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Summary
China is increasingly factored into U.S. nuclear strategy. When President 
Obama released the administration’s Nuclear Posture Review (NPR)—a doc-
ument that guides America’s nuclear policy, strategy, capabilities, and force 
posture for the next fi ve to ten years—in April 2010, China was named 36 
times. By contrast, China was barely mentioned in the last NPR completed in 
2002. The United States expressed its desire to enhance strategic stability with 
China, but there needs to be a better understanding of how China perceives 
America’s nuclear posture. 

While China is unsure how to interpret the NPR, there is a consensus among 
Chinese experts that the strategy lacks a complete defi nition of how strategic 
stability applies in the context of Sino-U.S. relations. The term—generally used 
in describing the U.S.-Russia relationship—often signifi es a balance between 
two roughly equal or balanced nuclear powers, but there is a considerable dis-
parity in numbers and capabilities between the United States and China. 

As a result, China sees both challenges and opportunities in moving toward 
strategic stability with the United States. The challenge is that Washington could 
use nuclear talks to force Beijing to become more transparent without any U.S. 
commitment to limit its own military ambitions in return. The opportunity is 
that the two powers could build a relationship based on mutual vulnerability, 
diminishing the possibility of either side using nuclear coercion or aggression. 

To improve nuclear relations, four fundamental issues must fi rst be resolved.
First, the United States and China must clearly defi ne the meaning of stra-

tegic stability and what bilateral nuclear cooperation will entail. While Beijing 
seeks to defi ne specifi c terms of engagement, Washington relies on broad con-
cepts. A vague approach by the United States, however, carries the risk that its 
intentions will be misinterpreted and this could damage overall bilateral ties. 
And in the end, nuclear talks are unlikely to lead anywhere unless both sides 
are willing to make concessions. 

Second, the United States must defi ne and develop concrete confi dence-
building measures to encourage China to take part in detailed discussions 
on nuclear issues. Better understanding of the other’s motives is critical for 
both sides. Areas for greater discussion and clarifi cation include: no-fi rst-use 
policies; advanced conventional weapons systems; use of nuclear weapons in 
“extreme circumstances,” including Taiwan; extended nuclear deterrence; and 
weaponization of outer space.

Third, the NPR opens the door to greater U.S. engagement with China and 
it also gives China the chance to shape new strategic trends in the relationship. 
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Chinese experts differ on when and at what level Beijing should take part  
in arms control discussions with Washington, but China should actively par-
ticipate in strategic stability talks now before any new trends develop that  
hurt its interests.

Fourth, Washington and Beijing should resume and expand on coopera-
tive measures to deepen their interaction, such as reciprocal visits and proj-
ects between U.S. and Chinese nuclear laboratories. This cooperation could be 
expanded into other arenas to include eradicating space debris, sharing data on 
ballistic missile defense, and developing a joint radar system. Building on such 
measures will show China that the United States wants to engage on substantive 
issues and will require China to work with the United States on multiple levels.

It is clear that Washington needs to match its rhetoric on nuclear disarma-
ment with concrete proposals and measures that will build confidence between 
the United States and China. And Beijing needs to become an active partici-
pant in shaping bilateral strategic relations. Without these steps, it will be nearly 
impossible for a nuclear relationship that is clearly defined by strategic ambigu-
ity today to shift to one of strategic trust—and ultimately strategic stability. 
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Introduction
The U.S. Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) released in April 2010 mentions 
China 36 times.1 More than half these references twin China with Russia, 
as a state with which the United States seeks strategic stability. By contrast, 
the publicly available sections of the 2002 NPR hardly mention China, and 
then only as “an immediate or potential contingency” against which the U.S. 
nuclear forces must be prepared to act.2 The importance accorded to China in 
the 2010 NPR and the way in which China, along with Russia, is considered 
have substantial implications for U.S. nuclear policy. 

In 2009, a report of an Independent Task Force of the Council on Foreign 
Relations argued: “mutual vulnerability with China—like mutual vulner-
ability with Russia—is not a policy choice to be embraced or rejected, but 
rather a strategic fact to be managed with priority on strategic stability.”3 The 
2010 NPR seems to refl ect this view, but in ambiguous language that invites 
speculation and debate, including in China.4 

Here I consider the issue from a different angle: how Chinese experts assess 
the NPR and the intentions and interests behind the United States’ pursuit of 
strategic stability with China. In researching this perspective, I discussed the 
most recent NPR with dozens of scientists and military and academic experts5 
on nuclear policy and arms control, and reviewed decades 
of Chinese journals for references to “strategic stability.”6 

Chinese analysts are intrigued by the new directions 
hinted at in the 2010 NPR but are still questioning its 
implications for China. Chinese experts have heretofore 
conceived of strategic stability as a relationship between 
adversaries with relatively equal strategic power—specifi -
cally, the United States and the USSR/Russia. They are beginning to con-
sider whether and how the concept could be adjusted to refl ect the disparity in 
capabilities and doctrine between the United States and China. 

In doing this, they question U.S. intentions and evolving capabilities. They 
debate whether and how the Obama administration’s interest in strategic 
stability and, over time, nuclear disarmament could still serve a hegemonic 
U.S. strategy, by substituting ballistic missile defense (BMD) and advanced 
conventional capabilities for nuclear weapons. 

In the pages that follow, I explore Chinese views and debates regarding each 
of these issues, and then consider how a productive dialogue could be designed 
for offi cials and/or leading experts between the two countries. Despite their 
skepticism, Chinese experts see potential benefi ts in constructing a relationship 
of “strategic stability” between the United States and China, if this term can 
be defi ned more equitably than they fear the United States currently intends. 

Chinese analysts are intrigued by the new 
directions hinted at in the 2010 NPR but are 
still questioning its implications for China. 
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Strategic	Stability	in	Context
To gain a better sense of where China and the United States are headed in 
terms of “strategic stability,” it is essential to understand the origins of the term 
and its application in the Russia-U.S. strategic context. A number of experts 
within China maintain that the power balance that underpins strategic stabil-
ity is lacking in the China-U.S. dynamic.

United	States–Russia	Strategic	Stability

A comprehensive review of all references in Chinese to the words “strategic sta-
bility” (zhanlue wending)7 in the electronic databases of Tsinghua University—

covering the period from the earliest date in the system, 
1981, through 2010—reveals 297 such references (figure 
1 reflects some of these findings). An analysis of these 
texts, paired with expert interviews, indicates that “stra-
tegic stability” (zhanlue wendingxing) and “strategic bal-
ance” (zhanlue pinghengxing) are often used in tandem or 
interchangeably. 

Figure 1 shows that between 1981 and 2010, the vast 
majority of Chinese studies emphasized “strategic sta-
bility” as a Cold War, U.S.-Soviet construct. This term 
is generally reserved for describing the balance between 

two roughly equivalent or balanced nuclear powers. It follows that China has 
long insisted that it does not fit into the paradigms of competitive power and 
nuclear relations that characterized the Cold War. 

Further reflecting the U.S.-Soviet pedigree of the concept of “strategic sta-
bility,” figure 1 shows that strategic stability appeared most frequently in texts 
during the period between 2001 and 2002, when the United States was in the 
process of withdrawing from the Anti–Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty.8 However, 
early references to strategic stability, whether in scholarly journals or the popular 
media, tend to be cursory, with little insight into how this concept applies to the 
larger discussion of nuclear dynamics, much less Sino-U.S. strategic relations. 

Even when the term “strategic stability” features in more lengthy analy-
ses, the security relationship between the United States and the USSR/
Russia remains paramount. Li Bin, a professor at Tsinghua University and an 
arms control expert, and Xiao Tiefeng, a former PhD candidate at Tsinghua 
University, provide one such in-depth inquiry into the role of nuclear weapons. 
They also similarly center their discussion of strategic stability upon the U.S.-
Russian bilateral security dynamic and BMD.9 

Li and Xiao’s analysis reveals that although the United States and Russia 
have roughly equivalent nuclear-weapons arsenals, the two countries face their 
own gap in more broadly defined international status and power. According to 
their argument, under the current asymmetry of the international system, with 

	Chinese	experts	see	potential	benefits	in	
constructing	a	relationship	of	“strategic	

stability”	between	the	United	States	and	
China,	if	this	term	can	be	defined	more	

equitably	than	they	fear	the	United	States	
currently	intends.	
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the United States assuming a dominant position, even the traditionally defi ned 
“strategic stability” between the United States and Russia is adversely affected.

“Balance” (pingheng) and “symmetry” (duicheng) are integral to the concept 
of strategic stability and yet are even less visible in Sino-U.S. strategic relations. 
Li Bin and Nie Hongyi, a former doctoral student of Li and an offi cer in the 
PLA (People’s Liberation Army) Navy, when referring to “arms race stability” 
and “crisis stability,” state that “the concept of strategic stability in classic arms 
control theory cannot be applied directly to the framework of Sino-U.S. rela-
tions.” They argue that “the primary rationale is that the bipolar structure of 
the Cold War era is of the past, and in the current system the United States is 
the sole superpower. A concept of strategic stability established under a sym-
metrical structure is diffi cult to apply in describing strategic stability under an 
asymmetrical structure.”10 

Figure 1. The Number of References to “Strategic Stability” 
in Chinese Journals, January 1981–September 2010

Note: A survey of journals dated between 1981 and 2010 reveals that “strategic stability” (zhanlue wending) was mentioned in 
the context of the terms graphed above. From 1981 through 1997, there were no appearances in the sources surveyed of 
the term “strategic stability.” Sources include: Zhongguo guofang bao (China National Defense News), Gaige yu kaifang 
(Party and Government Forum), Dongfang ribao (Eastern Daily), Beifang lunzhong (The Northern Forum), Guangming 
ribao (Guangming Daily), Zhongguo shehui kexue yuan yuanbao (Chinese Academy of Social Sciences Report), Liaowang 
xinwen zhoukan (Outlook News Weekly), Renmin ribao (People’s Daily), Zhongguo gongcheng wuli yanjiuyuan keji 
nianbao (Chinese Academy of Engineering Physics and Technology Annual Report), Xiandai guoji guanxi (Contemporary 
International Relations), Guoji zhanwang (International Outlook), Shijie zongheng (The Contemporary World), Shijie bao 
(World Report), Xinhua meiri dianxun (Xinhua Daily Telegraph), Shijie jingji yu zhengzhi (World Economics and Politics), 
Taipingyang xuebao (Pacific Academic Journal), Guoji guancha (International Observer), Guoji ziliao xinxi (International 
Data Information), Guoji luntan (International Forum), Guoji wenti yanjiu (International Studies), Jiefang ribao (Liberation 
Daily), Heping yu fazhan jikan (Peace and Development Quarterly), Guofang keji (Defense Sciences), Guoji jingji pinglun 
(International Economic Review), Zhongguo jingji shibao (China Economic Times), Jiefangjun bao (PLA Daily), Dangdai ya-
tai (Contemporary Asia Pacific), Guoji zhengzhi yanjiu (International Political Studies), Waijiao xueyuan bao (Foreign Affairs 
University Journal), Renmin luntan (People’s Forum), and Waijiao pinglun (Foreign Affairs Review).
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As another Chinese expert notes, even as China continues its economic 
ascent, it still greatly lags behind the United States in military, political, and 
other arenas of strength and infl uence that contribute to “comprehensive 
power” (zonghe guoli). Frequent references by Chinese experts to the asym-
metry or gap in capabilities and power between China and the United States 
indicate that the application of the concept of “strategic stability” to Sino-U.S. 
relations faces signifi cant conceptual hurdles. 

China as a “Little Russia”?

A number of Chinese arms control scholars are also sensitive to the differ-
ent foundations upon which the U.S.-Russia and U.S.-China seek to establish 
strategic stability. There is an overall skepticism toward perceived attempts to 
cast China in a Russian mold, a construct that is historically seen as confron-
tational. “Russia is the only country capable of being compared on par with 

the United States, while the United States needs China’s 
participation and cooperation in resolving a number of 
international issues,” in the words of one Chinese expert.

The diffi culty of applying the U.S.-Russian deterrence 
model is best illustrated through a brief overview of tra-
ditional “strategic stability” references within China. Xia 
Liping, an arms control expert and professor at Tongji 
University, defi nes “arms race stability” (junbei jingsai 

wendingxing) as two parties engaging in (1) coordinating the pace of the arms 
race, (2) avoiding development of those weapons systems that may provoke 
one’s opponent from engaging in a nuclear fi rst strike, and (3) increasing mutual 
transparency and predictability.11 

Yet China has long sought to avoid entering into an arms race with the 
United States, in an attempt to consciously learn from the Soviet Union’s del-
eterious experience. Moreover, as one Chinese military expert suggested at the 
Fifth China–U.S. Strategic Dialogue on Strategic Nuclear Dynamics held in 
November 2010, the “sovietization” (sulianhua) of Sino-U.S. strategic relations 
could have destabilizing consequences. China’s nuclear deterrent is rooted in 
opacity, not transparency. Under this conception of deterrence, China’s rela-
tively small nuclear arsenal is deemed suffi cient, by relying on mobility and 
survivability, to avoid a preemptive fi rst strike that would potentially decapitate 
China’s deterrent. As a result, “arms race stability” is currently not a guiding 
principle in the Sino-U.S. strategic dynamic.12 

Even before the arrival of the Obama administration and the 2010 NPR, 
Chinese experts also recognized the importance of “crisis stability” (weiji wend-
ingxing). Xia Liping points to the centrality of establishing crisis management 
mechanisms that prevent both parties from engaging in a “head-on collision” 
(ying tou xiang zhuang).13 When facing a host of potential strategic instabilities 

There is an overall skepticism toward 
perceived attempts to cast China in a 

Russian mold, a construct that is 
historically seen as confrontational.
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in the future between the two countries, whether over Taiwan or the South 
China Sea, this equation is better suited to Sino-U.S. dynamics. 

However, whereas “crisis stability” as a concept is more readily applicable to 
these two countries’ strategic ties, this concept presupposes a “crisis mindset” 
and a chance of “fi rst use.” Chinese experts point to their stance of no fi rst 
use (NFU) and “peaceful rise” as forestalling the level of crisis to which “crisis 
stability” refers. This also makes “crisis stability” diffi cult for Chinese analysts 
to assign to the U.S.-China dynamic.

Although China does not have the attributes of the Soviet Union, and Sino-
American relations lack the most alarming features of the U.S.-Soviet contest, 
Chinese experts recognize that the United States considers China to be its only 
potential peer competitor in shaping the international system, especially in 
Asia. In the coming years, the bilateral and trilateral relations between China, 
Russia, and the United States will affect both regional and international stra-
tegic stability. 

As a result, Chinese experts understand the increased attention that the 
United States’ 2010 NPR gives to China, and yet they are far from sure how to 
interpret it. Is the United States intending to create or accept more balance and 
equity in its relationship with China, including a limit on new military capa-
bilities and operations? Or does the United States mean by strategic stability 
that China would accept U.S. hegemony and not seek to challenge U.S. force 
projection capabilities and policies? 

The consensus among Chinese experts is that the NPR lacks a complete 
defi nition of how strategic stability applies in the context of China. In fact, 
the term “vague” or “ambiguous” (mohu) is frequently 
used in China to refer to U.S. intentions regarding “stra-
tegic stability,” as well as to particular key elements of the 
2010 NPR. Many Chinese analysts continue to assert that 
the United States is invoking “strategic stability” in order 
to “pull” (la ru) China into greater transparency, which 
would in turn weaken China’s deterrent. 

As one expert argues, “The United States is worried 
under what conditions China will augment its warhead numbers and delivery 
system capabilities, but U.S. experts are already clear on the number of China’s 
nuclear warheads, fi ssile material stockpiles. Robert Einhorn and others are 
all well aware.” Such assessments refl ect an overall skepticism regarding the 
United States’ intent behind drawing China into more extensive discussions 
about strategic stability.

United States–China Strategic Stability

If China does not fi t into a concept or model of strategic stability developed 
to apply to United States–USSR relations, Chinese experts are beginning to 
analyze the characteristics that United States–China strategic stability would 

In the coming years, the bilateral and 
trilateral relations between China, Russia, 
and the United States will affect both 
regional and international strategic stability.
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need to entail. Although a few earlier essays by Li Bin and Xia Liping focus 
on this question, this interest is relatively new. A spate of articles released after 
the NPR, as well as interviews and discussions within China, indicate grow-
ing interest in how U.S. nuclear policy, the NPR, and the concept of strategic 
stability may pose a challenge or an opportunity for China. 

The challenge stems from the potential for the United States to lure China 
into a dialogue to increase transparency, without any U.S. commitment to 
limit its own military ambitions. The opportunity derives from the potential 
for the United States to codify and structure a deterrent relationship based 
on mutual vulnerability, diminishing the possibility of nuclear aggression or 
nuclear coercion. 

Figure 2 provides a sense of the issues that Chinese scholars voiced in 
interviews conducted by the author during the spring and summer of 2010. 
Traditional concerns—such as hegemony, absolute advantage, BMD, and 

Figure 2. The Number of References to Strategic Stability and Other 
Terms in Discussions Conducted in China on the U.S. NPR

Note: This fi gure contains statistical fi ndings derived from more than 20 interviews conducted with China’s arms control 
establishment of scientists and military and academic experts between April 2010 and September 2010. It details 
those terms receiving the greatest mention among these experts in descending order. These experts’ affi liations 
included such organizations as the China Arms Control and Disarmament Association (CACDA), Chinese Academy 
of Social Sciences (CASS), China Institute for Contemporary International Relations (CICIR), Academy of Military 
Sciences (AMS), China Institute of International Studies (CIIS), National Defense University (NDU), Shanghai Institute 
of Law and Politics, China Peace and Disarmament Association (CPAPD), Tsinghua University, and Fudan University.

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

Conve
ntio

nal 
w

ea
pons

Nucle
ar

 q
uan

tit
y 

Nucle
ar

 m
oder

niza
tio

n

New
 St

ra
te

gic 
Arm

s R
ed

ucti
on Tr

ea
ty

Neg
at

ive
 se

cu
rit

y a
ss

ura
nce

St
ra

te
gic 

tru
st

St
ra

te
gic 

sta
bilit

y

No fi
rst

 u
se

Heg
em

onic/
ab

so
lu

te
 ad

va
nta

ge

M
iss

ile
 d

ef
en

se

Nucle
ar

 d
isa

rm
am

en
t

Def
in

iti
ons

Tr
an

sp
ar

en
cy



Lora Saalman | 9

NFU—continue to make a signifi cant showing, similar to textual research 
results. Yet they are surpassed by discussions of how conventional weapons 
advances and their replacement role for nuclear weapons could affect China. 

BMD is frequently referred to in this context, but in overall numbers, it 
actually receives less mention than conventional weapons systems, falling to 
fi fth place. In fact, when the author recently asked a military expert how he 
or she would rank China’s concerns, advanced conventional weapons, such as 
conventional prompt global strike (CPGS), topped the list over BMD.

An interest in the nature, purpose, and sincerity of the U.S. commitment to 
nuclear disarmament is also prominent. For example, an expert at the Institute 
of Applied Physics and Computational Mathematics, Sun Xiangli states, “In 
terms of the aspects of nuclear force scale, composition, deployment posture, 
preparedness, the new administration continues to adhere to the United States’ 
original strategic principles. Although Obama mentions the need to continue 
bilateral nuclear reductions, and in the recent to midterm 
there has been scope for further reductions in nuclear-
weapons arsenals, realization of a substantial and irrevers-
ible reduction is unlikely.”14 

Chinese experts question how the pursuit of nuclear 
disarmament would have an impact on both China’s and 
global security, particularly if conventional weapons and 
BMD were to reduce or replace U.S. reliance on nuclear forces. In this context, 
disarmament poses both a promise and a threat to China’s ability to deter the 
United States.15 

President Obama’s Vision
President Barack Obama’s nuclear agenda has elicited praise from members of 
the Chinese arms control community, yet there remain a series of issues relat-
ing to sustainability and practicality that are frequently mentioned. Among 
these, the ability of the United States to make achievements beyond its rhetoric 
and to sustain these gains from one administration to the next remains a strong 
theme. It also serves as an oft-cited rationale for China to defer involvement.

A Reduced Cold War Mentality

Although numerous doubts have been raised in China about the U.S. NPR 
and American nuclear disarmament objectives, the overall Chinese response 
to the document has been positive. The decision to attach more importance 
to China and to no longer list it as the target of a nuclear strike are frequently 
cited among other factors as suggesting that the United States is increasingly 
amenable to China–U.S. confi dence-building measures. 

Disarmament poses both a promise 
and a threat to China’s ability to deter 
the United States.
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Fan Jishe, deputy director of the Center for Arms Control and 
Nonproliferation Studies at the Institute of American Studies of the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences, and Sun Xiangli, among others, suggest that the 
primary threat faced by the United States no longer emanates from potential 
nuclear war between major powers or the rise of new powers, and has instead 
turned toward the threat of proliferation and terrorism.16 

Moreover, arms control experts surveyed in the course of research for this 
paper laud the fact that “for the fi rst time” an “important offi cial document” 
declares the goal of seeking “a world without nuclear weapons.” One Chinese 
military expert voices appreciation for the fact that the NPR demonstrates the 
United States is fi nally willing to acknowledge that its nuclear arsenal, in his 
words, “far exceeds that which is necessary for security purposes” and has in 
fact become a “liability.”17

In this way, the United States is increasingly seen by some Chinese experts 
as leaving behind a degree of the “Cold War mentality” and “ideology” that 
has characterized its nuclear doctrine for decades. Yet these positive develop-
ments are tempered by discussions of whether these represent fundamental and 
desirable shifts in U.S. nuclear doctrine—in other words, a “new vision,” as 
advocated by Major General (Retired) Pan Zhenqiang.18 

One Chinese arms control expert notes: “China is no longer listed as a 
potential target of nuclear strike in the unclassifi ed version of the [NPR].” But 

his reference to the “unclassifi ed version” refl ects a percep-
tion that there is a parallel, classifi ed document. According 
to this speculation, the open version is simply an iteration 
of “nuclear policy,” not “nuclear posture.” 

Of particular importance, some Chinese analysts chal-
lenge the basic premise alluded to in the NPR that the 
United States might contemplate accepting “mutual vul-
nerability” with China. In “A Chinese Perspective on the 
Nuclear Posture Review,” Colonel Yao Yunzhu of the 
Chinese Academy of Military Sciences suggests that the 
NPR, with its “emphasis on strategic stability, implies that 

the United States accepts mutual deterrence with China as a reality and will 
design its nuclear relationship with China based on that reality.”19 

Yet she also notes that China “will be cautious in looking for indicators that 
Washington would back reassuring words with a willingness to limit capabili-
ties.”20 Colonel Yao and Zhu Xinchun of China’s Institute of Contemporary 
International Relations, among a number of others, aptly note that rhetoric 
must be followed by actions.21 Otherwise, “strategic stability” threatens to 
become another “slogan” (kouhao).22 

It is perhaps a welcome irony that Chinese analysts are increasingly the ones 
calling for specifi city and deeds to give meaning to and proof for large con-
cepts. This was particularly evident at the Fifth China–U.S. Strategic Dialogue 

The primary threat faced by the United 
States no longer emanates from potential 
nuclear war between major powers or the 

rise of new powers, and has instead turned 
toward the threat of proliferation and 

terrorism.
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on Strategic Nuclear Dynamics. Some U.S. participants 
cited sensitive issues left on the table by the United States 
that might dissuade China from participating in high-level 
“strategic stability” talks, such as China’s greater transpar-
ency on its nuclear arsenal, deployment, and planning. 

In fact, however, it is the issues that are left off the 
table by the United States that threaten to keep China 
away from substantive strategic stability talks, such as 
concrete measures to address Chinese concerns on arms 
sales to Taiwan, the arms embargo on China, reconnais-
sance missions near China’s shores, BMD, NFU declarations, and advanced 
conventional capabilities. For the Chinese, these issues serve as the primary 
impediments to such high-level exchanges.23 

Parsing the NPR in China

Of course, words and deeds are often diffi cult to synchronize. The NPR is 
an evolutionary development that, though signifi cant for Sino-U.S. relations, 
remains tempered by political and technological constraints, including poten-
tial administration priority shifts and the drive for BMD within Washington. 
Sun Xiangli argues that the Obama administration’s agenda:

… is closely related to the United States’ consistent policy of maintaining 
nuclear superiority while ignoring the security concerns of other countries. 
From a detailed analysis of a series of policies, it is not diffi cult to discover that 
while the new administration has made some positive adjustments to nuclear 
policy, these shifts are far from signifi cant changes to the policies that were 
inherited. Moreover, it could be said that what did change were [U.S.] priorities 
and implementation strategy of its security obligations, while the core part of 
U.S. nuclear strategy essentially remained. This is primarily refl ected in three 
aspects: continued adherence to the past half-century nuclear strategic prin-
ciple of nuclear war fi ghting; continuation of the concept of the “new strategic 
nuclear triad” from the [George W.] Bush administration, unchanged mainte-
nance of its existing basic nuclear posture; preservation of nuclear weapons as 
the core of national security; and maintenance of the central deterrence func-
tion of nuclear weapons. These policies pose obstacles on the path toward the 
ideals and goals of arms control.24

Recognizing these limitations, a skeptical countercurrent in China refrains 
from categorizing the 2010 NPR as an indication of a systemic, positive, and 
durable change in the U.S. nuclear posture. Even while applauding U.S. efforts 
to reframe its focus on nonproliferation and nuclear terrorism, several Chinese 
analysts remark that these doctrinal shifts make greater demands of non-
nuclear-weapon states than nuclear-weapon states. This distinction serves as an 
extenuation of the oft-mentioned “double standards” (shuangchong biaozhun) 
in U.S. nuclear policy.25 

Some U.S. participants cited sensitive issues 
left on the table by the United States that 
might dissuade China from participating in 
high-level “strategic stability” talks, such as 
China’s greater transparency on its nuclear 
arsenal, deployment, and planning. 
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When Chinese experts refer in private to the newest incarnation of the 
Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (known as New START) and the move 
on the part of the United States to reveal its number of nuclear weapons,26 
they also continue to qualify these steps by arguing that the United States 
and Russia are engaged in accounting “games” (youxi). A number of Chinese 
experts have argued that by simply changing the accounting system, China 
and Russia are attempting to make the reductions appear more substantial.27 

Viewing the contentious battle over ratifi cation of New START in the 
United States from afar, questions regarding Washington’s ability to follow 
through on its arms control agenda have naturally arisen in Beijing. These 
questions even preceded the New START debate and include any number of 

unratifi ed treaties, including the Comprehensive Test Ban 
Treaty (CTBT). The diffi culties and near failure faced 
by a pro–arms control U.S. administration in ratifying a 
treaty that largely reinstitutes preexisting verifi cation mea-
sures threatens overall U.S. credibility on arms control. 

Similarly, although the majority of Chinese experts 
applaud the United States’ announcement that its nuclear 
arsenal contains 5,113 warheads,28 this achievement has 
also been questioned. A number of Chinese commentators 

note that this number does not necessarily encompass the full quantity of U.S. 
nuclear warheads, in particular due to the exclusion of those in storage that 
could be returned to service.29 Several Chinese analysts, in exchanges with the 
author, argued that this indicates that the United States continues to seek the 
fl exibility necessary to reverse its stance. 

Li Hong, the secretary-general of China’s Arms Control and Disarmament 
Association (CACDA), further argues: “From the past year of Obama admin-
istration activities in the nuclear arena, it becomes apparent that U.S. ‘rheto-
ric’ has surpassed ‘action.’ The United States and Russia still deploy enough 
nuclear weapons to destroy the world several times over, and retain large stor-
age stockpiles that can be returned to deployed status at any time. Additionally, 
the thousands of tactical nuclear weapons possessed by the United States and 
Russia have still not entered into their negotiations… . There remains a long 
road to eliminating the threat of nuclear war and enhancing the global nuclear 
security environment.”30

Frequent mention is also made within China of the explicit NPR declaration 
that the United States will preserve its nuclear deterrence capabilities “as long 
as nuclear weapons exist.”31 Although there is an understanding of the necessity 
for the United States to meet its security demands, there remain questions as to 
how other countries can be compelled to relinquish their nuclear capabilities 
as long as the United States maintains its own. Conversely, of course, China 
does not itself propose unilateral nuclear disarmament, so the criticism of the 

The diffi culties and near failure faced by 
a pro–arms control U.S. administration in 
ratifying a treaty that largely reinstitutes 

preexisting verifi cation measures threatens 
overall U.S. credibility on arms control.
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United States on this score is a debating point more than a serious invitation to 
negotiate a detailed road map for multilateral global disarmament.

Xu Jia, a professor at the Luoyang PLA Foreign Languages Institute, char-
acterizes some of the U.S. contradictions as follows: “First, the Obama admin-
istration’s promotion of a ‘nuclear-free world’ and the United States’ ongoing 
maintenance of a strong nuclear deterrent are strongly opposed. Second, U.S. 
nuclear targets will be moved from fi xed to fl exible… . Third, on the issue of 
nuclear-weapons reductions, it is only emphasizing ‘offensive’ capabilities and 
avoiding ‘defensive’ capabilities… . Fourth, the Obama administration’s non-
proliferation policies still retain strong shades of double standards.”32 

Another Chinese arms control analyst adds that if the United States’ nuclear-
weapons numbers are reduced but its qualitative nuclear capabilities are aug-
mented, these two actions have the potential to negate one another in a cost/
benefi t analysis. This expert emphasizes that in making this calculation, the 
United States’ overall concept of how it defi nes nuclear modernization remains 
too obscure and ill defi ned. 

These issues have contributed to a perception that the United States is bent 
on the “contradictory” pursuits of preventing “horizontal nuclear prolifera-
tion and continuing vertical proliferation.”33 As always, U.S. efforts to develop 
and deploy BMD and more advanced conventional weapons programs are 
seen to undermine the very strategic stability that the NPR purports to seek 
with China, even if these military programs are framed as being conducive to 
denuclearization.34 

Thus, even when not viewed as contradictory, nuclear disarmament, as 
sought by the United States, is seen by some Chinese analysts as “reducing an 
‘excess’ of nuclear weapons” that does not fundamentally “weaken U.S. nuclear 
superiority and nuclear deterrence.” At the same time, it threatens to weaken 
“Russia and China’s, in particular China’s, nuclear forces.”35

Sustaining the Momentum

Building on opportunities opened by the NPR remains a challenge, partic-
ularly given doubts that current U.S. positions will be reversed by changes 
in administration or technological fait accompli. Secretary-General Li Hong 
of CACDA notes that whereas U.S. experts are increasingly reevaluating the 
role of nuclear weapons, this evolution cannot be achieved in the short term, 
because the rapidity of reductions will be closely related to the progression of 
the international security environment.36 

On the domestic level, making signifi cant progress toward strategic stabil-
ity requires a degree of political stability that is diffi cult to achieve in both 
policy and practice. More than half the Chinese experts surveyed express skep-
ticism about whether the Obama administration’s nuclear doctrine shifts and 
policies will be maintained after it leaves offi ce.37 One Chinese expert cites the 
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complexity and divisiveness of the U.S. political system to suggest that strate-
gic agreements with the United States lack reliability and longevity. 

In its drive to promote a nuclear-free world, the United States is painted as 
wanting to occupy the “moral high ground.”38 However, it is also perceived as 
facing limitations in this pursuit and as lacking the “will” (yiyuan) to achieve 
this goal. A variety of analysts contend that the United States is not truly 
willing or prepared, in the midst of meetings and negotiations, to offer spe-
cifi c measures to achieve Sino-U.S. strategic stability. One arms control expert 
explains: “If the United States truly wants to achieve [strategic stability], then 
it must fi nd a method for both parties to suffer losses” from conducting a 

nuclear strike against their opponent. He emphasizes that 
the United States “is not willing to truly achieve strategic 
stability” with China. 

Although doubting the “will” of the United States to 
achieve its arms control objectives, numerous Chinese 
experts also recognize the diffi culty of sustaining the 
momentum on a document wrought out of “compromise” 
(tuoxie) between competing political parties and inter-
ests in Washington.39 As one such example, though New 

START passed signifi cant hurdles in the U.S. Congress, one high-ranking 
Chinese arms control expert stresses that the CTBT and a fi ssile-material-cut-
off treaty are likely to face even greater obstacles.40 

Given the diffi culty of ensuring the sustainability of its current policy and 
approach, the United States is still seen as able to maximize its own fl exibility, 
while attempting to garner fi rm commitments from others. In the view of one 
Chinese scientist, the U.S. military and interest groups are unlikely to change 
and yet Obama wishes to enact change, thereby leading to tension between 
competing factions. This scientist, among several military analysts, expressed 
the view that although the policies of the George W. Bush administration were 
often unpopular, they had one distinct advantage: Because the administration 
was more “straightforward” (tanshuai) in its approach, it enabled China to 
assess and predict U.S. decision making and behavior. 

In characterizing the Obama administration’s different style of governance, 
some analysts—like Xu Jia, Zhang Jinrong, and Yan Jiafeng41—characterize 
Obama’s approach as a continuation of the Clinton administration’s “lead 
but hedge” nuclear policy.42 Yet the most popular recent characterizations and 
explorations of Obama’s leadership style include “Obamaism” (Aobama zhuyi)43 
and “smart power” (qiao shili).44 The Obama administration is appreciated 
within China for its skillful diplomacy; however, this comes with the inherent 
dilemma for some experts in distinguishing between rhetoric and reality. 

“Utopian” (wutuobang) and “romantic” (langman) are words frequently 
used to describe U.S. nuclear policy shifts under the Obama administration.45 
These words belie concerns as to the level to which the United States would 

The Obama administration is appreciated 
within China for its skillful diplomacy; 

however, this comes with the inherent 
dilemma for some experts in distinguishing 

between rhetoric and reality.



Lora Saalman | 15

ultimately be willing to reduce its nuclear arsenal and the extent to which it 
would continue to advance its conventional weapons capabilities. In evaluating 
such U.S. strategic trends and tendencies, Chinese pragmatism and realism 
continue to win out, drawing strong skepticism as to U.S. intent.

Hegemony Versus Transparency

Within Chinese assessments, arms control means little if it perpetuates and 
even strengthens the existing imbalanced power structure that favors the United 
States. Calls for multilateral reductions of nuclear weapons and “strategic stabil-
ity” are viewed within China as an attempt by the United States to maintain its 
hegemonic position through pressuring other countries into greater transpar-
ency and ultimately acceptance of U.S. conventional military dominance.

“Absolute advantage” (juedui youshi) and “absolute security” (juedui anquan) 
are catch phrases in Chinese analyses, describing the U.S. aim of remain-
ing the “hegemon” (bazhu).46 The motive for disarmament is not necessarily 
seen as ensuring global security but rather as ensuring U.S. absolute security 
and dominance.47 

Wang Zhijun48 cites a nuclear-free world as being tantamount to the United 
States: (1) safeguarding its absolute security, (2) seizing the moral high ground, 
(3) reducing the international community’s hostility, (4) enhancing soft power, 
and (5) optimizing U.S. national security resources to maximize expansion of 
conventional military superiority. Although his article preceded the NPR, it 
refl ects current themes. He argues that nuclear disarmament is an attempt to 
shore up U.S. dominance by robbing other countries of the ability to contend 
with the United States via nuclear weapons. 

In unclassifi ed literature, Chu Shulong, professor of political science and 
international relations at the School of Public Policy and Management at 
Tsinghua University, refers to several commonly raised issues that continue 
to constitute what the Chinese view as threats to “strategic stability”: (1) U.S. 
nuclear submarines in the Western Pacifi c, (2) U.S. BMD (including with 
Japan), and (3) U.S. policies on Taiwan.49 In this respect, CACDA secretary-
general Li Hong states, “The United States as the current leader in the interna-
tional security architecture is more concerned about using nuclear proliferation 
as a pretext to promote power politics.”50 

Thus, while citing the benefi ts to be accrued by the United States in its arms 
control policies, some experts stress that for China, technical negatives, such 
as the growing prominence of conventional weapon systems like CPGS, out-
weigh these political positives. One noted expert emphasizes that even if U.S. 
nuclear warhead numbers decrease, this is not of great importance to China for 
its national security. 

The nuclear reductions advocated by the Obama administration would not, 
in fact, diminish the number of nuclear warheads and threats that China faces. 
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These threats, as noted by Li Bin and Nie Hongyi, stem from other sources, 
like nuclear submarine deployment shifts, BMD, and space radar develop-
ments.51 Such issues have not been adequately addressed in the arms-control-
related advances since the Arms Control Spring of 2010.52 

Overall, Chinese analysts generally caution against reading too much into 
references to China in the NPR as a signifi cant perceptual change on the part 
of the United States toward China. One senior arms control expert states that 
China is still seen by the United States as a “potential adversary” and “target” 
and that relations between the two are still largely “business as usual.” 

Li Bin and Xiao Tiefeng similarly cite U.S. efforts to retain its “global lead-
ership position.” 53 They note that the size of the U.S. strategic arsenal far 
exceeds that necessary for strategic stability to be achieved. Given that the 
NPR and New START, in their view, place few direct limits on these quanti-
tative and qualitative capabilities, they argue that the “main purpose is to use 
advantages in nuclear weapons numbers to demonstrate the leadership posi-
tion of the United States. This is currently the primary obstacle to the United 

States making signifi cant reductions in its nuclear-weap-
ons numbers.”54

Such evaluations point to why several of the experts 
surveyed by the author advocated China building up suffi -
cient “comprehensive power” (zonghe shili) to engage with 
the United States and Russia in more balanced talks on 
strategic stability. However, most Chinese analysts argue 
that this need not require a rush to nuclear parity. Instead, 

they contend that until China is more on par with Russia and the United States 
in all areas of economic, political, and military might, the latter two parties 
would dominate any strategic talks. 

This concern is driven by the perception that the United States is taking 
advantage of the current imbalance before China rises to the level necessary 
to engage in balanced negotiating. However, just how much “comprehensive 
power” China would need to facilitate positive trends is not yet part of the 
open discussion.55 

One established arms control expert argues that China will increasingly 
“have a greater stake in and opinions regarding the direction of Sino-U.S. rela-
tions and such unresolved issues.” As such, it is necessary to fi nd a “mutually 
balanced platform to engage in discussions.” Though such a platform is what 
the NPR invites China to create with the United States, this intention is not 
clear to many Chinese observers.56 

What is clear is that the linkage of “strategic stability” to “balancing” and 
“power dynamics” is essential to the equation of engaging China. For a coun-
try that has long eschewed power politics, this is one issue in which the nature 
of such dynamics continues to hold center stage.

The nuclear warhead numbers that the 
United States has discussed reducing would 
not, in fact, diminish the number of nuclear 

warheads and threats that China faces.
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Issues of Doctrine and Practice
Doctrines within China, such as “no fi rst use,” are often viewed in the West as 
slogans, much as U.S. “extended deterrence” is seen within China as an excuse 
for ongoing U.S. regional interference. Moving beyond the rhetoric toward 
the implications of these doctrines for strategic stability provides a platform to 
evaluate their application in both negotiation and practice.

No First Use

In determining the issues to be addressed to make headway on “strategic stabil-
ity,” China’s declaration of NFU and the U.S. refusal to make a similar decla-
ration continue to affect China’s strategic decision making regarding its own 
nuclear arsenal and how it perceives U.S. commitments. 
One arms control expert states, “When the international 
community forms a consensus on the principle of ‘non-
use of nuclear weapons,’ this would help countries to seri-
ously consider the abandonment of such weapons. China 
has always seen nuclear weapons as a kind of retaliatory 
and deterrent power. Once the United States and Russia 
promote nuclear disarmament down to a certain level, I think that there would 
not remain too many concerns about China’s participation in the disarmament 
process.” Another Chinese scientist argues:

Quantity is already no longer an obstacle to convincing other countries to partic-
ipate in nuclear disarmament negotiations. A total of 1,550 nuclear weapons can 
already serve as an initial condition for negotiations. The problem lies in other 
obstacles. For China, the barrier to participate in nuclear talks means that it will 
fi rst have to make its nuclear [capabilities] public, ambiguity on nuclear strength 
is a mode of nuclear deterrence. Making its nuclear [capabilities] public means 
that China would be abandoning this means of deterrence. The United States 
continues to adhere to fi rst use of nuclear weapons under extreme circumstances; 
for China, this means that if it uses military means to resolve the Taiwan or South 
China Sea issue, then the United States could engage in fi rst use of nuclear weap-
ons. China has a great deal of diffi culty, under the pressure of nuclear attack, to 
participate in nuclear disarmament negotiations.

The absence of U.S. acceptance of NFU in the form of a “sole purpose” 
declaration,57 whether announced or behind the scenes, makes concessions on 
transparency on the part of China diffi cult at best. Many Chinese experts 
see nuclear openness as a slippery slope that could lead China to relinquish 
its current means of deterrence. Numerous Chinese military and academic 
experts also allude to a profound gulf between Chinese and U.S. conceptions 
of transparency. 

Several military experts emphasize that the United States is seen within 
China to demand strategic transparency fi rst to build strategic trust, whereas 

Many Chinese experts see nuclear openness 
as a slippery slope that could lead China to 
relinquish its current means of deterrence.
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China wishes to build strategic trust before engaging in strategic transpar-
ency.58 What becomes evident from fi gure 2 above is that both terms receive 
nearly equal attention and are frequently viewed as inseparable in the strategic 
calculus within China.

The level of transparency that the United States is assumed to seek from 
China remains unacceptable, as argued by one Chinese expert, as long as the 
potential for the United States to use “nuclear coercion” against China still 

exists. He argues that until the United States is willing 
to relinquish nuclear coercion as a tool, the United States 
will maintain its large weapons arsenal and will not accept 
NFU. U.S. preservation of the potential for fi rst use of 
nuclear weapons means that Chinese experts remain con-
cerned that nuclear weapons could be used, under the 
NPR-cited “extreme circumstances,” to engage in nuclear 
coercion, particularly over Taiwan or the South China Sea. 

However, under coercion, the political-psychological 
effects of these weapons must be differentiated from actual “use.” Although 
some Chinese experts, particularly those in the military, remain preoccupied 
with the logistical potential for the United States to engage in a fi rst strike, 
nuclear coercion presents more of a psychological tool. As Li Bin and Xiao 
Tiefeng note, “From the end of the Cold War through today, U.S. rhetoric on 
the role of its nuclear weapons has undergone continuous adjustments; how-
ever, these references have a commonality, this being that they avoid declaring 
under which conditions the United States will use nuclear weapons and under 
which conditions it will not use nuclear weapons… . Maintaining ambiguity 
on the conditions for use of nuclear weapons is the basic concept behind its 
nuclear strategy.”59 

This description is followed by an entreaty that in order to strengthen the 
effectiveness of nuclear deterrence, the United States should make explicit 
under what conditions it will use nuclear weapons. Chinese analysts believe 
this level of transparency should be possible for the United States, because it is 
not constrained by the low numbers and asymmetry that China faces. Still, Li 
and Xiao recognize that the United States may be unlikely to clarify the condi-
tions under which it would use nuclear weapons.60 Underlying this assessment 
is the contention that if the United States has a vested interest in maintaining 
“nuclear coercion” as a tool, then it lacks the incentive to engage in meaningful 
and substantive nuclear disarmament measures.61 

Chinese concerns do not end there. “If nuclear deterrence is used to con-
strain nuclear attack, its utility is not great, the reason being that nuclear taboo 
constrains a country from fi rst use of nuclear weapons,” write Li and Xiao. “If 
nuclear weapons are used to constrain non-nuclear attack, unless as a means 
of last resort, the use of nuclear retaliation in constraining non-nuclear attack 
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is of extremely low reliability.”62 This begs a question: If nuclear taboo already 
constrains fi rst use, then why is a declaration of NFU necessary? 

In part, Li and Xiao address this question by arguing that “there is a need 
within the global context to eliminate nuclear force policies and practices. The 
easiest realizable means for this is for countries possessing nuclear weapons to 
clearly declare that their country’s weapons will only be used for constraining 
a nuclear attack, and under no circumstances will it engage in the fi rst use of 
nuclear weapons. If nuclear-weapon states do this, then they will no longer be 
able to exert an infl uence of nuclear force; at the same time, the impetus for 
nuclear proliferation will be greatly reduced.” Yet they are also adamant in argu-
ing that the United States is unable to relinquish its policy of nuclear force.63

This argument, linking the United States’ perception of the utility of 
nuclear weapons to its refusal to adopt NFU, illustrates why some Chinese 
analysts question the degree to which U.S. nuclear policy is changing. Without 
deeper shifts in the valuation of nuclear coercion and potential fi rst use, China 
will fi nd it diffi cult to be more transparent, other nuclear-armed states will be 
reluctant to contemplate nuclear disarmament, and non–
nuclear-weapon states will hedge against rules and policies, 
making it more diffi cult to acquire nuclear weapons.

Other Chinese arms control experts highlight the con-
nection between nuclear disarmament and NFU even 
more boldly. Sun Xiangli notes, “Nuclear fi rst strike’s 
main objective is an enemy country’s (defense) industry 
forces, military forces and command and control system 
backbone. As a result, it is diffi cult to reduce a nuclear 
arsenal under a nuclear war strategy down to a low level 
with a few hundred in number… . Unless Obama funda-
mentally alters the current U.S. nuclear strategic culture, 
deep nuclear reductions will only be a slogan.”64 

Thus, despite the tendency in the West to assume that 
something as pervasive as NFU in Chinese strategic conception has a com-
monly agreed-upon origin and function, views within China on this issue 
remain far from uniform. Some Chinese experts, like Li Bin, link the United 
States’ refusal to accept NFU to nuclear coercion, while others, like Sun 
Xiangli, link it to extended deterrence and other factors. Furthermore, this 
debate over NFU similarly informs and permeates discussions of negative secu-
rity assurances and extended deterrence.

Negative Security Assurances

Articles by Teng Jianqun and Fan Jishe pay particular attention to the reduced 
role of nuclear weapons in U.S. national security strategy, under expanded 
negative security assurances (NSA).65 The reduction in “calculated ambiguity” 
or “strategic ambiguity” on the part of the United States is frequently seen as a 
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positive effect of the NPR. “The change of declaratory policy means the ‘calcu-
lated ambiguity’ policy is no longer that opaque,” one expert comments. “The 
U.S. position is moving a little closer to the ‘no-fi rst-use’ policy advocated by 
China. But compared with ‘no fi rst use,’ there are still some gaps to be fi lled.” 

Among these lacunae, in terms of NSA, a number of Chinese experts note 
that the exact nature of the “extreme circumstances” under which the United 
States will use nuclear weapons remains ambiguous. Several suggested that the 
likelihood of a biological or chemical attack against the United States is slim. 
This raises the salience of the potential that a confl ict over Taiwan might be 
one scenario in which the United States could argue that “extreme circum-
stances” merited a fi rst strike. 

Colonel Yao Yunzhu draws attention to strengthened U.S. NSA, noting that 
the United States “will not use or threaten to use nuclear weapons against 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) non–nuclear-weapon states that 
comply with their treaty obligations, even if they were to pose threats of chemi-
cal weapon—and less clearly, biological weapon—attacks.”66 

Yet Yao, too, highlights the implicit caveat: that this declaration does not 
preclude the United States from using nuclear weapons against the other estab-
lished nuclear-weapon states, non-NPT states, and NPT members that it deems 
to be noncompliant with treaty obligations, in particular North Korea and 
Iran.67 Other Chinese arms control experts argue that the Obama administra-
tion’s policy toward these two countries has been far harsher than expected. 

Xu Jia notes the pressure that U.S. policies toward North Korea and Iran 
put on China, stating that “while the Obama administration emphasizes the 
use of negotiations to resolve the Iran issue, it has clearly announced that it 
will not relinquish the potential for the use of force. Once a war erupts due to 
a nuclear issue, the Asia-Pacifi c region’s peace, China’s neighboring stability, 
even domestic security, all will be infl uenced. China must be prepared.”68 The 
United States claims latitude in deciding which countries are in compliance 
with the NPT. This further fuels Chinese perceptions that the United States 
operates under “double standards.”69 

Extended Deterrence

A plurality of voices also can be heard on extended deterrence. Yet in China, 
this concept remains strongly tied to extended “nuclear” deterrence and often 
lacks reference to the conventional arm. Fan Jishe, in an article subtitled 
“U.S. Nuclear Policy’s ‘Third Way,’” highlights the fact that in the NPR, 
the United States has not weakened its nuclear umbrella commitments to its 
allies.70 In his view, the NPR remains geared toward strengthening regional 
deterrence capabilities, maintaining its preemptive deployment stance and 
capabilities, and continuing the development of long-range strike capabilities 
that are not conducive to improving the regional security environment, much 
less to strategic stability. 
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One Chinese military analyst asserts that the United States would not be 
able to accept NFU, in large part because it is bound to its concept of extended 
deterrence.71 This expert stresses that under “extreme circumstances,” the 
United States would still use nuclear weapons fi rst. According to this logic, the 
United States would not wait until Israel or Japan absorbed a nuclear strike to 
engage in a counterattack. Under the U.S. nuclear umbrella, these allies in fact 
have become de facto nuclear-weapon states.72 

Although views on extended deterrence remain diverse, its adverse impact 
on other countries’ security perceptions is frequently cited as detrimental to 
efforts to stem the proliferation of nuclear weapons to and from countries like 
North Korea and Iran.73 Chinese analysts are aware of the U.S. argument that 
extended deterrence is used to reassure allies and prevent them from pursuing 
nuclear weapons. Yet they cite three detrimental byproducts of extended deter-
rence: (1) impeding nuclear disarmament, (2) stimulating nuclear prolifera-
tion, and (3) hindering international security cooperation. 

Moreover, this guarantee is seen as having been hijacked by some coun-
tries, such as Japan, for engaging in provocative behavior that might be oth-
erwise constrained by a threat of retaliation. On this point, the importance of 
each side understanding the other’s defi nitions remains paramount, given that 
a number of Chinese analysts view “extended deterrence” as meaning only 
nuclear deterrence, whereas U.S. experts tend to defi ne it as including both 
nuclear and conventional deterrence. Such differences are crucial to under-
standing the nature of the threat and response for both sides in a crisis scenario.

Nuclear Modernization

Despite the claims of doctrinal shifts under President Obama, as described 
above, a number of Chinese strategists emphasize that the U.S. strategic nuclear 
triad remains. One expert comments, “The ‘new triad’ fi rst invented by the 
Bush Administration in [the] 2001 N[PR] is still there and will be reinforced, 
although the new NPR no longer use[s] that term. First, the nuclear triad—
ICBMs [intercontinental ballistic missiles], SLBMs [submarine-launched bal-
listic missiles], and nuclear-capable heavy bombers—will be maintained. Some 
arms control NGOs suggested replac[ing] [the] triad with [a] dyad by drop-
ping the bomber leg. That would have been a signifi cant positive change. But 
it has not been accepted by the administration.”74

Chinese analysts frequently cite the Obama administration’s fi scal year 
2011 budget, submitted to the U.S. Congress in February 2010, as showing 
the United States’ unwavering commitment to nuclear defense. Teng Jianqun, 
for example, stresses that “the budget for nuclear-weapons maintenance and 
nuclear facility modernization was $7 billion, which increased by nearly 10 
percent over the previous fi scal year… . The report still advocates regional 
nuclear deterrence and the provision of extended nuclear deterrence for all U.S. 
allies and partners. On one hand, the United States stresses building a world 
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without nuclear weapons, while on the other hand, it could not let nuclear 
deterrence go. Apparently, this is a self-contradictory logic.”75 

Others note that “replacement of nuclear components is allowed with the 
authorization of [the] President and Congress, providing a ‘back door’ for the 

pursuit of reliable replacement warheads.” This argument 
on the part of an arms control scholar demonstrates a com-
monly held view in China that while the NPR states that 
the United States will not develop new nuclear weapons, 
its modernization of nuclear weapons continues. 

These assessments refl ect an inherent lack of a common 
and clear defi nition of what constitutes nuclear modern-
ization on the part of both countries. One Chinese nuclear 

expert comments that while Chinese counterparts understand that the United 
States seeks to maintain a “secure and credible” nuclear deterrent, this same 
process makes it diffi cult to accept the argument that the United States is 
heading in the direction of nuclear disarmament.76 

Conventional Weapons 

Despite questions about the United States’ commitment and ability to achieve 
nuclear disarmament, there remain parallel concerns that America will, in fact, 
prepare itself for disarmament by fi nding a substitute, or non-nuclear, means 
to maintain its military supremacy and capability to coerce others. “As more 
emphasis is placed upon the development of advanced conventional weapons,” 
one arms control expert notes, “conventional advantage will help persuade 
American conservatives, or realists, to support the idea of nuclear-free world.” 
But he also argues that “other states will be deterred from joining the nuclear 
disarmament process because of their conventional disadvantage.” 

Chinese analysts also explore the strategic importance and capabilities of 
such systems in a prolifi c number of articles and television programs. CPGS, 
anti-satellite weapons, and BMD are all cited by academic, military, and scien-
tifi c experts as posing long-term challenges to the system, as the United States 
seeks to achieve “absolute security” and other countries struggle to keep up.77 

CPGS and similar systems might trigger inadvertent responses reminiscent of 
the Cold War, including the Russians’ policy of launch on warning. Others sim-
ply cite the potential that the goal of a world free of nuclear weapons may open 
the door to the resumption of a large-scale conventional war.78 Although New 
START addressed some of these issues, as with the counting rules that encom-
pass conventionally armed ballistic missiles, Chinese commentators dismiss 
such measures as ineffectual, not comprehensive enough, or entirely missed.79 

The overwhelmingly negative Chinese reaction to CPGS is emblematic of 
the overall response to a number of U.S. conventional weapons advances and 
programs that are seen as unconstrained by the “nuclear taboo”80 mentioned 

While the NPR states that the United 
States will not develop new nuclear 

weapons, its modernization of nuclear 
weapons continues. 
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above that forestalls their use. As such, nuclear deterrence within these analy-
ses has much less of a detrimental and potentially destabilizing role than that 
of conventional weapons. 

This characterization, though not necessarily representative of the entire 
Chinese arms control community, is an important factor to keep in mind 
when evaluating negative Chinese reactions to CPGS and other such systems. 
Wang Zhijun further suggests, “The existence of nuclear weapons on the 
contrary weakens the conventional weapons advantages of the United States 
military… . Yet promoting global denuclearization is conducive to the main-
tenance of U.S. conventional military resources to maximize the benefi ts of 
U.S. national security.”81

The U.S. effort to substitute conventional for nuclear forces is criticized 
within China not only as an impediment to global nuclear disarmament but 
also for its potential to incite qualitative and quantitative conventional weap-
ons proliferation. One military expert argues that the potential for such con-
ventional capabilities to proliferate is greater than that of nuclear weapons. 
This could lead to a future conventional weapons arms race that would apply 
to a much larger range of both state and nonstate actors than occurred during 
the Cold War.

Such a possibility also suggests that although a number of Chinese experts 
may perceive the United States to be preserving its “hegemonic status” through 
the transition under disarmament from nuclear weapons to conventional weap-
ons, this would in fact be a short-term trend. If this leads to a conventional 
weapons arms race and the greater potential for proliferation, then the United 
States would fi nd a greater number of future challengers and potentially suc-
cessors to its conventional weapons superiority. 

Fan Jishe elaborates by stating that “the United States intends to strengthen 
building of its advanced conventional weapons capabilities, including CPGS, 
while at the same time refraining from limiting in any way development and 
deployment of ballistic missile defenses. These two aspects have the poten-
tial to harm strategic stability between major powers, and could have a major 
impact on the United States’ disarmament agenda.”82 

Beyond the conventional realm, countries that cannot rival the United States 
in conventional weapons capabilities will pursue or increase their reliance upon 
nuclear weapons, thereby undermining nuclear disarmament efforts. Indeed, 
some in China worry that the United States may be developing conventional 
capabilities that will unravel the global gains derived from strategic reductions 
and lead to a conventional arms race.

Ballistic Missile Defense

Although ballistic missile defense is not cited quite as often as in the past (see 
fi gure 2), it continues to occupy a prominent position in discussions of Chinese 
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nuclear deterrent capabilities and security. In fact, it is frequently mentioned 
in tandem with discussions of advanced conventional capabilities, in particular 
CPGS.83 According to this view, shared by a variety of Chinese experts, BMD 
increases risks of deterrence failure or U.S. power projection that could lead to 
military confl ict.84 

Chu Shulong refers to the deleterious impact of U.S. BMD on Chinese 
conceptions of whether the United States will engage in the fi rst use of nuclear 
weapons. Aside from tactical concerns, some Chinese analysts cite not so much 

the BMD system itself as a threat but rather the poten-
tial for it to increase U.S. miscalculations as to its absolute 
security, leading to aggressive and escalatory behavior—
moreover, in opening the door to space weaponization.85

Discussions of U.S. space weapons developments 
are increasingly interwoven into the stability discourse, 
whether through BMD, space radar, or the ability of the 
United States to detect Chinese mobile missiles. Such con-
cerns can be seen in the reaction of Li Daguang, a senior 
military space specialist at China’s National Defense 

University, to the U.S. test fl ight of the X-37B space plane in April 2010. These 
are just a few of the many programs that threaten strategic balance in the 
Chinese conception.86

Moreover, the idea that BMD is among the systems that serve as stepping 
stones toward nuclear disarmament has drawn skepticism from Chinese ana-
lysts. Sun Xiangli, among others, points to the diffi culty of other states dis-
arming as long as the United States possesses such systems.87 Thus, even if 
BMD makes disarmament more feasible for the United States, this may not be 
the case globally. The secretary-general of CACDA, Li Hong, makes a similar 
argument, stating that “the United States, in researching and developing new 
concept weapons to replace nuclear deterrence, has the potential to bring about 
a new military technology race.”88 

When U.S. diffi culties in achieving its BMD aims are broached as poten-
tially self-constraining factors on U.S. programs,89 the frequent response is that 
even if such systems are currently unsuccessful or limited in scope, China must 
plan for the day when these systems will work at full capacity and threaten 
China’s nuclear deterrent. China’s countermeasures will not wait for BMD to 
deliver on its potential. 

Moreover, a number of Chinese analysts anticipate that this day will come 
sooner rather than later, under the ongoing support accorded by the Obama 
administration to BMD. As one Chinese military expert put it, “Obama has 
remade U.S. ballistic missile defense into a good thing. Under these condi-
tions, it has a much greater potential to succeed.” Sun Xiangli makes a similar 
argument, pointing to the BMD “inheritance” that the Obama administration 
has received and continues to expand.90

Indeed, some in China worry that 
the United States may be developing 

conventional capabilities that will 
unravel the global gains derived from 

strategic reductions and lead to a 
conventional arms race.
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Although she emphasizes Russian objections to these systems and efforts 
to include them in limits imposed by New START, Sun Xiangli also notes 
that the global community is largely powerless to constrain this development. 
Such arguments frequently emerge in conversations with Chinese experts. It 
has even been intimated that under the deployment of fully operational and 
potentially limitless BMD, China would need to start reconsidering its own 
nuclear posture, including stockpile numbers, NFU, and the like. 

There is a consensus among a number of the Chinese analysts surveyed for 
this paper that in the face of such U.S. BMD, space weapons, nuclear subma-
rine deployments, and conventional weapons improvements, China’s nuclear 
modernization must include qualitative improvements of the technologies 
associated with missiles, survivability, maneuverability, and nuclear submarine 
platforms. The potential for such U.S. systems to trigger Chinese responses 
and imitation is already refl ected in present signs and allegations that China 
is engaged in developing hit-to-kill and directed energy technologies that can 
be applied to BMD and anti-satellite weapons.91 Some Chinese arms control 
experts reference China’s 863 Program to illustrate this point,92 noting that 
it emerged just three years after U.S. President Ronald Reagan created the 
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI).

One expert recently cited the consequences of the United States’ pursuit of 
directed energy weapons and refusal to make headway on the Prevention of an 
Arms Race in Outer Space (PAROS) initiative as factors that both technologi-
cally and politically propel such technological pursuits within China. He fur-
ther suggested that U.S. BMD also contributed to accelerating Chinese efforts 
in anti-ship ballistic missiles and guidance. The United States should never 
believe that it can “monopolize” military capabilities, states one Chinese analyst.

Yet in making these assessments, experts in China frequently note that these 
developments are “situation-based” rather than “capability-based” advances. A 
variety of arms control experts argue that these Chinese technological devel-
opments should not be viewed as full-blown BMD or antisatellite weapons. 
Instead, they are intended to prevent what one Chinese expert labels a “sci-
ence surprise.” Such systems target specifi c scenarios that China might face, 
for example, over Taiwan or the South China Sea. Thus, whether or not U.S. 
military advances are directed at China, they elicit a response that has defi nite 
escalatory potential.

This “action-reaction dynamic” between the United States and China has 
signifi cant implications for such programs as BMD and CPGS and also for 
overall pursuits in space weaponization. These pressures have played and will 
continue to play an integral role in shaping China’s military modernization.93 
Whether by engendering a conventional arms race or increasing the reliance 
of other countries on nuclear weapons, a number of Chinese experts fi nd this 
future to be potentially more unstable and not necessarily nuclear-free.94
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Chinese analysts maintain that “the United States mistakenly assumes that 
China will use the opportunity presented by U.S. disarmament to race to par-
ity.” In their estimation, the problem is not nuclear, but rather conventional 
in nature. According to one expert, “ballistic missile defense and this type of 
system is a detriment to strategic stability. It consists of both defensive and 
offensive uses. The United States plans on using military and space to achieve 
global-scale ballistic missile defense… . Ballistic missile defense is in China’s 
environment. The aforementioned conditions will cause nuclear disarmament 

to fail. These policies will bring about … increased conven-
tional armed forces and a conventional arms race.” 

Although Washington remains fi xated on the potential 
for China to attempt to race to nuclear parity, Chinese 
analysts are much more preoccupied with the potential 
for a conventional arms race brought on by the United 
States’ unswerving pursuit of deterrent substitutes.95 Some 
Chinese experts view this as contributing to the hypoc-
risy of the United States demanding greater fl exibility 
and change on the part of China while at the same time 
refusing to reconsider its own trajectory.96 In sum, Chinese 
experts, in both conversations and writing, emphasize that 

conventional weapons advances and BMD, which are touted by the United 
States as an essential part of its drive toward nuclear disarmament, are inimical 
to Chinese conceptions of “strategic stability.” 

Advocacy for military capabilities that are seen to be detrimental to strate-
gic stability in the same document that promotes strategic stability ultimately 
represents a circular logic that makes enhanced Chinese participation in such 
talks diffi cult at best. As asserted by Teng Jianqun, unless strategic stability 
talks address this “self-contradictory logic” with practical and targeted confi -
dence-building measures, Sino-U.S. strategic stability talks are likely to con-
tinue to falter.97

Strategic Stability and Trust
Within China, “strategic stability” and “strategic trust” are often intertwined 
as an extenuation of one another. There has long been a trend of arguing for 
trust to be in place to set the conditions for stability. Yet while Chinese ana-
lysts have been historically inclined toward a greater focus on such abstract 
principles, there is an increasing demand for specifi city in confi dence-building 
measures and practice. 

Slogans and Principles

Given the questions surrounding the United States’ intent in promoting 
Sino-U.S. “strategic stability,” one noted Chinese expert refers to it as a mere 

Although Washington remains fi xated on 
the potential for China to attempt to race 

to nuclear parity, Chinese analysts are much 
more preoccupied with the potential for 
a conventional arms race brought on by 

the United States’ unswerving pursuit of 
deterrent substitutes.
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“slogan” (kouhao). This arms control expert goes on to argue that the U.S. 
use of the term “strategic stability” (zhanlue wendingxing) within the NPR is 
“not serious” (bu renzhen). This reasoning stems from the perception that the 
“United States is not willing to discuss specifi c measures for achieving stra-
tegic stability.” Some experts in China contend that U.S. 
“experts have not given serious consideration to what the 
true meaning of strategic stability is, and have not ade-
quately prepared to achieve strategic stability with China.” 

In citing the difference between U.S. cooperation with 
Russia and discussion of concrete measures on “de-MIRV-
ing” (that is, reducing stockpiles of multiple independently 
targetable reentry vehicles), this Chinese expert’s analy-
sis highlights the fact that the United States lacks similar 
details in its dealings with China. Instead, he argues that the United States opts 
for broad terminology and slogans to discuss strategic stability and interdepen-
dence. This example refl ects a growing interest among a number of Chinese 
experts to set up verifi able and irreversible means and measures to achieve 
nuclear disarmament, interdependence, and ultimately mutual vulnerability.98

Although the 2010 NPR may in some ways represent an embryonic “new 
vision,” until the NPR is issued in a form that contains concrete defi nitions 
and proposals, the perception within China that certain core elements of U.S. 
nuclear doctrine have ossifi ed is likely to persist. Given that China itself is a 
country often given to using “slogans” (kouhao) and “principles” (yuanze) to 
guide its strategic relations, this demand for more concrete defi nitions, propos-
als, and confi dence-building measures is signifi cant. 

In fact, these trends indicate that the United States is facing a reversal of 
traditional roles in Sino-U.S. arms control relations. China is now the nation 
looking for precise defi nitions, combined with concrete measures and steps, 
while the United States has become the nation speaking in grandiose terms 
and slogans. Under such conditions, the United States has an opportunity to 
make specifi c proposals to change the trajectory of the Sino-U.S. quest for 
strategic stability. 

This current situation is also an opportunity for the Chinese side—as 
argued by Sun Xiangli, Teng Jianqun, and others—to make a more signifi -
cant impact on defi ning the issues for Sino-U.S. strategic relations. As a start, 
Chinese analysts see the need to recalibrate the imbalance in the Sino-U.S. 
power dynamic. One contends:

The main reason the United States hopes to strengthen Sino-U.S. strategic dia-
logue is not to take care of China’s interests and demands but rather to main-
tain the status quo of relations between the two countries. (The United States 
believes that Sino-U.S. relations are currently in their best period; however, the 
Chinese people do not see it this way.)… In fact, the United States does not see 
China as a strategic rival with balanced power but rather as a strategic adversary 
with a great gap [in power]. This is the basis for the long-term instability that 

China is now the nation looking for precise 
defi nitions, combined with concrete 
measures and steps, while the United 
States has become the nation speaking in 
grandiose terms and slogans.
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Sino-U.S. strategic relations will face. If the United States government really 
wants Sino-U.S. strategic balance, then it should take care of China’s most 
basic requirements, that is, sovereignty claims, noninterference in the issues of 
Taiwan, Tibet, and Xinjiang. If this is accomplished, the Sino-U.S. strategic 
balance will be much more stable.

A Chinese military expert recently emphasized that if both sides are content 
with the “state” of strategic stability, then there is a no incentive to destroy it. 
However, the above quotation and overview suggest a prevailing dissatisfac-
tion within China toward the status quo and an overall imbalance between 
the two countries. 

Chu Shulong also notes the importance of China’s eliminating this power 
gap so that it stands on a more balanced footing when it comes to establishing 
strategic stability with the United States. Chu argued in April 2009 that in 
terms of “strategic stability,” he does not view China as a status quo power,99 
in part due to China’s “developing and modernizing” of its military.100 He 
emphasizes that this does not imply that China is interested in engaging in “an 
arms race with the U.S. or seeking parity with the U.S.” Nonetheless, he notes 
the importance of improving China’s capabilities, including in the strategic 
area, to “give us confi dence, maybe to get U.S. confi dence that there is stability, 
strategic stability between us.”101

A number of Chinese analysts continue to argue for more cost-effective and 
asymmetrical means to maintain the survivability of their deterrent, such as 
mobility, decoys, and chaff. At the same time, Chinese experts are concerned 
that the United States’ pursuit of BMD, CPGS, and other such conventional 
systems makes it risky for China to consider numerical and posture adjust-
ments in its nuclear arsenal. So while there might not be an overt call for 
nuclear parity, there remains a trend toward nuclear perpetuation.

Also of concern is the lack of strategic trust that is perceived to hinder Sino-
U.S. relations. At the Fifth U.S.-China Strategic Dialogue on Strategic Nuclear 
Dynamics, one Chinese expert suggested the level at which the United States 
monitors China already meets, if not exceeds, that directed at the former Soviet 
Union, indicating an even greater lack of strategic trust than was present dur-
ing the Cold War. 

Yet when making such arguments, what often remains overlooked is that 
this is precisely why strategic stability talks can benefi t the two countries. U.S.-
Soviet relations were largely shaped by frequent interaction at the arms control 
level. Although this symbolized a degree of the mutual tension that China 
wishes to avoid, it conversely led to enhanced interaction and understanding 
between the United States and the Soviet Union. 

Whether through declarations of NFU, cooperation on nonproliferation 
measures, discussion on issues like BMD, and conventional weapons devel-
opments, experts like CACDA secretary-general Li Hong repeatedly empha-
size the role of “mutual trust, mutual benefi t, equality and cooperation.”102 
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Although such demands may appear to be purely rhetorical, these experts 
similarly view many of the U.S.-Russian agreements—such as the most recent, 
New START—as more symbolic than real. Thus, although there is some sup-
port among Chinese experts to increase the level of talks, a number still note 
that “talking” is not enough. Colonel Yao Yunzhu asserts: 

The NPR urges high-level dialogues with China “to enhance confi dence, 
improve transparency and reduce mistrust.” However, China’s concern over 
BMD and PGS [prompt global strike] needs more than just dialogues and talks 
if it is to be relieved. If China is regarded as part of the “newly emerged regional 
missile threat,” not only against Taiwan, but also against U.S. regional allies, 
U.S. maritime dominance in the Pacifi c, and military troops and installations 
of the United States and its allies in the region, against which the United States 
and its allies are setting up regional BMD architectures, tension over the BMD 

is going to stay and loom larger than before.103 

Chinese experts add that NFU, arms sales to Taiwan, the defi nition of 
“extreme circumstances,” and other terms used in the NPR have a bearing on 
China’s own security environment. These are the issues that matter most to 
Chinese experts. Although “strategic stability” and “strategic trust” have the 
potential to be mere abstractions, there are concrete issues of nuclear doctrine 
and deterrent substitutes and means for cooperation sought by Chinese experts 
that can propel strategic stability discussions to the next level if the United 
States is ready to engage.104 

The Discussion Mechanism

As seen above, the Chinese have already begun to intensify their focus on the 
Sino-U.S. strategic stability dynamic. Yet for the moment, the network of stra-
tegic relations remains divided into two pairs of bilateral relations: U.S.-Russia 
and U.S.-China. Rarely, with only a few exceptions, does one fi nd reference 
within China to trilateral mechanisms, whether for talks on strategic stability 
or nuclear disarmament. 

By contrast, a number of analysts outside China are often preoccupied with 
moving toward strategic talks between the United States, China, and Russia.105 
Although such proposals are not without merit, they also have the potential 
to increase the sense within China of asymmetry vis-à-vis these two countries 
that possess vastly larger nuclear arsenals as deterrents. China frets over the 
possibility that it may become a target of negotiation pressures or an excuse 
for a lack of any future progress by the United States and Russia on nuclear 
disarmament and other related issues. 

When asked about the potential dynamics of trilateral as opposed to bilat-
eral discussions on strategic stability and disarmament, one Chinese military 
analyst noted the potential for “teaming up” to occur between two members of 
the triad, leaving one member invariably under pressure. On certain occasions, 
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this could work to China’s advantage if it were a part of the dyad on an issue of 
concern. However, if faced with pressure from the United States and Russia on 
such issues as transparency and nuclear stockpile numbers, China would fi nd it 
diffi cult to risk the occurrence of such a detrimental and imbalanced coupling. 

In fact, the issue of such “pressure” (yali) is a frequent theme in Chinese 
experts’ writings.106 Fan Jishe states that “China on nuclear issues is extremely 
restrained; however, in the future, it could face nuclear transparency pres-
sures.”107 He further notes: “In sum, due to the adjustments made to U.S. 
nuclear policy, international nuclear disarmament and nuclear arms control are 
on a rising trajectory, and will put pressure on small to medium-sized nuclear-
weapon states.”108

However, this is not necessarily a foregone conclusion, nor would the struc-
ture of such talks be limited to one format. One military expert surveyed 
asserts that China’s senior offi cials were unlikely to take part in strategic sta-
bility talks on the order of those mentioned in the NPR but may be willing 
to participate in capabilities-specifi c negotiations on BMD or conventional 
weapons advances, like CPGS.109 Another high-ranking expert suggests that 
high-level bilateral talks behind closed doors on NFU assurances between the 
United States and China would also be well received.

From Abstraction to Action

Despite differences in the concerns and defi nitions surrounding the intentions 
that underlie the U.S. nuclear posture, there are signs that China’s traditional 
wait-and-see approach may be shifting. Although the majority of references to 
“strategic stability” occur in a very superfi cial manner in the context of U.S.-
Russian relations, more in-depth analyses of China and the United States with 
respect to this dynamic are on the rise. Some Chinese experts have also begun 
to call for a more active role for China in arms control discussions.110

For instance, well before the release of the 2010 NPR, Xia Liping cited the 
centrality of “cooperative security, comprehensive security, coordinated secu-
rity and common security” (hezuo anquan, zonghe anquan, xietiao anquan he 

gongtong anquan).111 He argued that this new broad “strate-
gic stability” framework should not only target traditional 
strategic security issues, like nuclear weapons and BMD, 
but also provide a mechanism for countries to cooperate 
on issues like antiterrorism, nonproliferation, crisis preven-
tion, crisis management, regional security, and transna-
tional security.112 

More recently, in the 2008 article “A Study of Sino-U.S. 
Strategic Stability,” Li Bin and Nie Hongyi added to the 

list of issues for expanded talks on Sino-U.S. strategic stability, raising China’s 
concerns over the eastward deployment of U.S. nuclear submarines, as well as 
the development of U.S. BMD and space radar.113 All these systems are seen as 

Despite differences in the concerns and 
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underlie the U.S. nuclear posture, there are 
signs that China’s traditional wait-and-see 

approach may be shifting.



Lora Saalman | 31

detrimental to China’s nuclear deterrent in terms of reconnaissance, targeting 
China’s mobile weapons, and negating or giving a false sense of security in coun-
tering China’s missiles and space weaponization.

Following the release of the NPR, Sun Xiangli provided one of the most 
extensive lists to date of goals for China to advocate and pursue within arms 
control. She declared: “In light of the deviation of the leading nuclear powers’ 
international arms control development from the correct path, it is the respon-
sibility of scholars and politicians of other countries, including China, to raise 
the issue of existing problems in the arms control arena, to search for [a] truly 
sustainable nuclear arms control agenda that can be further developed.”114 
Because such analyses are relatively rare, it is worthwhile to highlight the ele-
ments that Sun Xiangli would include in “China’s new arms control agenda”: 

1. Call for the nuclear powers to completely change their strategic nuclear 
culture, relinquish the strategic nuclear principle based on the goal 
of winning a nuclear war, and shift toward the path of deep nuclear 
reductions and equalization. 

2. Oppose the development of global ballistic missile defense systems, 
support the building up of a connection between off ensive strategic 
weapons and defensive strategic weapons, develop verifi able limits on 
the development of strategic ballistic missile defense, and eff ectively 
safeguard global strategic stability. 

3. Promote the process of U.S.-Russian continued bilateral nuclear dis-
armament, with the next step in nuclear reductions strictly adhering 
to the principles of irreversibility and verifi ability; reduction activities 
should not be limited to shifts in deployment posture but should also 
include substantive destruction of delivery devices, nuclear missiles, 
and nuclear warheads. 

4. Encourage the United States and Russia to accelerate the process of 
destroying decommissioned nuclear warheads and nuclear materi-
als, and strengthening nuclear safety and security measures for large 
nuclear-weapons arsenals and nuclear materials. 

5. Call for all nuclear-weapon states to relinquish their policy of fi rst use 
of nuclear weapons, commit themselves under no circumstances to 
use or threaten to use nuclear weapons, and conclude a legally binding 
international instrument to this eff ect. 

6. When the conditions are mature, encourage all countries to partici-
pate in the process of nuclear disarmament, and discuss how to control 
their respective nuclear arsenals at low levels and how to implement 
measures to reduce the risk of accidental nuclear launch.
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7. Actively take part in international nonproliferation and anti-nuclear-
terrorism cooperation, support the strengthening of the International 
Atomic Energy Agency’s safeguards, respect each country’s right to 
the peaceful use of nuclear energy, and promote cooperation and assis-
tance on nuclear safety technology. 

8. Call for international balanced resolution of regional nuclear prolifera-
tion issues, promote feasible solutions to regional security concerns, 
build regional security assurance mechanisms, and eradicate the root 
of motivations for developing nuclear weapons. 

9. Retain its nuclear strategic culture of preventing nuclear war, and 
actively promote it toward other states. 

10. Call for each state to actively participate in the process of global nuclear 
disarmament and nuclear arms control, and prior to achieving the goal 
of a “world free of nuclear weapons,” strive for the early realization of 
a global low-level, high-stability nuclear strategic balance, and strive to 
contain each nuclear threat at the lowest level possible.115

This detailed, forward-thinking presentation by Sun Xiangli suggests a possi-
ble framework for confi dence-building measures. Whether through expanding 
the scope of “strategic stability” into both strategic and conventional spheres 
or widening the range of topics within new cooperative mechanisms, these 
experts demonstrate a willingness to reconceptualize Sino-U.S. relations and 
to redefi ne “strategic stability” vis-à-vis China. 

To be sure, experts in China still largely confi ne their suggestions and ini-
tiatives to the expectations of the United States and Russia. For example, Sun’s 
analysis still contains the view, commonly held in China, that only once the 
United States and Russia have taken the fi rst signifi cant steps toward nuclear 
disarmament, and unspecifi ed “conditions are mature,” will China among 
others join the effort. 

Nonetheless, the statements and initiatives given above reveal that there is a 
relatively limited but growing call among China’s arms control elite to defi ne 
the terms used in the NPR. What is noteworthy is that this call is no lon-
ger confi ned to asking the United States to provide its own defi nitions but is 
increasingly expanding toward China seeking its own terms. Although this is 
a positive development, there is also a strong potential for these defi nitions to 
diverge from the vision and intent outlined by the United States in the most 
recent NPR. 

For each positive assessment contained within Chinese articles and inter-
views, there is also an undercurrent of dissatisfaction and skepticism regard-
ing the United States’ intentions and long-term strategic goals. Thus, to better 
comprehend and pursue “strategic stability” between the United States and 
China, it is essential to defi ne, enumerate, and address Chinese experts’ con-
cerns. Without putting these issues on the table, the likelihood of substantive 
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high-level strategic stability talks remains a distant ideal rather than a practical 
reality. The following suggests the fi rst steps toward achieving this goal. 

Conclusion
For all the inherent contradictions and concerns raised by Chinese analysts in 
evaluating the 2010 U.S. Nuclear Posture Review, this document still offers a 
unique opportunity for both the United States and China to jointly construct 
confi dence-building measures. Under President Obama, the United States 
has expressed a desire to open communication channels with China that go 
beyond those of previous administrations. But a key question remains: how 
to defi ne the potential content of talks on strategic stability that would satisfy 
both governments suffi ciently to motivate them to begin. Within this equa-
tion, four issues are fundamental. 

First, although the NPR invites enhanced dialogue with China on strategic 
stability, it is not clear what this cooperation will entail and what “strategic sta-
bility” means in the context of Sino–U.S. relations. If this undefi ned approach 
is intended to elicit cooperation with Beijing in defi ning the terms and agenda 
of such a dialogue, as some in Washington suggest, then there are advantages 
to this method. 

However, this approach also carries inherent risks in that the message, espe-
cially when not clearly conveyed, results in speculation and alternative read-
ings of U.S. policy that may damage overall ties and mutual understanding. It 
also leads to doubts within China as to the United States’ 
sincerity, because questions about whether the United 
States is willing to accept mutual vulnerability with China 
remain unanswered.

China, which is historically more inclined to discuss 
topics in terms of broad principles (yuanze) and slogans 
(kouhao), has put forward a body of experts who are inter-
ested in defi ning terms and realizing confi dence-building 
measures in response to the NPR. At the same time, the 
United States has issued a document replete with broad 
concepts but little detail as to the next steps in engagement. 

This reversal of traditional roles represents an opportu-
nity for the United States to fi nd a balance between the abstract and the defi ned, 
to work toward defi ning strategic stability and other broad concepts mentioned 
in the NPR in the context of China. In doing so, the Chinese experts surveyed 
for this paper fi nd a number of terms and developments within the NPR to be 
in tension and, more important, directly contrary to U.S. actions in Asia. 

China’s list of U.S. actions contradicting its rhetoric is lengthy. BMD and the 
pursuit of increasingly advanced conventional weapons capabilities, as sought 

For all the inherent contradictions and 
concerns raised by Chinese analysts in 
evaluating the 2010 U.S. Nuclear Posture 
Review, this document still offers a unique 
opportunity for both the United States 
and China to jointly construct confidence-
building measures.
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in the NPR, threaten to diminish the very strategic stability that the United 
States purports to advance. Nuclear submarine deployments, space weapons, 
and reconnaissance missions close to China’s shores, though not mentioned 
among U.S. pursuits in the NPR, are also seen within China to be detrimental 
to strategic stability.

Discussions of this subject in Washington fi nd many American offi cials and 
analysts doubting, for strategic and/or political reasons, that the U.S. govern-

ment will change course on one or all of the aforemen-
tioned Chinese concerns. If this is the case, then Chinese 
experts’ allegations that the United States has ultimately 
become “status quo” or stagnant in its arms control efforts 
may have a strong basis in reality. 

Moreover, if the NPR’s rhetoric is reduced to slogans 
that are not refl ected in action, then the chances for real 
dialogue will not materialize. Instead, the growing num-

bers of Chinese experts looking to augment China’s shaping of international 
arms control efforts are likely to develop their own parallel and potentially 
divergent agendas. Holding strategic stability talks for the sake of holding talks 
may increase basic communication, but these talks are unlikely to achieve their 
aims without concessions from both sides. 

The second fundamental issue is that engaging China means coming up 
with both the defi nitions and concrete confi dence-building measures that 
are most likely to bring China to the table for more in-depth discussions. As 
Admiral Richard W. Mies has argued, “The great danger in the United States 
is that a lot of people write a lot of different things, and the danger from our 
standpoint is the Chinese sometimes pick and choose which ones they choose 
to believe and which ones they don’t.”116 

In the vacuum left by what the Chinese experts deem to be “vague” or 
“ambiguous” U.S. proposals, selectivity might not only expand but could also 
heighten the possibility of alternative and sometimes inaccurate readings of 
the United States’ nuclear posture and policy. U.S. analysts are often similarly 
limited by their reliance on a small number of sources within China to evalu-
ate the Chinese position, thus often missing the internal debate and variety of 
viewpoints available. 

A simplifi cation of Chinese demands exacerbates the potential for the 
United States to disregard some of China’s legitimate security concerns and 
internal discussions. These appear in the following, by no means exhaustive, 
list of topics that most frequently appeared in the author’s discussions and tex-
tual research conducted in China on the NPR. The potential areas of increased 
discussion and clarifi cation include:

1. defi nitions and terms in the NPR, in particular “strategic stability” 
vis-à-vis China; 

If the NPR’s rhetoric is reduced to 
slogans that are not refl ected in action, 

then the chances for real dialogue 
will not materialize.
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2. specifi c proposals for technical cooperation and controls that promote 
sustainability, beyond political rhetoric limited to one administration;117 

3. budgetary expenditures related to nuclear modernization; 

4. NFU talks in a private bilateral or multilateral forum; 

5. advanced conventional weapons programs, such as CPGS; 

6. nuclear submarine deployments in the Pacifi c and monitoring via sur-
veillance vessels; 

7. the use of nuclear weapons in “extreme circumstances,” particularly in 
the context of Taiwan; 

8. extended deterrence and BMD cooperation with Japan and other 
nations; 

9. the weaponization of outer space; and

10. enhanced scientist-to-scientist cooperation and the status of U.S. 
high-technology controls, particularly the U.S.-EU arms embargo on 
China.

Although it may not be feasible for all these issues to be raised within 
the context of talks on Sino-U.S. strategic stability, it is imperative not to 
exclude any of them in principle.118 Nor should they be unidirectional, for the 
United States also has its own concerns pertaining to China’s reactions to and 
advances in some of the aforementioned arenas. Chinese 
analysts emphasize the need for the United States to take 
these concerns seriously as a fi rst step toward building the 
sort of confi dence on which a fruitful dialogue on strategic 
stability could be based.

Inviting the scientifi c and military communities in both 
countries to engage on these issues is essential to bringing a 
long-neglected level of communication back into the Sino-
U.S. strategic relations dynamic. If Chinese experts and 
offi cials sense that the United States will categorically reject any limitations on 
U.S. military technologies and deployments that could eradicate China’s deter-
rent, they will fi nd any talk of “strategic stability” hollow. 

In the meantime, it could be counterproductive to trumpet potential new 
U.S. capabilities, such as CPGS, as levers to pressure Chinese willingness to 
engage in strategic cooperation.119 This argument may have a strategic foun-
dation at the level of power politics, yet it is also likely to further push China 
down the road toward the expansion of its nuclear arsenal or other unforeseen 
consequences in a conventional arms race. 

One of the dangers is that China remains largely reactive and imitative in its 
approach toward U.S. military and scientifi c trends. It is likely to respond with 

Holding strategic stability talks for the 
sake of holding talks may increase basic 
communication, but these talks are unlikely 
to achieve their aims without concessions 
from both sides. 
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similar technological and ultimately military developments when faced with 
such provocations, whether the challenge is perceived or real. 

Third, notwithstanding its ambiguities, the NPR has opened the door to 
engage China. As such, China has the opportunity to foster, create, and shape 
the development of new Sino-U.S. strategic trends. Some Chinese arms control 
experts, like Sun Xiangli, have argued for a more active and engaged role for 
China in determining the future of arms control: “It is also hoped that Chinese 
arms control scholars and politicians will deeply investigate international arms 
control issues, put forward our own nuclear arms control agenda, in order to 
seek to make a contribution to fi nding the correct path of international nuclear 
arms control.”120

However, some Chinese arms control analysts continue to maintain that 
China should defer direct involvement in strategic dialogues and potential arms 
control discussions. Other experts argue that the nature of the Chinese govern-
mental structure precludes frank discussions at the higher echelons of power. A 
number still suggest that nuclear issues do not rank that highly among China’s 
security concerns. Given the large gap between China and the United States 
in capabilities and the perceived unlikelihood of nuclear confl ict, a variety of 
Chinese experts question the current need for such high-level talks.121 

Analysts in China maintain that additional conditions should be addressed 
before China becomes involved. China fi rst expects the United States and Russia 
to make further advances in reducing their own signifi cant arsenals of strate-

gic and tactical nuclear weapons. Many Chinese experts 
emphasize that China should wait until its “comprehensive 
power” (zonghe shili) is on par with that of the United States 
and Russia to engage in serious negotiations on strategic 
stability. This is not necessarily a call for parity but rather 
an exhortation to wait. China can easily adjust the bar on 
what constitutes “on par” and relegate substantive talks to 
the point of abstraction. 

Such reluctance may refl ect a Chinese perception that 
“strategic stability talks” are a euphemism for “disarma-
ment talks” and “transparency talks,” regardless of the 

number of issues that could be addressed under the former framework. Chinese 
experts have repeatedly demonstrated a desire to address a broader set of issues 
with concrete measures and results, as mentioned above. If both China and 
the United States only engage in “vague” (mohu) discussions of “principles” 
(yuanze), these misperceptions will linger and substantive talks on strategic 
stability will remain distant. 

Therefore, although the United States needs to propose more concrete defi -
nitions and technical proposals, China could also be well served by heeding the 
exhortations of such experts as Sun Xiangli and Teng Jianqun to become an 
active participant before these newly defi ned trends start operating against its 

If Chinese experts and offi cials sense 
that the United States will categorically 

reject any limitations on U.S. military 
technologies that could eradicate China’s 

deterrent, they will fi nd any talk of 
“strategic stability” hollow. 



Lora Saalman | 37

interests. Whether this occurs through making its own set of concrete propos-
als and measures or in cooperating with U.S. counterparts to define some of 
the terms and strategies raised in this paper, China could go a long way toward 
fulfilling one of the central tenets associated with its own principles of “‘peace-
ful rise’ (heping jueqi) and ‘win–win’ (shuangying).”

Fourth, a variety of cooperative mechanisms already exist that can be 
expanded to ensure that policy and posture coincide with practice. Whether 
through targeted joint studies on some of the doctrinal 
and practical issues mentioned in this paper or via projects 
similar to the Sino-U.S. jointly compiled English-Chinese, 
Chinese-English Nuclear Security Glossary,122 such endeav-
ors represent models for deepened interaction that have 
already proven successful. 

Furthermore, arenas of cooperative research could 
include the eradication of space debris, BMD-related data 
sharing, and a joint radar system.123 Verification, nuclear 
security, nuclear fuel cycle cooperation, and strengthening measures against 
withdrawal from the NPT also constitute avenues of progress that would go a 
long way toward enhancing sustainable Sino-U.S. interaction. 

Prior to the Cox Report, the U.S. Lawrence Livermore, Los Alamos, and 
Sandia national laboratories undertook reciprocal visits and projects with 
China’s Institute of Applied Physics and Computational Mathematics and the 
China Institute of Atomic Energy. The Council for Security Cooperation in 
the Asia Pacific provides an informal mechanism for scholars, officials, and 
others in their private capacities to discuss political and security issues and 
challenges. More targeted meetings and sessions on specific topics serve to 
bring the discussion down to the practical and policy level.124

The expansion of concrete Sino-U.S. measures and forums is integral to 
breaking down the perception that the United States lacks the will and desire 
to engage China on substantive issues.125 At the same time, if the United States 
is able to deliver on more such proposals, China’s commitment to engage at 
multiple levels—beyond Track 2 and Track 1.5 to ultimately include Track 
1—should be part of the reciprocal process.126 Nonetheless, Track 1 should 
not be seen as a panacea. Although Track 1 is an integral part of the process of 
enhancing Sino-U.S. strategic relations, it best functions when complemented 
by the sorts of joint research and frank discussions that best occur within 
China at the Track 1.5 and Track 2 levels. 

China’s system is often mistakenly pegged as a purely top-down system, but 
in fact the bottom-up approach is also essential. Track 1.5 and Track 2 discus-
sions frequently pave the way for a Track 1 execution of policy. Rather than serv-
ing as a replacement for Track 1, they are integral complements for gaining the 
background and understanding that high-level officials are unlikely to be able to 
develop on their own. Whether through follow-up reports or the disseminating 

If both China and the United States 
only engage in “vague” discussions of 
“principles,” misperceptions will linger  
and substantive talks on strategic stability 
will remain distant.
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role of conference observers, the importance of the “seen and unseen” levers of 
Chinese policy decisions must be recognized as part of the process.

Beyond differences in approach, engaging to resolve gaps in defi nitions can 
serve to mitigate sources of misperception. Just as much as U.S.-China stra-

tegic stability talks are an issue of what both countries are 
willing to put on the table, they are just as much a func-
tion of what remains off the table, whether this be BMD, 
CPGS, directed energy weapons, or even the recognition 
of Sino-U.S. “strategic stability” as tantamount to mutual 
vulnerability. Engagement on these issues should not be 
relegated to the next NPR. 

No matter how “strategic stability” is defi ned within the 
Nuclear Posture Review and whether this term is ultimately 
even used to encapsulate U.S.-China strategic relations, one 
thing remains clear. Unless the United States fully engages 
China with concrete proposals and confi dence-building 
measures to match its rhetoric and unless China is willing 

to truly participate in shaping Sino–U.S. strategic relations, both countries will 
fi nd it diffi cult to shift from “strategic ambiguity” to “strategic trust,” and ulti-
mately to “strategic stability.”

Unless the United States fully engages China 
with concrete proposals and confi dence-

building measures to match its rhetoric and 
unless China is willing to truly participate in 

shaping Sino-U.S. strategic relations, both 
countries will fi nd it diffi cult to shift from 
“strategic ambiguity” to “strategic trust,” 

and ultimately to “strategic stability.”
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