010 “Nuclear Posture Review Report,” the lens of strategic stability
was used extensively. It was cited as the basis for force posture decisions from
retaining the strategic triad (intercontinental ballistic missiles, submarine-
launched missiles, and heavy bombers) to deploying all ICBMs with only a
single warhead. The crisis component of strategic stability was used in rejecting
suggestions for de-alerting, despite the president’s pre-election interest in the
concept. Such stability was an important—perhaps the most important—con-
cept dominating the review."

In contrast to its utility as an analytic tool, strategic stability largely failed
as a structure for organizing discussion with China. This was not for lack of
trying. The review was explicit in calling for a dialogue organized around
stability, stating:

With China, the purpose of a dialogue on strategic stability is to provide a
venue and mechanism for each side to communicate its views about the other’s
strategies, policies, and programs on nuclear weapons and other strategic capa-
bilities. The goal of such a dialogue is to enhance confidence, improve trans-
parency, and reduce mistrust. As stated in the 2010 Ballistic Missile Defense
Review Report, “maintaining strategic stability in the U.S.-China relationship
is as important to this Administration as maintaining strategic stability with

other major powers.”"?

The administration sought to reassure China of the importance it attached to
the relationship between the two countries. Throughout the “Nuclear Posture
Review Report,” China was given equal billing with Russia in discussions of
strategic stability. As Brad Roberts, an engaged Department of Defense offi-

cial, stated, an administration priority was to

put the US-China nuclear relationship on a more positive footing. That re-
lationship has long been marked by mutual suspicion and mistrust. . . . The
Obama administration . . . embraced strategic stability with China as an or-
ganizing concept . . . to signal that it saw the strategic relationship with China
much as it saw the strategic relationship with Russia—that is, a relationship in
which we could not rule out the possibility of a military flashpoint but where
the political emphasis is on shared interests, for example in stability, rather

than on divisive ones."?

Despite the considerable merits of this approach, it was a failure. After
years of trying, the United States was unable to engage China in meaningful

government-to-government discussions on strategic stability or nuclear weap-

ons issues generally. In the Track I.5/Track II discussions that the Chinese
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government appeared to regard as an effective substitute for government-level
discussions, Chinese analysts often claimed that strategic stability as a concept
was only appropriate between nuclear equals like the United States and the
Soviet Union or Russia. Chinese participants have become more willing over
time to use strategic stability terminology, but it is unclear that the two sides
are converging on a common understanding of what the term means." Further,
seeking a dialogue based on Western terms and concepts that the Chinese do
not use internally slows the process of understanding the differences between

Chinese and American thinking.

Challenges to Sino-American Strategic Stability

No matter how strategic stability is defined, it faces significant challenges—
challenges that become greater in both numbers and importance the more one

expands the meaning of strategic stability. Five are particularly worth discussing.

Misunderstanding of Each Other’s Plans, Intentions and Actions

In principle, the knowledge that both sides could be devastated by a nuclear
exchange should be sufficient to ensure stability. It is not. That is because esca-
lation can spin out of control as each side takes steps that are misinterpreted
by the other. As a result, there is no concept of bilateral strategic stability that
will be attainable if the two sides fundamentally misunderstand each other.
Stability requires above all an understanding of how the United States and
China each view the military dimension of their relations.” It is widely believed
among U.S. experts that transparency leads to predictability and that predict-
ability leads to stability. It is therefore unfortunate that China has interpreted
past calls for transparency as efforts to get information on force structures and
disposition that could be used to weaken China’s military capability. This is
not what the United States is or should be seeking from China’s government.
Instead, what Americans believe is necessary is mutual understanding of doc-
trine, long-range plans, and the approach to managing crises. Ideally, through
detailed discussions on these topics, “both sides gain knowledge about each
other’s strategy such that they gain increased confidence that neither will dra-
matically alter the relationship.”® Current government-to-government discus-
sions are not conducted in sufficient depth to lead to such understanding.”

National Ballistic Missile Defense

The United States has concluded that its security requires the ability to defend
its homeland against ballistic missile attack from North Korea or Iran. It
believes that effective defense against the relatively crude, first generation mis-
siles of these two states is technically feasible and that U.S. limited understand-
ing of decisionmaking processes of these two governments makes it imprudent
to depend entirely on threats of retaliation to counter threats to the homeland.'®



China fears that such defenses threaten (and may be intended to threaten) its
strategic deterrent. The 2010 “Nuclear Posture Review Report” and “Ballistic
Missile Defense Review Report” were intended to make it clear that this was
not the case. For example, page 13 of the “Ballistic Missile Defense Review
Report” states

the homeland missile defense capabilities are focused on regional actors such as
Iran and North Korea. While the [ground-based missile defense] system would
be employed to defend the United States against limited missile launches from
any source, it does not have the capacity to cope with large scale Russian or

Chinese missile attacks, and is not intended to affect the strategic balance with

those countries.”

Despite these attempts at reassuring China, Chinese experts have focused
on their understanding of capabilities rather than on U.S. statements of intent.
Chinese concerns have been increased by U.S. reluctance to acknowledge that
a condition of mutual vulnerability exists between the two states (although the
above-quoted statement comes close) for fear that such a step could undermine
allied confidence in the U.S. extended deterrent.?

National ballistic missile defense is likely to become more contentious
because of recent changes to the Ballistic Missile Defense Act of 1999. Until
recently, that act established that it “is the policy of the United States to deploy
as soon as is technologically possible an effective National Missile Defense sys-
tem capable of defending the territory of the United States against limited bal-
listic missile attack.” (Emphasis added.) In December 2016, Congress amended
this law to revise the policy to read “to maintain and improve an effective,
robust layered missile defense system capable of defending the territory of the
United States, allies, deployed forces, and capabilities against the developing
and increasingly complex ballistic missile threat.”” In the U.S. system, annual
authorization acts provide policy aspirations, not actual funding, so it is uncer-
tain how big a difference this action will actually make, but it is virtually cer-

tain to increase Chinese concerns.

Cybersecurity Considerations

It is virtually certain that during a crisis or low-level conflict, both parties will
seek information on what the other is planning, including through use of cyber
techniques to gather information. It will be important that these efforts not
appear to be precursors to attempts to disable military command and control
systems. Such actions would imply an imminent attack and could lead the
other side to act preemptively. Especially destabilizing would be any indication
that one side was seeking to interfere with nuclear command and control sys-
tems. U.S. systems for controlling nuclear weapons have elements that are sep-
arate from other military command and control. Many U.S. analysts believe
that this is not true in China. If that is correct, and the two countries are ever
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in a military confrontation, the results could pose serious risks to stability and
escalation management.”” The U.S. way of war is to attack conventional com-
mand and control systems. Some in China may believe, therefore, that having
a common system will lead to U.S. restraint. Perhaps it will, but there is an
enormous risk that instead of restraint, the Chinese policy will lead to unin-

tended escalation that is in no one’s interest.

Conventional Forces, Especially Maritime Forces

China’s 2015 white paper on military strategy placed new emphasis on the roles
of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Navy and the People’s Liberation Army
Air Force.” The references to the navy were brief but important:

In line with the strategic requirement of offshore waters defense and open seas
protection, the PLA Navy (PLAN) will gradually shift its focus from “offshore
waters defense” to the combination of “offshore waters defense” with “open
seas protection,” and build a combined, multi-functional and efficient marine
combat force structure. The PLAN will enhance its capabilities for strategic
deterrence and counterattack, maritime maneuvers, joint operations at sea,
comprehensive defense and comprehensive support.

In a later section on “maintaining constant combat readiness,” the white
paper stated that “the PLAN will continue to organize and perform regular
combat readiness patrols and maintain a military presence in relevant sea
areas.” Many U.S. analysts regarded these words as especially significant, given
China’s extensive operations in the South China Sea. U.S. analysts fear the
aggressive nature of such operations could result in confrontation with U.S.
allies with potentially significant implications for strategic stability. In turn,
Chinese experts have long objected to U.S. surveillance operations within
China’s exclusive economic zone, which they view as inconsistent with interna-

tional law, a conclusion the United States rejects.**

Geopolitical Issues

Finally, in the coming decades, geopolitical concerns could pose major challenges
to strategic stability. As noted earlier, most U.S. analysts would not include long-
term geopolitics within the definition of strategic stability, although these same
analysts recognize that whether China’s rise can come without a confrontation
with the United States may be the single most important long-term challenge of
the twenty-first century. Global operations by the U.S. Navy are an integral and
vital part of U.S. national security strategy and U.S. support to allies, including
in the Pacific. The United States fears that China seeks some form of regional
hegemony that will be inconsistent with such global operations. Were China to
seek to establish some form of Monroe Doctrine with Chinese characteristics,
the threat to stability could be enormous.



Alternate Approaches to Stability

Most U.S. discussions of alternate approaches to stability have been in the
context of relations with the Russian Federation. Strategic stability between
Russia and the United States continues to rest on the foundation of mutual
assured destruction. Because this appears inconsistent with the partnership
that both sides sought to forge in the past (and that many still hope for, despite
present political tensions), there have been efforts in both countries to find an
alternate model for the nuclear relationship. In the United States, the concept
of “mutual assured stability” was put forward as a possible model. A report by
the State Department’s International Security Advisory Board described the
concept this way:

A relationship among nations . . . in which nuclear weapons are no longer a
central feature for their security, deterrence based on nuclear destruction is no
longer necessary, and the likelihood of nuclear war is treated as remote because
their relationship is free of major, core security issues such as ideological, ter-
ritorial, or natural resource competition issues, and the benefits from peaceful
integration in economic, political, and diplomatic spheres provide a counter-
balance to the perceived advantages of nuclear conflict.”

The Russian effort to find an alternate model that has received the great-
est visibility in the West was proposed by the scholar Alexey Arbatov and
retired Major General Vladimir Dvorkin in their 2006 book Beyond Nuclear
Deterrence: Transforming the U.S.-Russian Equation—in which they call for
moving beyond mutual assured destruction as a basis for the U.S.-Russia rela-
tionship. Their plan is based on a three-step approach:

The first of the three avenues toward the end of nuclear deterrence is to “de-
alert” and further reduce the Russian and American nuclear forces. The second
is to develop and deploy a joint ballistic missile early warning system. . . . The
third is to develop and deploy joint [ballistic missile defense] systems. Initially,
the second and third avenues would be limited to nuclear and missile prolif-
eration threats, but eventually—in parallel with transformation of the nuclear
forces of both sides—they would embrace a growing part of the strategic assets
of the two powers . . . and would transform their present mutual nuclear deter-
rence into a qualitatively new type of strategic relationship.?®

Neither the Russian nor the American approach has captured the imagina-
tion of either government and thus there has been no progress in transforming
the relationship between the two states beyond one based in part on mutual
assured destruction. This result was probably inevitable, at least with respect to
Russia and the United States. Mutual assured destruction is not a policy to be
embraced or rejected, but an inescapable fact to be managed. Russo-American

strategic stability continues to rely in part on the fact that both Russia and the
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United States have the ability to absorb an attack and retaliate in a manner that
is unacceptable to the attacker, thereby making the attack pointless.

China has officially suggested an alternative organizing principle for overall
relations through an analogue to mutual assured stability called a new model
of major-country relations.”” Like mutual assured stability, this model seeks to
change the political conditions that can lead to conflict. It is based on three
principles: no conflict or confrontation, mutual respect, and win-win coopera-
tion. The heart of the proposal is mutual respect, which involves respecting
the core interests of one another. From a U.S. perspective, this model may fail
when core interests conflict. Examples include the conflict between Chinese
sovereignty issues over Taiwan and the South China Sea and U.S. core interests
in meeting international obligations (such as those to Taiwan) and maintain-
ing freedom of navigation, especially for the U.S. Navy.

Chinese experts in Track .5 and Track II dialogues often suggest another
alternative model combining an unprovocative declaratory policy (no first use)
and a minimalist modernization plan (known as “lean and effective”). These
experts argue that their model will keep nuclear weapons from becoming a
source of competition and political friction.”® Neither of these models has
gained much U.S. support. It is unlikely that a reasonable alternative organiz-
ing principle for overall relations can be found, although there may be better

concepts for organizing a strategic dialogue.

Conclusion

There is neither full agreement within the United States nor is there agree-
ment between the United States and China on a common definition of stra-
tegic stability. The term has had limited value in Sino-American discussions,
both official and unofficial. Yet there is clearly an objective reality buried in
the definitional confusion. It may be that a precise definition is unnecessary.
Former U.S. president Dwight Eisenhower, who commanded allied military
forces in Germany during the Second World War, was fond of quoting an
Army aphorism: “Plans are worthless, but planning is everything.” He knew
that no detailed plan would be adequate for the complexities of conflict, but
he also knew that the process of developing plans was invaluable in surfacing
issues and preparing individuals to deal with them. In the same way, ana-
lysts in both countries should continue to work to understand stability even
though no definition can fully capture the complexities of the continuously
evolving relationship. Such discussions may help analysts and policymakers
in the United States and China both to understand one another’s perspectives
and to deal more effectively with conflict and crises should they occur. If so, it
will be effort well spent.
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Notes

1. While this paper is based on my experience both within government and in unof-
ficial dialogue, these are personal views and do not necessarily reflect the official
position of the U.S. government, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
or any organization with which I am affiliated. I am grateful to Elbridge (Bridge)
Colby, John Harvey, Micah Lowenthal, Mira Rapp-Hooper, James Schoff, Brad
Roberts, and Heather Williams for comments on an earlier draft and, in the case
of Brad Roberts, for allowing me to participate in a series of workshops on stability
that has helped shape my thinking. I alone am responsible for the use I have made of
their insights.

2. Although strategic stability is best analyzed on a bilateral basis, because survivable
second-strike strategic forces are a requirement for strategic stability, the existence of
such forces can foster a degree of stability with multiple potential adversaries.

3. 'The 1983 Strategic Defense Initiative by then U.S. president Ronald Reagan’s
administration (popularly referred to as “Star Wars”) sought to change the basis of
stability through deploying a highly effective national missile defense that would
deny the attacker confidence of the effectiveness of an attack. This effort proved
technically and financially difficult (some would say infeasible) and was abandoned

when the Cold War ended.

4. For a discussion of the multiple options often considered within the U.S. analytic
community, see Elbridge A. Colby and Michael S. Gerson, eds., Straregic Stability:
Contending Interpretations (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2013).

5. 'This section omits discussion of rule-based behavior because U.S. thinking (or at
least the thinking of the present author) on this aspect of stability remains rudimen-
tary. An example of a threat to stability from lack of rule-based behavior might be
China’s rejection of the ruling by the Law of the Sea tribunal on the South China
Sea. An example where stability is threatened by failure to agree on the rules might
be the differing U.S. and Chinese views of what military activities are allowed in the
exclusive economic zone.

6. John J. Mearsheimer, 7he Tragedy of Grear Power Politics (New York, NY: W. W.
Norton, 2014). Mearsheimer’s conclusions on China are also set forth separately in
“Can China Rise Peacefully?” National Interest, April 8, 2014.

7. International Security Advisory Board, “Report on the Nature of Multilateral
Strategic Stability,” U.S. Department of State, April 27, 2016, https://www.state
.gov/t/avc/isab/258528.htm. The report notes there are some exceptions, such as
the China-India-Pakistan triangle, where relations between any pair of states are
influenced by the third. For example, if China increases its nuclear forces in a man-
ner that India believes requires a response, Pakistan may respond to India’s action by
increasing its own forces. Another example is the relationship among China, Russia,
and the United States, where both Russia and the United States are reluctant to
reduce their strategic forces to a level at which China might attain parity or at least
might alter the strategic balance.

8. The term and the concept come from Mira Rapp-Hooper. See Linton Brooks and

Mira Rapp-Hooper, “Extended Deterrence, Assurance, and Reassurance in the
Pacific During the Second Nuclear Age” in Ashley J. Tellis, Abraham M. Denmark,

25



26 | A Precarious Triangle: U.S.-China Strategic Stability and Japan

and Travis Tanner, eds., Strategic Asia 2013—14: Asia in the Second Nuclear Age
(Washington, DC: National Bureau of Asian Research, 2013).

9. For an example (in which the present author participated), see “Report on the
Nature of Multilateral Strategic Stability.”

10. People’s Liberation Army Colonel Lu Yin, “Reflections on Strategic Stability,” in
Li Bin and Tong Zhao eds., Understanding Chinese Nuclear Thinking (Washington,
DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2016).

11. Department of Defense, “Nuclear Posture Review Report,” April 2010.
12. “Nuclear Posture Review Report,” 51.

13. Brad Roberts, “Major Power Strategic Stability After the 2009 Nuclear Posture
Review” (informal remarks to a Workshop on Re-Conceptualizing Strategic
Stability, Institute for National Security Studies, U.S. Air Force Academy, Colorado,
June 4-6, 2015).

14. These conclusions are based on the author’s personal participation in three differ-
ent annual Track 1.5 and Track II dialogues over the past nine years. Although
U.S. analysts vary slightly in their use of the terms, in this paper Track .5 refers
to discussions involving both government and nongovernment experts, with the
government officials ostensibly participating in a personal capacity only. In contrast,
Track II discussions involve only individuals not currently serving in governments,
although many have prior government service. In the paper cited in the previous
note, Brad Roberts points out that because “China has rejected official dialogue on
strategic stability, the United States has not had to do its homework on what such a
dialogue might encompass.” As a result, American officials are less able to deal with
the challenges to stability described below.

15. For a recent analysis of risks in the Chinese understanding of escalation, see Burgess
Laird, “War Control: Chinese Writing on the Control of Escalation in Crisis and
Conflict” (Washington, DC: Center for a New American Security, 2017). In con-
trast to the argument set forth below, Laird suggests that the study of Chinese writ-
ings is better than increased dialogue as a mechanism for understanding Chinese
thinking.

16. Robert L. Pfaltzgraff Jr., “China—U.S. Strategic Stability” (paper presented at the
Carnegie International Nonproliferation Conference, Washington, DC, April 6-7,
2009).

17. 'The Chinese government appears to favor such discussions occurring in unofficial
(Track 1.5 or Track II) channels. These have led to some useful understandings, but
few Americans regard them as an adequate substitute for an official dialogue.

18. The United States is not asserting that these states cannot be deterred, but rather
that U.S. uncertainty about their approaches to gathering and processing informa-
tion, their limited understanding of the United States, and the opacity of their
decisionmaking combine to raise doubts about U.S. understanding of how such
deterrence can be managed.

19. U.S. Department of Defense, “Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report,” February
2010, https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/features/defenseReviews/ BMDR/BMDR _
as_of_26JAN10_0630_for_web.pdf.

20. Some U.S. analysts believe that acknowledgment by the United States of mutual
vulnerability with China would be a strategic error. This view is based on a belief
that China seeks to exploit perceived weakness. Pfaltzgraff, 2009.

21. National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2017 Section 1681 amending
Section 2 of the National Missile Defense Act of 1999 (Public Law 106-38).



22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

James L. Schoff and Li Bin

A similar concern would arise from co-locating People’s Liberation Army Rocket
Forces units with nuclear and conventional missions such that an attack on con-
ventional forces could be misperceived as an attempt at eliminating China’s nuclear
retaliatory capability.

The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s
Military Strategy (Beijing, 2015), http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2015-05/26/
content_20820628.htm.

Chinese reaction to aircraft surveillance led to a midair collision and a major
international incident it 2001. See Shirley A. Kan, “China-U.S. Aircraft Collision
Incident of April 2001: Assessments and Policy Implications,” Congressional
Research Service Report for Congress, October 10, 2001, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/
RL30946.pdf.

International Security Advisory Board, “Report on Mutual Assured Stability:
Essential Components and Near Term Actions,” U.S. Department of State, August
14, 2012.

Alexey Arbatov and Vladimir Dvorkin, Beyond Nuclear Deterrence: Transforming the
U.S.-Russian Equation (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, 20006).

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi, “Toward a New Model of Major-Country
Relations Between China and the United States” (speech at the Brookings
Institution, Washington, DC, September 20, 2013).

I am indebted to Brad Roberts for reminding me of this approach.

27



28

A Precarious Triangle: U.S.-China Strategic Stability and Japan

APPENDIX 2

U.S.-China Strategic Stability and the
Impact of Japan: A Chinese Perspective

Tong Zhao

Chinese Understandings of Strategic Stability

There has been a long international debate about how to define and understand
the term “strategic stability.” In the case of China, strategic stability is not a
new term. Over the past few decades, the People’s Daily—the most important
official newspaper in China—has published commentaries and editorials that
touch upon the issue of strategic stability.” However, the traditional Chinese
understanding of strategic stability is not completely in line with Western per-
spectives. The Chinese have traditionally taken a much broader view of stra-
tegic stability that encompasses not only nuclear relations but also political-
military relations more generally.” They have referred to strategic stability as a
general state of balance—including military, alliance, and economic stability,
and other dimensions.* This very general and abstract approach toward stra-
tegic stability has been a major obstacle to Chinese experts and their Western
counterparts trying to precisely understand each other’s nuclear policies.

When China’s nuclear and strategic communities were introduced to Western
literature on deterrence and strategic stability, they found the Western analyti-
cal framework useful in academic and policy research and began to incorporate
it into China’s domestic discussions. Since then, Chinese analysts have written
and published a relatively large number of papers to apply and promote the new
analytical framework for understanding nuclear stability. These authors include
experts from nuclear defense industry,’ the military,® the foreign ministry’s
research institutes,” think tanks,® and university research centers.’

Today, although there is still debate about the precise definitions of cer-
tain terms,"” many Chinese analysts are comfortable examining the security
implications of specific nuclear policies by looking at their potential impact
on crisis stability and arms control stability—the two main components
of strategic stability in Western literature."" As these concepts are accepted
and embraced by a wider circle of policymakers and academic analysts,
more Chinese experts are using them to study the security implications of
new military developments—both in the United States and elsewhere—on
Chinese nuclear deterrence and regional stability, including the impact of
missile defense on nuclear relationships.'” In previous debates on deep nuclear
reductions, Chinese experts have also used these concepts to formulate policy
recommendations and to explore how strategic stability will change as global
nuclear stockpiles continue to decrease.'



Chinese nuclear experts view the maintenance of a secure second-strike
capability as the cornerstone of China’s deterrent and the fundamental guaran-
tee of national security. Accordingly, China appears fully committed to main-
taining a mutual vulnerability relationship with its nuclear rivals,"* and views
it as a necessary condition for achieving strategic stability.”

After this narrower concept of strategic stability was accepted by the Chinese
nuclear community, it began to be incorporated into official Chinese rhetoric.
Starting in the late 2000s, Chinese official statements and documents began to
refer to strategic stability in the same manner.'®

Although many experts in China’s nuclear community have embraced the
narrow definition of strategic stability prevalent in the West, they generally
do not like to equate the type of strategic stability employed by United States
and China to the relationship between the United States and Russia. The U.S.-
Russia dynamic implies a Cold War—style strategic rivalry, whereas Chinese
experts believe the U.S.-China strategic relationship is far from being entirely
adversarial. They also point out that U.S.-Russia strategic stability is based on
a general balance of military power that includes nuclear weapons. In com-
parison, there is considerable disparity between the nuclear capabilities of the
United States and China."”

Some Chinese scholars have also questioned certain aspects of and proposed
ways to improve the Western definition of strategic stability. For example, Li
Bin and Nie Hongyi from Tsinghua University suggest that the existing defini-
tion of strategic stability does not include other important elements that also
have implications for crisis stability and arms race stability. They argue that
strategic stability should involve four elements: in addition to the two elements
included in the prevalent definition—crisis stability and arms race stability—
they include the firmness of nuclear taboo and strategic mutual confidence and
communications. They point out that nuclear taboo and strategic communica-
tions also have important influence on crisis stability and arms race stability but
have not been incorporated into existing definitions in the Western literature.'®

Arms Race Stability

China’s leaders place a high degree of importance on the credibility of China’s
nuclear deterrence, but China has not traditionally had a robust analytical
framework to answer the question of “how many is enough.” China’s top lead-
ers intended to build a “lean and effective nuclear force” but did not explain
what this meant in practice.” Mao Zedong, for example, had the percep-
tion that only a few nuclear weapons would be necessary to deter the United
States from using nuclear weapons against China. In recent decades, however,
the Chinese nuclear community has started to adopt the concept of mutual
vulnerability from Western literature, using it to understand qualitative and
quantitative requirements for Chinese nuclear capability. Concepts such as the
threshold of unacceptable damage have been used to examine the numerical

requirement for Chinese nuclear force development.?
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Drawing mostly on the U.S. framework, Chinese experts have also con-
ceptualized the credibility rationale behind China’s nuclear development and
force posture. They have illustrated the role that “first-strike uncertainty”
plays in China’s nuclear deterrence and pointed out potential areas in China’s
nuclear development and operation that could be more transparent.?' It is
argued, for instance, that as China deploys more road-mobile missiles, it does
not need to rely heavily on numerical ambiguity to obtain a high level of sur-
vivability. Instead, China could rely more on geographical ambiguity. It is also
suggested that China could be more transparent about mid-level (more opera-
tional) nuclear doctrines that would give outsiders a deeper understanding of
the guiding principles of Chinese nuclear posture without revealing sensitive
details of Beijing’s nuclear operations.

With that said, China’s confidence in its second-strike capability faces
increasing challenges from new military technologies. During the Cold War,
whether mutual vulnerability existed between the two nuclear rivals could be
relatively easily determined by modeling various nuclear exchange scenarios to
see if sufficient nuclear weapons would survive after absorbing a nuclear first
strike. Strategic missile defense was limited by the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty
(ABM) and therefore did not significantly affect the nuclear calculations until
toward the end of the Cold War. In comparison, today’s nuclear equation is
much more complex. Long-range missiles have become increasingly accurate
and are now capable of conducing counterforce strikes with small-yield nuclear
warheads that do not generate substantial collateral damage. Technologies—
such as the burst-height-compensating super-fuze and advanced computer codes
that can quickly compensate for failed missile launches during a disarming
strike—contribute greatly to the United States” capability to execute a nuclear
first strike.?> Furthermore, nuclear weapons are no longer only vulnerable to
nuclear strikes, but also a wide range of non-nuclear military capabilities that
could potentially threaten the survivability of nuclear weapons. Conventional
prompt-strike weapons, for instance, are potentially capable of striking mobile
missile vehicles and nuclear command and control systems. Advanced space-
based surveillance and reconnaissance assets further enhance the capabilities
of conventional precision strikes. The possibility of using sophisticated cyber
attacks to undermine nuclear command and control systems and to disable
missile launches also add to one’s concern about the reliability of second-strike
capability. On top of that, advanced missile defense technologies are becoming
available and can further neutralize the effectiveness of any survived nuclear
retaliatory capabilities. China has to include all of these new technologies in its
calculations to evaluate the existence of the mutual vulnerability relationship
between itself and its nuclear rivals.

In the case of missile defense, existing technologies face major challenges,
such as the inability to reliably distinguish real warheads from decoys and
chaffs, as well as the difficulties imposed by saturation attacks. U.S. officials
point to the technical limits of the existing missile defense systems and the



small stockpile of currently deployed interceptors as hard evidence that U.S.
missile defense poses no real threat to China’s nuclear deterrent. However,
what worries China is the perceived possibility that future development of
missile defense technologies could achieve rapid breakthroughs and quickly
become much more effective and efficient than existing systems. Such concerns
are not totally unreasonable. For instance, the U.S. Missile Defense Agency’s
recent investment into developing the so-called Multi-Object Kill Vehicle may
radically improve the United States’ missile defense capability in the future.”®
Sudden technological breakthroughs like this are not completely predictable
and do not always leave sufficient time for rival countries to adopt countermea-
sures. As a result, such uncertainties make it almost impossible for Washington
to reassure Beijing about the innocuousness of its missile defense.

Geographical reality further complicates the situation. China is located
right next to North Korea, and the United States has a policy of develop-
ing and deploying missile defense to protect itself and its allies from North
Korean missile threats. However, given the geographical proximity between
North Korea and China, any U.S. strategic missile defense system that can
intercept North Korean intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) launched at
the continental United States would likely also be capable of engaging Chinese
ICBMs, especially if Chinese ICBMs are deployed in or close to the northeast
part of the country. In addition, the numerical gap between the stockpiles of
North Korean and Chinese ICBMs may be narrowed if North Korea quickly
builds up its ICBM forces in the future. Currently, China is believed to possess
between forty-five to fifty-three ICBMs.?* North Korea has publicly shown
that it possesses at least several KN-08 and KN-14 ICBMs, although North
Korean ICBMs haven’t been successfully flight tested to the extent of their
range. China’s view has always been that only a small portion of its ICBMs
would survive a first strike. In this case, the number of survivable Chinese
ICBMs may be similar to that of North Korean ICBMs. Therefore, it would be
very difficult, if not impossible, for the United States to deploy a strategic mis-
sile defense system that threatens only North Korea but not China.

To address the threat posed by missile defense to the U.S.-China nuclear
relationship, a Chinese expert once proposed that the United States commit to
a qualitatively and quantitatively limited missile defense system in return for
China putting a cap on its nuclear stockpile.” This proposal was turned down
by both Chinese and U.S. experts. One important reason was that it would
be very difficult for both actors to agree on what would constitute reason-
able respective limits on each side because of dramatically different perceptions
about the impact of U.S. missile defense on Chinese nuclear deterrence.

This is just one example of how a single additional variable—missile
defense—in the nuclear equation could greatly complicate relevant players’ cal-
culations and make it exponentially more difficult for them to agree on what
a mutual vulnerability relationship should look like, due to the very differ-

ent compositions of and various uncertainties associated with their respective
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strategic capabilities. Today, nuclear weapon states may have to take all relevant
variables into consideration, including conventional prompt-strike weapons,
advanced space-based surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities, offensive
cyber capabilities, and counterspace weapons, among others. All these new and
non-nuclear capabilities can, in one way or another, affect the survivability and
effectiveness of nuclear weapons and are therefore drawing serious concerns
from usually very risk-averse nuclear planners and strategists. The key question
is whether it is feasible for nuclear weapon states to continue relying on the
maintenance of mutual vulnerability relationships as the basis for strategic sta-
bility. So far, China seems very much committed to maintaining a highly sur-
vivable and reliable second-strike capability into the long-term future, despite
all potential challenges posed by new technologies. Given the increasing dif-
ficulty of reaching common understandings between nuclear rivals on how
to maintain mutual vulnerability, nuclear weapon states—including China—
will likely develop their strategic capabilities based on their own understanding
and predictions of future balances of capabilities across multiple domains. The

result may be an intensified security dilemma and arms race.

Crisis Stability

Crisis stability was not something China’s traditional security thinking focused
upon. Ancient Chinese military thinking did not touch upon the issue of cri-
sis or escalation management. During China’s revolutionary years under Mao
Zedong, China’s security policy emphasized the importance of using tactics
that create the utmost uncertainty in the enemy’s mind. The intent was to
understand the enemy as much as possible but to keep the enemy from obtain-
ing a similarly accurate understanding.”® This traditional thinking was very
different from the West’s emphasis on reducing the fog of war.

Chinese political and military leaders consistently expressed the view that
military actions should only be taken when there is absolute certainty (or near-
absolute certainty) of winning. Among the three principles for fighting ene-
mies stressed by Mao Zedong, one was about when to employ military power:
“[I¢] is the winning principle. We either do not fight them; or if we do choose
to go into a fight, we must win. We should never fight a war for which we are
not very well prepared and which we do not have full confidence of winning.”*
Because of this principle, Chinese strategists traditionally did not devote a great
deal of thinking to scenarios other than complete victory or defeat.

Under the leadership of Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, there was a very
clear line in Chinese military doctrine and policy deliberation between the
roles of nuclear weapons and conventional weapons. Nuclear weapons were
regarded only as a “strategic deterrent” for deterring nuclear wars. They were
not intended and not very useful, Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping believed,
for deterring other types of wars, including large-scale conventional wars and
regional conflicts.”® They believed that mass mobilization (the people’s war) was



more effective in deterring large-scale conventional invasion, and rapid-response
conventional forces were more effective at deterring regional conflicts.”

In addition, China was not a major player in previous nuclear crises, which
might have contributed to China’s lack of appreciation of inadvertent escala-
tion risks. Before the 1980s, Chinese discussions focused on how most crises
stemmed from domestic struggles rather than international problems.* Since
China obtained nuclear capability in the mid 1960s, it has had little direct
involvement in nuclear crises, with a slight exception in 1969 when the Soviets
were reported to have implicitly threatened a surgical strike against China’s
rudimentary nuclear capability.®! In contrast, the United States and the Soviet
Union underwent a number of serious nuclear crises, not least the Cuban mis-
sile crisis. These nuclear crises between the United States and the Soviet Union
taught them firsthand lessons about the real dangers of inadvertent escalation,
whereas China had very limited experience in comparison.

Moreover, the traditional Chinese view was that discussing the issues of
crisis or escalation control in and of itself sends a signal of weakness.?> Never
making compromises with the enemy was regarded as a sacred principle and a
key quality of a decisionmaker.

Gradually, the gap between U.S. and Chinese understandings about crisis
stability has narrowed, as China becomes more appreciative of escalation risks.
During various U.S.-China Track II dialogues, Chinese participants have
become more interested in discussing escalation prevention from the conven-
tional to nuclear level.*® Specific escalation scenarios across the Taiwan Strait
were mostly discussed during these exchanges, but as the conversation went
broader and deeper,®® other scenarios—such as on the Korean Peninsula, in
the South China Sea, and in South Asia—were also discussed.” Chinese par-
ticipants have started to appreciate the risk of inadvertent escalation if signals
are miscommunicated.”® They have begun to urge Washington and Beijing
to make crisis management a priority and seek mutual understanding of each
other’s key operational principles, and to stress that both countries must estab-
lish bilateral crisis management mechanisms to improve communication both
before and during a crisis.” The importance of direct communication is also
increasingly emphasized.*®

During such exchanges, Chinese participants have been increasingly open
and willing to discuss more sophisticated issues related to crisis management.
On several occasions, the issue of cross-domain escalation was discussed.
Escalation control discussions expanded beyond nuclear-only scenarios,
including additional domains such as space, air, and cyber. Chinese experts
also actively argued for the two countries to establish “rules of the road” to
manage potential crises.”

The same trend has appeared in the Chinese nuclear community’s publica-
tions. They increasingly accept U.S. scholars’ concepts and use their works to

draw lessons for China’s nuclear policy. Chinese scholars introduce and apply
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concepts such as Thomas Schelling’s “threat that leaves something to chance,”
Robert Jervis’s slippery slope from conventional to nuclear war, and Glen
Snyder’s stability/instability paradox to Chinese scenarios.”” Experts such as
Wang Jisi and Xu Hui have proposed practical steps for China to take in order
to better understand and manage crises.*!

However, there are still important misunderstandings within the U.S.
nuclear community about China’s crisis management policy. U.S. analysis
of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Rocket Force’s nuclear operation still
relies heavily on very few publications available written by Chinese military
scholars, which have generated a number of major misunderstandings. On the
issue of crisis management, for example, the book Science of Second Artillery
Campaigns, published by the PLA Rocket Force (formerly the Second Artillery
Force) in 2004, discusses situations in which China might need to “lower the
nuclear deterrence threshold.” This was interpreted by U.S. experts as evidence
that China was prepared to use nuclear threats to deter conventional wars or
in scenarios of conventional conflicts.*> But what the book really means by
referring to “lowering the nuclear deterrence threshold” is raising the alert sta-
tus during a crisis rather than using nuclear weapons in scenarios other than
a retaliatory strike.* Similar misunderstandings took place over terms used
by the Rocket Force such as “conventional war under nuclear deterrence” or
“double deterrence.”* In recent years, U.S. and Chinese experts managed to
work out many such differences by jointly producing and promoting a com-
mon glossary on nuclear issues.® However, some of the misunderstandings
caused by linguistic, cultural, and bureaucratic factors continue to exist and
will take time to be resolved.

New military technologies can pose fresh challenges for crisis management
in the future. For instance, U.S. and Chinese experts have not reached com-
mon understandings about whether the use of counterspace (such as antisatel-
lite) weapons could cause serious escalation risks. Some Chinese experts seem
to believe that China could consider using antisatellite (ASAT) weapons in the
early phase of a regional conventional conflict against U.S. early-warning satel-
lites. Besides providing early warning for U.S. strategic nuclear forces, these
satellites also help enhance U.S. theater ballistic missile defense capabilities. By
taking out some of these satellites, China can maintain the efficacy of its con-
ventional tactical missiles, which play an important role in Chinese military
strategies in future regional conflicts—including one over the Taiwan Strait.
Nonetheless, Washington is likely to view an ASAT attack against its early-
warning satellites not as a tactical move but as a major escalation.*® Such diver-
gent views could cause misunderstandings and inadvertent escalation.

Similarly, the United States’ emerging interest in using cyber weapons to
undermine an enemy or competitor’s nuclear command, control, and com-
munication (NC3) system as part of the so-called left-of-launch missile defense

strategy introduces unprecedented risks of inadvertent escalation. Knowing



that the United States might have been developing covert cyber and electronic
warfare capabilities to infiltrate and interfere with China’s nuclear NC3 sys-
tem, Chinese decisionmakers would face extra pressure to act quickly during
a crisis. If such interference were detected during a crisis, it is very likely that
China would not be able to figure out quickly and exactly what damage might
be done to its NC3 system or what the strategic intention would be. If China
feels that it has to assume the worst and act quickly before its NC3 system
is completely undermined, an unnecessary nuclear escalation would be more
likely to happen than before. So far, there has not been serious discussion on

such matters between the two governments.

Japan's Impact on U.S.-China Strategic Stability

The troublesome Chinese-Japanese security relationship further complicates
the U.S.-China nuclear dynamic. Problems in Chinese-Japanese relations
derive partly from deeply buried historical antagonism, which gets evoked each
time senior Japanese officials pay tribute to the Yasukuni Shrine or right-wing
Japanese officials appear to deny responsibility for crimes committed during
World War II. Bilateral security tensions are also fueled by territorial disputes,
mostly over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. Extended confrontations over the
disputed islands have diminished bilateral trust and reduced public perception
to historically low favorability levels. Rising nationalist sentiments add fuel
to the tension. Leaders from both countries find it difficult to initiate high-
level visits and exchanges. On top of that, Japan faces increasingly intensive
competition between the United States and China. It has given China the
impression that it is pessimistic about the prospect of repairing relations and
has decided to side completely with the United States to hedge against a rising
China. Beijing, therefore, is increasingly showing a cold shoulder to Tokyo. As
the U.S.-China relationship continues to face constant troubles, China sees
the ever-closer U.S.-Japan security alliance increasingly as a strategic threat.”

Nuclear Hedging and U.S. Extended Nuclear Deterrence

Besides concerns over the general trend of Japan’s military growth and nor-
malization, China shows real unease about Japan’s nuclear hedging capability.
Regarding material capability, Japan is the only non-nuclear-weapon state under
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty that has both commercial-scale reprocess-
ing and enrichment capability. Japan’s large plutonium stockpile draws China’s
close attention, and many Chinese experts attribute this large plutonium stock-
pile to a deliberate policy choice rather than problematic planning and misman-
agement by Japan’s cumbersome civilian nuclear bureaucracy. Furthermore,
Japan’s M-V and H-II rockets have the potential to deliver a heavy nuclear pay-
load over long distances. Japan has also demonstrated the capability to retrieve
unmanned spacecraft and the upper stage of an HIIB rocket*®*—technology
that could be useful in building nuclear warhead—reentry vehicles.
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Many Chinese experts suspect that Japan is deliberately pursuing a strategy
of nuclear hedging. Secret studies conducted by the Japanese government dur-
ing the Cold War recommended against a nuclear weapon program but argued
for accumulating dual-use technologies useful for obtaining a virtual military
nuclear capability. Senior Japanese officials” open remarks about nuclear hedg-
ing have reinforced Chinese concerns.”

As a result, China acknowledges that the U.S. extended nuclear deter-
rence over Japan helps contain the latter’s nuclear ambition and contributes
to nuclear nonproliferation in the region. As North Korea’s nuclear and mis-
sile capabilities advance, rising voices in Japan are calling to develop Japanese
offensive long-range strike capabilities against enemy military bases. If the
United States fails to reassure Japan about the reliability of its extended deter-
rence, the chances of Japan going nuclear might further increase.

However, despite Washington’s longstanding policy of nonproliferation,
there have been recent cases of U.S. scholars openly arguing for Japan to
develop its own nuclear deterrent.”® U.S. President Donald Trump’s remarks
on the possibility of Japan going nuclear have also made some Chinese ana-
lysts question the United States’ commitment to maintaining regional stability
through promoting nonproliferation. Besides Japan’s own nuclear potential,
Chinese experts worry that Japan might undermine U.S.-China strategic sta-

bility in several other ways.

Japan's Potential Contribution to U.S. First-Strike Capability Against China

The first concern is that Japan may work together with the United States—
deliberately or not—to undermine China’s strategic nuclear deterrent vis-a-vis
the United States. Even though China has been gradually modernizing and
slowly expanding its nuclear arsenal in recent decades, there is still debate about
whether it has achieved assured nuclear second-strike capability against the
United States. Some U.S. scholars believe Chinese nuclear forces are still vul-
nerable to a U.S. first strike.”! Chinese scholars point out that although Chinese
nuclear retaliation capability against the United States is uncertain, Beijing is
working hard to minimize the remaining uncertainty.’> China’s recent moves to
field more capable road-mobile intercontinental ballistic missiles and introduce
sea-based nuclear weapons are clear signals that, ultimately, China wants to
eliminate any uncertainty by acquiring an assured second-strike capability vis-
a-vis the United States. The Chinese efforts to achieve this goal, however, can be
undermined by Japan’s military cooperation with the United States.

China’s greatest concern about its future nuclear deterrent is the U.S. mis-
sile defense system, which has received persistent investment and achieved sus-
tained improvement. Japan has been incorporated into the U.S. missile defense
network in Asia through joint development and deployment of SM-3 intercep-
tors on Aegis ships. It already hosts two AN/TPY-2 X-band radars and is fur-
ther considering introducing land-based SM-3 systems and the Terminal High



Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) batteries. China worries that advanced SM-3
interceptors may have the potential to engage Chinese ICBMs in the future.”

Japan sees great political value from such missile defense cooperation with
the United States, which “symbolizes the Japan-U.S. alliance.”** China’s con-
cern is that such cooperation is at least partially targeted at itself. U.S. experts
and officials acknowledge that Washington needs to develop a regional missile
defense network in the Asia-Pacific to counter China’s conventional missile
capabilities.”” However, such capabilities to defend against China’s conven-
tional ballistic missiles could also neutralize China’s theater nuclear missiles,
which would be useful for retaliating against U.S. targets in the region. As
a former senior U.S. official commented, regional ballistic missile defense
“enables offensive operations to begin at a time of our choosing rather than the
enemy’s, and raises the scale of attack that an attacker must attempt if it wants
to overwhelm the defense.”® China, therefore, worries that Japan’s contribu-
tion to the U.S. regional missile defense network increases the United States’
first-strike capability against China.

In addition, China is putting together a fleet of nuclear strategic ballistic
missile submarines (SSBNs) and having them conduct patrols. Part of China’s
motivation for building this fleet seems to be the perceived capability of SSBNs
and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) to penetrate existing U.S.
missile defense systems.”” However, U.S. regional allies, especially Japan, have
been working closely with the United States to enhance anti-submarine warfare
(ASW) capabilities in the Asia-Pacific, which poses a major threat to China’s
sea-based nuclear deterrent. Japan’s participation in the U.S. ASW network
is of particular concern to China. If Chinese SSBNs are to conduct patrols
in the West Pacific, they will have to pass through water channels along the
so-called First Island Chain and some of the most important water channels
are immediately adjacent to Japan-controlled territories. Therefore, Japan is in
a strategically advantageous position to help the U.S. Navy track, trail, and
even disrupt Chinese SSBNs on their patrol routes. In recent years, Japan has
worked with the United States to upgrade the underwater sound surveillance
system that the United States first deployed during the Cold War.’® With the
most formidable ASW capability in the region, Japan participates frequently
in joint ASW training, exercises with the U.S. Navy, and sends anti-submarine
reconnaissance aircraft to fly over the South China Sea.”” Given that a major
portion of China’s SSBN fleet is presumed to be deployed in the South China
Sea, Japan’s increasing ASW operations over that area constitute a significant

and increasing threat to China’s nuclear deterrent.®

Japan'’s Potential Interest in U.S. Nuclear Primacy

From the Chinese perspective, Japan may have an interest in undermining
U.S.-China strategic stability. Some U.S. scholars hold the view that the
United States needs to possess nuclear primacy (nuclear first-strike capability)
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over China in order to bolster its own deterrence posture and enhance the
credibility of the U.S. extended nuclear deterrence for allies." The argument
is that if there is mutual vulnerability between Washington and Beijing, the
United States may be deterred from launching a nuclear retaliation after China
strikes Japan with nuclear weapons. This view may be shared by some Japanese
experts. Japan is also very concerned that a mutual vulnerability relationship
between Beijing and Washington would effectively reduce the danger of con-
ventional conflicts escalating to the nuclear level. Thus, Japan worries that a
stable U.S.-China nuclear relationship would embolden China’s conventional
military aggression toward Japan.®* Partially because of Japanese concern over
the so-called stability-instability paradox, the administration of former presi-
dent Barack Obama decided not to openly acknowledge the existence of a
mutual vulnerability relationship with China.®

Japan is also believed to have played a role in discouraging Washington
from adopting a no-first-use declaratory policy and from announcing that the
“sole purpose” of its nuclear weapons is to deter nuclear attack. According to
the Center for Global Security Research’s Brad Roberts, the Obama admin-
istration’s nuclear posture review report rejected the “sole purpose formula-
tion” after “carefully considered the views of its allies in Northeast Asia (and
elsewhere).”** The Obama administration also seriously considered adopting a
no-first-use policy in 2016 but decided not to do so at the last minute “largely
because of pushback from allies who are under the U.S. nuclear ‘umbrella.”®
It was reported that Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe personally conveyed
concerns about a U.S. no-first-use policy to U.S. Admiral Harry Harris, com-
mander of the U.S. Pacific Command.®

From the Chinese perspective, declaring that the “sole purpose” of nuclear
weapons is to deter nuclear attacks and adopting a no-first-use policy of nuclear
restraint are the most effective ways to reduce nuclear risks and promote nuclear
disarmament. Therefore, China sees Japan’s efforts to prevent the United States
from taking such measures as undermining U.S.-China strategic stability and
regional security.

Japan’s concern about an unfavorable conventional military balance in East
Asia has only increased in recent years, as Beijing is quickly catching up to—
and may even be outpacing—Japan’s conventional military capability develop-
ment. China is also narrowing the gap with U.S. conventional capability in the
region. This could have implications for Japan in a future military conflict over
the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands or the Taiwan Strait. Even some U.S. scholars
worry that China may obtain conventional military superiority vis-a-vis Japan
and the United States in some restrained regional theaters in the near future.
A 2015 RAND report on the U.S.-China military balance, for instance, points
out that “PLA forces will become more capable of establishing temporary local
air and naval superiority at the outset of a conflict,” which “might lead Chinese
leaders to believe that they could deter U.S. intervention in a conflict between

it and one or more of its neighbors.””



In anticipation of possible Chinese conventional superiority in the future,
some scholars in the United States have argued for reemphasizing the role of
nuclear weapons—especially the so-called tailored nuclear capabilities that can
be employed more flexibly on the battlefield.®® Some suggest that the United
States may need to consider using nuclear weapons first during a conven-
tional war with China in the future.”” Some others predict that the United
States” Asian allies, such as Japan, should consider their own nuclear options.”
Therefore, concerns about conventional imbalance may have direct implica-
tions for nuclear stability. The propositions for maintaining or even increasing
the role of nuclear weapons could undermine international efforts to promote
nuclear arms control. Japan and other U.S. allies have already voted against
the starting of negotiations at the United Nations on a treaty to ban nuclear
weapons. Increasing concern about conventional imbalance could seriously

challenge U.S.-China strategic stability and regional security in the future.

Conclusion

Although China has gradually embraced the Western definition of strategic
stability, U.S.-China relations face serious related challenges. In particular, new
military technologies complicate China’s confidence in its second-strike capa-
bility vis-a-vis the United States. Efforts to address these challenges have led
to further nuclear modernizations and contributed to an increasingly blurred
line between nuclear and conventional capabilities. The generally adversarial
relationship between China and Japan further complicates the U.S.-China
strategic stability relationship. Although the U.S. extended nuclear deterrence
helps contain Japan’s aspirations for its own nuclear deterrent capability and
therefore contributes to regional nonproliferation, such constraint might be
eroding as a result of the Trump administration’s lukewarm commitment to
the alliance. More importantly, Beijing believes that Tokyo has an inherent
interest in helping the United States obtain nuclear primacy over China and
in undermining U.S.-China nuclear stability in order to strengthen the reli-
ability of U.S. extended deterrence and contain China’s conventional mili-
tary capability. A perceived shift in the region’s conventional military balance
has exacerbated Japan’s concerns over time and poses a growing challenge to
U.S.-China strategic stability. So far, confidence-building measures on nuclear
issues are limited between Washington and Beijing and between Beijing and
Tokyo. Ofhicial U.S.-China nuclear dialogue may help improve mutual under-
standing, and Chinese-Japanese security exchanges can play a critical role in
mitigating threat perceptions. Some form of trilateral discussions could also
go a long way to promote positive interactions among the three countries and
contribute to strategically stable relations.
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APPENDIX 3

Redefining Strategic Stability:
A Japanese View

Takahashi Sugio

Introduction

Strategic stability is a key concept in nuclear deterrence. But since both words,
“strategic” and “stability,” include some ambiguity, this concept has been
sometimes misunderstood as a situation of general stability among great pow-
ers. But it has specific meanings for experts on nuclear deterrence: crisis stabil-
ity and arms race stability. Crisis stability represents a situation in which both
parties have no advantage from first strike, and neither side has an incentive to
start a war. Arms race stability is a situation in which each party’s force struc-
ture does not incentivize the other side to expand its military forces, thereby
lessening the motivation to start an arms race. These notions about strategic
stability were developed during the Cold War, when the United States and the
Soviet Union deployed numerous nuclear warheads. At that time, avoiding
nuclear war, which could quickly extinguish many human beings, was the
primary objective.

In the contemporary world, how to deal with rising China is perceived as a
serious strategic agenda item and the notion of strategic stability is applied to
Sino-U.S. relations.! Current Sino-U.S. relations, however, are different from
U.S.-Soviet relations during the Cold War, and the concept of strategic stabil-
ity needs to be redefined. In that process, not just U.S. expert thoughts, but
also views from Japan need to be considered because Japan is a key U.S. ally in
East Asia and an important piece in East Asia strategic dynamics. The purpose
of this piece is to provide an overview of how Japan’s strategists see strategic
stability and how they think about redefining it for the contemporary world.

Understandings of Strategic Stability in the Japanese
Strategic Community

The intellectual history of the Japanese study of cutting-edge nuclear deter-
rence theory is not short. While nuclear deterrence has been a very politically
sensitive issue in Japan after the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
some realist scholars seriously follow it. In 1973, top-ranking experts Momoi
Makoto and Kosaka Masataka published a translated book about nuclear
deterrence titled Strategy in a Multipolar Eva: Historical Development of Nuclear
Strategy, issued in two volumes.” This huge work (553 pages in volume one,
and 548 pages in volume two) covers many key articles that played great roles

in the development of nuclear deterrence theory, such as Bernard Brodie’s “The



Anatomy of Deterrence,” Thomas Schelling’s “The Role of Communication in
Arms Control,” Albert Wohlstetter’s “The Delicate Balance of Terror,” Glenn
Snyder’s “Deterrence and Defense,” and some chapters from Henry Kissinger’s
The Necessity for Choice. While this is a translated work and not an original
study about nuclear strategy, its publication suggests that there was a market
for such strategic issues in Japan’s intellectual community in the early 1970s.

And during the final phase of the Cold War, the Japan Association of
International Relations, which is the biggest academic association on inter-
national relations studies in Japan, published a special issue of its journal on
“Nuclear Deterrence and Arms Control at a Turning Point.” The issue cov-
ered the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) debate, deterrence theo-
ries in the Soviet Union, the credibility of a nuclear umbrella, and nuclear
arms control.’ Following this, immediately after the end of the Cold War, that
generation’s three top nuclear deterrence experts, Ogawa Shinichi, Umemoto
Tetsuya, and Ishikawa Shuichiro, published books exclusively focusing on
nuclear deterrence.* As these publications show, even with Japan’s nuclear
taboo, studies about nuclear deterrence issues were steadily developed. At the
same time, however, these are basically textbooks on nuclear issues and include
very few original studies. In this sense, regarding strategic stability, the purpose
of these publications was to introduce American thoughts on strategic stability
to Japanese audiences.

The only exception was Japanese engagement on the INF issue. During the
INF Treaty negotiations, the United States and the Soviet Union discussed
an option to relocate their intermediate nuclear forces from Europe, rather
than remove them from both Europe and the Far East. At that time, Japan
was concerned about this option, and then Japanese prime minister Nakasone
Yasuhiro sent a strong message to U.S. president Ronald Reagan that Japan
could not accept it. This exception, however, is about a specific policy issue
rather than broader strategic concepts such as strategic stability. In this sense,
during the Cold War, the Japanese strategic community was in a “receiving
mode” for U.S. strategic thoughts on nuclear issues.

One of the reasons, in addition to the nuclear taboo in Japan’s society, was
a significant difference in the strategic situation between Europe and Asia. In
Europe, where a key theme in nuclear strategic thought was to avoid a nuclear
exchange between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and members of
the Warsaw Pact, the question of how to offset conventional inferiority to the
Soviet Union was a critical challenge for U.S. strategists. Given the strategic
balance in Cold War Europe, nuclear forces were regarded as an indispensable
“equalizer” against conventional superiority. Detailed thoughts about the esca-
lation ladder from the conventional level through tactical and theater nuclear
weapons to strategic nuclear forces were developed. The concept of strategic
stability was to mitigate the incentives for first strike to avoid inadvertent war

and to lessen the motivation for an arms race under a strategic showdown.



Meanwhile, in Asia, the strategic situation was completely different. Since
Asia was basically a maritime environment, the Soviet Union’s armored divi-
sions had limited strategic implications, even though they were quantitatively
(and possibly qualitatively against Japan) superior. In Asia, key elements deter-
mining strategic balance were naval and air power. In those capability areas, the
United States enjoyed huge advantages over the Soviet Union. Therefore, the
United States and Japan did not rely on nuclear weapons as an equalizer to cover
conventional inferiority, unlike in Europe. The expectation for nuclear forces in
Asia was to deter the Soviet Union’s first use of a nuclear weapon against U.S.
superior naval forces.” Existential deterrence was enough, and it was not neces-
sary to develop a more sophisticated notion of an escalation ladder.

In this context, the reason why Japan had serious concerns about the
relocation of the Soviet Union’s S§-20 missiles to the Far East can be easily
understood. From the point of view of the Soviet Union, given conventional
inferiority, SS-20 deployment in the Far East would have an equalizer effect
over American conventional naval superiority. But from Japan’s point of view,

it would undermine the foundation of Japan’s strategic calculation.

Japan's Current View on U.S.-China Strategic Stability

Even after the end of the Cold War, strategic stability between the United
States and Russia has continued to be a serious issue in international affairs,
and multiple nuclear arms control treaties have been concluded by these two
countries. At the same time, the Sino-U.S. nuclear relationship has become
more relevant. This is a more serious issue for Japan’s national security than
U.S.-Russia relations, because the Far East in the Cold War was the second
front, but East Asia could now be the first front. In addition to this geostrategic
standpoint, with its significant efforts to develop conventional anti-access/area-
denial (A2/AD) capability, China is challenging U.S. superiority with air and
maritime forces in the Western Pacific.

Under such strategic conditions, Japan’s strategist community pays more
attention to strategic stability. The main focus for them is crisis stability, or,
more precisely, mutual vulnerability. The author, for example, raises the issue
of the stability-instability paradox, focusing on mutual vulnerability in stra-
tegic stability and pointing out that U.S. acceptance of a condition of mutual
vulnerability between the two countries could cause deterioration in the
regional security environment through that paradox.® The stability-instability
paradox implies a situation in which mutual deterrence at the strategic level
leads to a challenger’s aggressive behavior at the regional level, because that
challenger perceives that the counterpart would refrain from responding to
avoid escalation. Japan’s strategist community demonstrates serious concern
that this paradox could be realized in this way: in the event that the United
States explicitly accepts mutual vulnerability with China, China may make

even bolder moves, with the attendant risk of escalation, from the gray zone to
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conventional conflict. These moves might be based on China’s overconfidence
in its deterrence against a U.S. response and its assessment that the United
States would want to avoid a severe showdown at the strategic nuclear level
because of mutual vulnerability. In this way, crisis stability based on mutual
vulnerability at the strategic level may invite instability at the theater level.

Ishikawa Taku, another nuclear strategist in Japan, points out the asymmetry
in vulnerability within this region.” While China and North Korea have acquired
invulnerable theater strike capabilities with road-mobile missiles, Japan, South
Korea, and Taiwan lack such strike capability. In this sense, China and North
Korea enjoy one-sided invulnerability. Ishikawa argues that this asymmetrical
invulnerability is offset by U.S. theater and strategic strike capabilities, which
hold China and North Korea’s full range of targets at risk. With its commit-
ment to extended deterrence, the United States guarantees regional mutual vul-
nerability even though regional allies and friends lack strike capability.

This implies that regional allies and friends might be highly sensitive to
the fear of de-coupling, because their one-sided vulnerability can only be
mitigated and resolved by the assistance of the United States. Even worse, in
the face of China’s rapid development of theater-level A2/AD capabilities, the
United States’ in-theater strike force may be easily neutralized once actual
kinetic conflict breaks out. Again, this observation reaffirms the seriousness
of Japanese concern about the stability-instability paradox if the United States
admits mutual vulnerability at the strategic level.

As these two analyses reveal, Japans focus on strategic stability in the
twenty-first century can be characterized as a regional emphasis. The Japanese
treat theater-level strategic stability and strategic-nuclear-level strategic stabil-
ity as if they are two separate layers. They do not see how strategic stability at
the strategic nuclear level can cover all regional security potentials that lead
to instability. Ishikawa treats theater-level strategic stability as separate from
the strategic nuclear level, and the author has applied negative implications of
strategic stability at the strategic level to a situation at the theater level. This
demonstrates the necessity of integrating analysis between the strategic and
theater levels to redefine the concept of strategic stability.

In addition, Japan’s strategists cover arms race stability. They especially
point out that the current lack of transparency concerning China’s nuclear
arsenal threatens the stability of the arms race.® With a lack of credible sources
of nuclear doctrine and force structure, incentives for nuclear expansion on the
other side would not decrease.

In short, Japan’s view on strategic stability between the United States and
China is skeptical in terms of whether it brings stability to the regional strategic
situation. Rather, they are concerned that it may undermine regional stability.

Challenges to Redefining Strategic Stability in the Regional Context

Strategic stability is a concept developed in the Cold War between two nuclear
superpowers fiercely competing with each other, in an era when the extinction



of humankind in an all-out nuclear war was a realistic worst-case scenario.
Faced with the differences between the bipolar Cold War world order and
the current multipolar one, as well as between the U.S.-Soviet ideology-based
rivalry and the potential U.S.-China strategic competition, the traditional con-
cept of strategic stability will have to undergo some change if it is to remain
relevant. To redefine or reformulate the concept of strategic stability requires
dealing with three challenges.

Defining Mutual Vulnerability

This is the first challenge. Mutual vulnerability is a key concept for crisis stabil-
ity because no party will have first strike incentive if all parties are vulnerable
to the others” second strike capability. To hold the other parties at risk, all par-
ties must have invulnerable strike capabilities against some others’ potential
first strike. If country A’s strategic strike capability is vulnerable to first strike,
country B would have an incentive to launch a first strike to disarm country A.
However, if country A’s strategic strike capability is invulnerable to country B’s
first strike and country A can surely retaliate, there is no first strike advantage
for country B, and vice versa. This situation is a classical definition of crisis
stability based on mutual vulnerability.

This argument, however, fails to address the important question of how
much second strike capability is enough for mutual vulnerability. This is actu-
ally an open question, especially since the Cold War. During the Cold War,
there were no doubts between the United States and the Soviet Union because
of the clear concept of mutual assured destruction (MAD) involving the
requirement for second strike capability. “Assured destruction” capability was
considered to constitute vulnerability. Of course, assured destruction capability
lacks quantitative rigor. It is intuitively clear, though, that it means possessing
more than hundreds of warheads. Compared to the Americans’ and Soviets’
literally assured destruction capabilities, China’s current arsenal of strategic
nuclear force is considerably modest, estimated to be twenty to forty warheads.
This is less than 1 percent of the level agreed (6,000 warheads) between the
United States and the Soviet Union in the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty. If
the Soviet Union only had forty nuclear-tipped intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles (ICBMs) during the Cold War, the United States would have perceived
it as a greatly favorable strategic balance, with a one-sided assured destruction
capability, and would have accepted that situation without hesitation. Based
on this analogy, China’s current level of strategic nuclear force would not be
considered to produce a mutually vulnerable situation.

In addition, if the United States accepts that tens of nuclear-tipped ICBMs
would be enough to produce mutual vulnerability, two serious issues arise.
The first is a question about alliance management. As described above, in the
Cold War, mutual vulnerability was closely linked with the notion of mutual
assured destruction and, related, assured destruction capability. If the United
States treats tens of weapons—which would have been considered a favorable
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strategic situation during the Cold War—as a strategic nuclear arsenal, Asian
allies would interpret that they are less valuable than European allies were in
the Cold War.

The second issue is how to mitigate the negative implications for nonprolif-
eration. If a proliferator perceives that 1,500 strategic nuclear warheads, about
the same level as in the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START), are
necessary for the United States to recognize mutual vulnerability with the
other country, that proliferator would give up its development of such a stra-
tegic nuclear arsenal. If 200 are necessary, still that proliferator would be dis-
suaded. If twenty is enough, however, that can be achieved by some countries,
especially North Korea and Iran. If the United States sets the bar of mutual
vulnerability between twenty and forty warheads, it would give an achiev-
able numerical target to countries that consider the United States a potential
adversary. In this sense, recognizing mutual vulnerability with China under
the current quantitative balance would incentivize regional challengers against

the United States and would have negative implications for nonproliferation.

Theater Level Versus Strategic Level

Interactions between theater-level and strategic-level strategic stability repre-
sent the second challenge. As discussed, there are asymmetrical vulnerabilities
in East Asia. With a rapid modernization of military force, especially concen-
trated efforts to develop A2/AD capabilities, China has acquired significant
prompt and precise strike capabilities through ballistic and cruise missiles. By
contrast, other countries in the region lack such capabilities for counterstrike.
In addition, U.S. allies and friends in this region do not enjoy strategic depth
with regards to opposing China. In this sense, U.S. air and maritime strike
capabilities are essentially required to offset such an asymmetrical vulnerability.

At the same time, however, the main objective for China to develop
A2/AD capability is to hold U.S. intervention forces at risk to restrain U.S.
decisionmaking, or to physically block the U.S. reinforcements in this region.
If China’s advanced A2/AD capabilities succeed in neutralizing U.S. ground-
based tactical aircraft, sea-based tactical strike capabilities, and aircraft car-
riers, the United States would lose a significant part of its strike forces, and
these forces would no longer offset strategic disadvantage in the theater. In
this sense, China has first strike advantage in this region that the United States
does not have, at least at theater level.

Under this situation at the theater level, strategic stability at the strategic level
alone may bring significant harm for regional allies. Rather, it simply works
to de-couple alliances and enhance the risk of the stability-instability paradox.
Therefore, if one wants to redefine strategic stability in East Asia, it is necessary
to think about how to guarantee strategic stability or, more precisely, mutual
vulnerability at the theater level. Logically, if U.S. regional allies acquire prompt
regional strike capabilities, that kind of situation can be realized. Or, setting



aside the cost issue, if these countries deploy robust missile defense systems, the
current one-sided vulnerability would be resolved and a mutual invulnerability
situation would arise, resulting in a great improvement to regional level strategic
stability. In short, the reformulation of strategic stability must be promoted in a
way that integrates the theater level with the strategic level.

Arms Race Stability

The third challenge is about arms race stability. In addition to the transparency
issue, Sino-U.S. strategic stability considerations would face more structural
problems on arms race stability from Russia. During the Cold War, the par-
ticipants in the nuclear arms race were realistically limited to just two players,
the United States and the Soviet Union. Therefore, the game of interaction
was very simple. If both parties had 1,000 warheads, numerical equality was
achieved. Needless to say, asymmetrical conventional balance, different geo-
graphical locations with regards to Europe (a main front in the Cold War), and
different nuclear force structures and doctrines made the problem complex, but
the number of players for nuclear arms control and actors for strategic stability
was limited to two.

Though the Sino-U.S. relationship is now considered to be the most important
great power relationship, in terms of nuclear arms control Russia is still another
key player for the United States, as the two countries agreed to 1,550 deployed
warheads when signing New START. Therefore, Russia cannot be ignored.

After New START was concluded, some Japanese scholars believed that
further reduction of nuclear warheads would require China’s participation.
Creating a nuclear arms control regime with three players is not as simple as
adding one country to existing arms control negotiations. In the case where
countries A, B, and C are negotiating, they would face a serious conundrum in
determining how many warheads would be appropriate. Each country needs
to worry about the other two ganging up. Therefore, if the three countries
deploy almost the same size of strategic nuclear arsenals, all three countries
have incentives for arms expansion, rather than keeping the status quo or
engaging in arms reduction. In short, this situation is completely deficient in
arms race stability for structural reasons. This deficiency simply comes from
the number of players and is highly difficult to resolve. If China continues its
arms build-up and if it increases the size of its nuclear arsenal, or if the United
States and Russia continue nuclear arms reduction, this difficult situation may
be brought about. In thinking about strategic stability between the United
States and China, this problem cannot be avoided.

Conclusion

Japan’s strategic community in the twenty-first century pays significant atten-
tion to the strategic stability issue by introducing the regional factor. Based on
those thoughts, various challenges can be raised in addressing the reformulation
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of strategic stability. One should not forget that strategic stability is a highly
technical debate about reducing first strike and arms race incentives by tailor-
ing force structure. But designing and developing force structure is a part of
statecraft. In the Cold War, the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) treaty was a great
symbol of the era’s strategic stability debate.

In 2001, after serious debate about missile defense, then U.S. president
George W. Bush decided to withdraw from the ABM treaty and put forward
the New Framework by declaring that Russia is no longer an enemy. In this
post-MAD era, the role of technical written agreements regarding force struc-
ture appeared to be limited.” Thus, political deliberation, including engagement
with China, should coexist with the increase of deterrence through alliance
strengthening, gray-zone crisis control, capacity building for regional friends,
and a full range of efforts for crisis management. Debate about strategic stabil-
ity is important, but one should not forget this is a part of—and in some ways
complementary to—such broader deterrence efforts.
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