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Introduction

Since the Bush administration took office, and especially since excerpts of the Nuclear Posture
Review were released, there have appeared in America some heated arguments about the Bush
administration’s changes to the Clinton administration’s nuclear strategy, what consequences
these changes would produce, and what influences they would exert on international and
regional security. Different people have different views. The purpose of this working paper is
to find solutions to these key issues. The effects of the Bush administration’s nuclear strategy
on China’s security are also discussed.

The main viewpoint of the working paper is that the Bush administration has made the
most fundamental adjustments to America’s nuclear strategy since the end of the Cold War.
These adjustments greatly modify U.S. nuclear deterrent strategy, the country’s policy on
using nuclear weapons, the triad of deterrent forces structure, and nuclear arms control pol-
icy. The new nuclear strategy would upset a balance of forces and stability regionally and
around the globe. Moreover, the United States is shifting the focus of military strategy from
Europe to Asia. This would exert significant influences on Asian-Pacific regional security and
China’s security.
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Trends of the Bush Administration’s Nuclear Strategy

During his campaign for president, George W. Bush began a scathing attack on the Clinton
administration’s nuclear strategy. He said that although a decade had passed since the end of
the Cold War, U.S. nuclear policy still resided in that already distant past and remained
locked in a Cold War mentality.1 After taking office, President Bush directed (Congress also
mandated) the Department of Defense to review U.S. nuclear strategy from the bottom up.
Excerpts from the classified Nuclear Posture Review were submitted to Congress in December
2001 and later leaked to the public.2 The review is considered a comprehensive blueprint for
developing and deploying nuclear weapons.

The new nuclear strategy moves away from the “threat-based” strategy that dominated
America’s defense planning for nearly half a century and adopts a new “capabilities-based”
approach—one that focuses less on who might threaten the United States, from where, and
more on how it might be threatened and what is needed to deter and defend against such
threats.3 The nuclear deterrent of mutually assured destruction is replaced by the full-spectrum
deterrent of unilaterally assured destruction. The Cold War Triad completely dependent on
offensive nuclear forces—composed of land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs),
submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), and long-range nuclear-armed bombers—
becomes the New Triad of nuclear and non-nuclear offensive strike forces, missile defense sys-
tems, and a responsive defense infrastructure. Multilateral cooperation in the field of nuclear
arms control gives way to a unilateral approach. More important, the new nuclear strategy
highlights the war-fighting role of nuclear weapons and considers developing a new low-yield
nuclear weapon and resuming nuclear testing.

In the face of U.S. nuclear strategy adjustments, some countries will have to shift their
own nuclear or military strategy, developing stronger nuclear forces or acquiring weapons of
mass destruction. This would cause a chain reaction, demolishing regional and global stabil-
ity and peace. This could not increase but would decrease America’s security.

Emphasizing the War-Fighting Role of Nuclear Weapons
During the Cold War, nuclear weapons had a dual role in American military strategy. One

2



role was to deter a Soviet nuclear attack on the United States and to deter a Warsaw Pact
conventional attack on European allies by convincing the Soviet Union that doing so would
result in unacceptable consequences. The other role of nuclear weapons was war-fighting.
The resolution to use nuclear forces—that is, nuclear war-fighting—is also an important
element of nuclear deterrence.4 In essence, the goal of America’s nuclear strategy was to
avoid the use of nuclear weapons and the breakout of nuclear war between the United
States and the Soviet Union, because both sides had nuclear forces whose use would result
in mutually assured destruction. Under that condition, the United States and the Soviet
Union were unlikely to really reduce their nuclear weapons. Instead, the total number of
nuclear weapons grew and grew, reaching a vastly excessive level. The world was in the shad-
ow of nuclear war.

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War significantly changed the
international security environment. Accordingly, the Clinton administration reassessed U.S.
nuclear strategy. The Nuclear Posture Review approved by President Bill Clinton on September
18, 1994, concluded that nuclear weapons were playing a smaller role in U.S. security than
at any other time in the nuclear age, and thus the United States required a much smaller
nuclear arsenal.5 Subsequently, President Clinton endorsed the Presidential Decision
Directive PDD/NSC 60 in November 1997, formally abandoning the nuclear guidelines
issued by the Reagan administration in 1981, which said that the United States must be pre-
pared to fight and win a protracted nuclear war. The PDD operated from the premise that
the primary role of nuclear weapons in the post–Cold War era was deterrence.6 As a result,
the United States reduced its nuclear arsenal on a large scale and pushed the process of inter-
national nuclear arms control.

However, the Bush administration plans to change the former administration’s policy on
nuclear weapons, emphasizing their war-fighting role. According to the classified Nuclear
Posture Review, which was leaked to the media, the United States could use nuclear weapons
first against China, Russia, Iraq, North Korea, Iran, Libya, and Syria; in an Arab-Israeli con-
flict; in a war between China and Taiwan; and in an attack by North Korea on South Korea.
And it could use nuclear weapons in three types of situations: against targets able to with-
stand non-nuclear attack; in retaliation for attack with nuclear, biological, or chemical
weapons; and in the event of surprising military development.7 Later, President Bush in a
speech at West Point stressed, “We must take the battle to the enemy, disrupt his plan, and
confront the worst threats before they emerge.”8 This implies that President Bush may be
willing to use nuclear weapons not only in retaliation for an attack by weapons of mass
destruction but also to preempt such attacks. 

These situations show that the Bush administration has expanded the range of use of
nuclear weapons from nuclear weapon states to non-nuclear weapon states and has shifted
the main role of nuclear weapons from deterrence to war-fighting. This breaks a decades-
long taboo against the use of nuclear weapons except as a last resort, and it lowers the thresh-
old for using nuclear weapons. Although increasing the war-fighting role of nuclear weapons
would further strengthen the credibility and effectiveness of U.S. nuclear deterrence, it also
would provoke other countries to pursue nuclear weapons because of their military value.
This would increase the risk of nuclear weapons proliferation, thereby destabilizing regions
and the world.
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Pursuing Full-Spectrum Deterrence

Nuclear deterrence has been the core of America’s nuclear strategy. Throughout the Cold
War, an era of complete antagonism between the United States and the Soviet Union, the
United States considered the Soviet Union its major enemy and a threat to its security.
America’s nuclear deterrence strategy was designed to deny a nuclear attack from the Soviet
Union. Because both countries had enough retaliatory nuclear forces to destroy the other
side after suffering a nuclear attack, the United States advanced a nuclear deterrent doctrine
of mutually assured destruction in the 1960s. Since then, American security has depended
heavily on the nuclear balance of terror. This strategy successfully deterred nuclear attacks
and large-scale conventional attacks from the Soviet Union throughout the Cold War.
However, it failed to deter an attack on the U.S. homeland by the al-Qaeda terrorist group
in 2001. After September 11, 2001, the Bush administration concluded that the Cold War
approach to deterrence, which was highly dependent on offensive nuclear weapons, is no
longer appropriate. 

The Bush administration thinks that a decade after the end of the Cold War, the interna-
tional security environment has completely changed. “Today’s Russia is not yesterday’s Soviet
Union,” President Bush said. “Today’s Russia is not our enemy.”9 As the September 11 tragedy
makes all too clear, the greatest threats to U.S. security come not from Russia or other world
powers, but from terrorists who strike without warning or rogue states that seek weapons of
mass destruction.10 The United States is more likely to suffer a nuclear, chemical, or biologi-
cal attack from terrorists using ships, trucks, or airplanes than one from a foreign country
using long-range missiles, according to a new U.S. intelligence estimate.11 Moreover, the global
security situation faced by the United States involves a great deal of uncertainty. The United
States cannot and will not know with confidence what nation, combination of nations, or
non-state actor will pose a threat to vital U.S. interests or those of U.S. allies and friends
decades from now.12 In the future, the United States will face multiple potential opponents,
sources of conflict, and unprecedented challenges rather than a unilateral threat. 

Accordingly, the Bush administration thinks that the United States should abandon the
nuclear deterrent doctrine of mutually assured destruction, which defends against the uni-
lateral threat of the Soviet Union, because it cannot deal with the wide variety of immediate
and potential threats faced by the United States and cannot meet the new requirements of
America’s security. In my opinion, the Bush administration has other purposes for reducing
the mutually assured destruction policy to historical ashes: it is unwilling to regard Russia as
a peer power in bilateral and international affairs so as to highlight America’s sole superpower
status, and it makes a sound excuse for withdrawing from the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM)
Treaty based just on mutually assured destruction. 

In place of mutually assured destruction, the Bush administration is pursuing a full-spectrum
deterrence that can effectively discourage and defeat a broad range of opponents that poten-
tially threaten the United States, its allies, and friends, such as a rising regional power chal-
lenging the hegemony of the United States. To match the fundamental changes of America’s
nuclear deterrent strategy, the Bush administration is constructing a New Triad of strategic
forces, comprising nuclear and non-nuclear offensive strike forces, missile defense systems,
and a responsive defense infrastructure.
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The new strategy, heavily dependent on a full range of weapons that potential enemies
believe might be used against them, seems to be more credible and operative than the old
doctrine of mutually assured destruction, which relied just on strategic offensive nuclear
weapons. However, it blurs the distinction between nuclear deterrence and conventional
deterrence. This is very risky. On one hand, this blurring could lead the United States to
employ nuclear weapons. On the other hand, it is not easy for opponents to identify exactly
when and under what conditions the United States would use nuclear deterrence or con-
ventional deterrence in a crisis. 

Constructing the New Triad of Deterrent Forces

With the fundamental change of U.S. nuclear deterrent strategy, the deterrent forces structure
supporting this strategy needed to be adjusted. The Cold War Triad of offensive nuclear forces
(composed of ICBMs, SLBMs, and long-range nuclear-armed bombers) has been replaced
with the New Triad of nuclear and non-nuclear offensive strike forces, missile defense systems,
and a responsive defensive infrastructure. The Cold War Triad is a three-legged subset of the
New Triad. 

Nuclear and Non-nuclear Offensive Strike Forces 

The past offensive strike forces were formed of nuclear ICBMs, SLBMs, and bombers. The
United States relied on them completely to deter threats and attacks from the Soviet Union. But
the Bush administration thinks that pure offensive nuclear forces cannot deter the new multiple
threats and adversaries that the United States faces in the 21st century, and that they cannot sup-
port the new full-spectrum deterrence. Therefore, U.S. offensive strike forces need to go beyond
the Cold War Triad. In addition to retaining the Cold War Triad as a key part of the new deter-
rent strategy, the Bush administration places greater emphasis on advanced conventional
weapons, especially long-range precision-guided conventional forces capable of destroying hard
and deeply buried targets. Nuclear offensive forces and non-nuclear offensive forces constitute a
key pillar of the New Triad that the Pentagon thinks can be used separately or combined in an
attack. This combination can reduce dependency on nuclear forces to provide an offensive deter-
rent, provide greater flexibility in the design and conduct of military campaigns to defeat oppo-
nents decisively, and increase the credibility of deterrence to adversaries. 

Missile Defense Systems 

In the past, missile defense systems were considered impractical and destabilizing. However,
the Bush administration thinks that U.S. nuclear forces alone may not deter threats to and
attacks on the United States, its allies, and its friends. A new mix of offensive strike forces and
defensive capabilities is required for the diverse set of potential adversaries and unexpected
threats the United States may confront in the coming decades. Therefore, the administration
attaches great importance to the development and deployment of missile defense systems and
describes them as the second leg of the New Triad. The missile defense systems projected by
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the Bush administration are to protect all 50 states, American friends and allies, and deployed
forces overseas from missile attacks by rogue states or accidental launches. The systems will
have the land-based, sea-based, and space-based capabilities to intercept ballistic missiles of
any range in all phases of their flight, including the boost phase, the mid-course phase or after
re-entering the atmosphere, and the terminal phase. 

To build these systems, the United States withdrew from the ABM Treaty, removing
legal obstacles to developing and deploying national missile defense systems. In addition,
the administration not only increased the military budget for missile defenses but also
intensified interceptive tests of ballistic missiles in order to employ effective missile defense
systems at the earliest possible date. The deployment of missile defense systems will give the
United States offensive and defensive strategic forces; that is, sharp spears and robust
shields. Thus the United States can initiate a preemptive attack and intervene in global and
regional affairs. 

Responsive Defense Infrastructure 

According to the Department of Defense, the U.S. defense infrastructure has contracted since
the end of the Cold War, and its nuclear infrastructure has atrophied. With respect to nuclear
infrastructure, it has identified shortfalls, such as solid rocket motor design, development, and
testing; technology for current and future strategic systems; improved surveillance and assess-
ment capabilities; command-and-control platforms and systems; and design, development, and
production of radiation-hardened parts. Therefore, nuclear infrastructure needs to be repaired
to increase confidence in the deployed forces. The military regards a responsive defense infra-
structure as the third leg of the New Triad. It requires that this infrastructure allow new nuclear
weapons to be developed much more quickly than the 15- to 20-year time frame that the
United States is used to thinking about for the development of new systems.13 Maintaining a
responsive nuclear infrastructure will enable the United States to restore the production of
nuclear weapons and build new generations of nuclear weapons in a short time to support
deployed nuclear forces and respond quickly to large strategic changes. Moreover, it will allow
the United States to further reduce its nuclear arsenal and, at the same time, preserve its nuclear
advantage and dissuade opponents from starting a competition in nuclear armaments. So, a
responsive nuclear infrastructure is very critical to reducing the risks as the United States brings
its operationally deployed nuclear weapons down to lower and lower levels.

Compared with the Cold War Triad, the New Triad provides America’s president with a
broader range of options, from larger and smaller nuclear weapons to advanced conventional
weapons and missile defense systems, with which to dissuade, deter, and defeat a wider vari-
ety of threats to and adversaries of the United States. The New Triad reduces dependency on
strategic offensive nuclear forces and reinforces the credibility and effectiveness of strategic
deterrence.

But meanwhile, the New Triad blurs the distinctions between nuclear weapons and con-
ventional weapons, making it likely that the United States would employ nuclear forces. The
increase in military value of nuclear weapons would provoke non-nuclear weapon states to
pursue nuclear weapons and thereby promote proliferation. Therefore, it is very risky for the
United States to mix nuclear forces and conventional forces. 
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The United States has enjoyed absolute military superiority. It is speeding up deployment
of missile defense systems. This would unbalance international and regional forces and weak-
en the framework of international and regional security. Some countries would do their best
to restore a relative balance of forces by developing advanced offensive forces, causing their
neighboring countries to do so. This would destabilize the world and the regions concerned.
In turn, this would undermine U.S. security interests.

Developing Low-Yield Earth-Penetrating Nuclear Weapons

There have been debates about development of a new low-yield earth-penetrating nuclear
weapon in the United States. Some hard-liners in government ministries and nuclear weapon
laboratories have urged the American government to develop this kind of nuclear weapon,
while some have opposed them. The 1994 Defense Authorization Act bars research and devel-
opment that could lead to production of a new low-yield nuclear weapon by the United
States. However, the Bush administration is reconsidering development of a low-yield nuclear
weapon, although it has not yet made a decision to develop it.

In July 2001, the Departments of Defense and Energy completed initial studies on how
nuclear weapons could be modified to attack hardened bunker complexes and buried tunnels
that conventional weapons cannot destroy, but no decision has been made to go ahead with
such a program. The decision on whether design work would begin on a new or modified
nuclear weapon to go after hardened underground targets was expected in the long-awaited
Bush administration’s Nuclear Posture Review.14

The Nuclear Posture Review did not refer directly to development of a low-yield earth-pen-
etrating nuclear weapon. But at the press briefing on the Nuclear Posture Review, J. D. Crouch,
assistant secretary of defense for international security policy, said, “We are trying to look at
a number of initiatives,” including modifying existing nuclear weapons to give them “greater
capability against . . . hard targets and deeply buried targets,” such as command-and-control
and weapons-storage bunkers.15 And the Bush administration, in its February budget request
for 2003, requested funds for both feasibility and cost studies for a “robust nuclear earth pen-
etrator.”16 Most important, the Nuclear Posture Review definitely stressed a need to develop
low-yield earth-penetrating nuclear weapons to defeat hard and deeply buried targets that
may be nuclear, chemical, and biological weapon stockpiles; ballistic missile silos; or com-
mand-and-control centers.17

Once leaked, this classified review surprised the world and provoked a strong response
from the United States and the international community. Subsequently, on the CBS News
Program “Face the Nation,” Secretary of State Colin L. Powell said, “We are not developing
brand-new nuclear weapons.”18 Although the United States is not developing a low-yield
earth-penetrating nuclear weapon right now, the possibility that it will develop one in the
future cannot be excluded.

According to the review, America’s conventional weapons are not effective for the long-
term physical destruction of deep underground facilities, and the only earth-penetrating
nuclear weapon, the B61 Mod 11, currently has a very limited ground-penetration capability.
Conventional weapons are inadequate replacements for nuclear weapons because they do not
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have the same destructive power. As a result, the United States now lacks adequate means to
destroy hardened and deeply buried facilities.

Large nuclear arms have so many destructive side effects, from blast to heat and radiation,
that they become “self-deterring.” Some officials and nuclear experts think that the low-yield
nuclear weapons could penetrate deep into the earth before detonating so as to limit collateral
damage and lethal fallout, making them acceptable tools to be used like conventional weapons.
Accordingly, they have urged the U.S. government to build a new generation of precision low-
yield nuclear weapons.19 Some officials and experts hold a completely different opinion.20

The review estimates that there are more than 1,000 underground facilities that are known
or suspected strategic sites (weapons of mass destruction, ballistic missile basing, leadership or
top echelon command and control). Most of the strategic facilities are deep underground.
These are generally the most difficult to defeat because of the depth of the facilities and the
uncertainty of their exact location.21 It is necessary to develop smaller earth-penetrating nuclear
weapons to be able to destroy them.

The American war in Afghanistan, where troops are trying to bomb and destroy caves
where Osama bin Laden and his al-Qaeda base network may be holed up, and American
campaigns against rogue states, which involve trying to prevent them from seeking weapons
of mass destruction, increase the urgency and necessity of developing this sort of low-yield
earth-penetrating nuclear weapon. 

As some nuclear experts said, the new weapons would blur the distinction between
nuclear and conventional weapons, and eliminate the firebreak between nuclear and conven-
tional war. This would lower the threshold for using nuclear weapons. Development of this
kind of nuclear weapon could signal that the Bush administration is more willing to break a
long-standing nuclear taboo against the use of nuclear weapons except as a last resort. It may
send a message to developing states that nuclear weapons are militarily useful, leading them
to pursue nuclear weapons. This would not be beneficial to global security and stability. 

Pursuing a Unilateralist Policy on Nuclear Arms Control

Nuclear arms control is an integrated and supportive part of U.S. nuclear strategy. In keeping
with the change in nuclear strategy, the Bush administration has abandoned the nuclear arms
control policy of the Clinton administration, which pushed nuclear disarmament by interna-
tional treaty or multilateral cooperation. Instead, it has pursued a unilateral approach to
nuclear arms control.22

Unilateral Withdrawal from the ABM Treaty 

President Bush announced on December 13, 2001, that the United States would unilaterally
withdraw from the landmark 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. The treaty, he indicated, hin-
dered the government’s ability to develop ways to protect its people from future terrorist or
rogue state missile attacks and blocked necessary testing of strategic anti-missile technologies
and eventual development of land-, sea-, and space-based strategic missile defenses. On June
13, 2002, he stated that that withdrawal formally took effect. 
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Bush’s decision to withdraw from the ABM Treaty is not all that surprising. It is but the
latest in a series of unilateralist approaches to arms control; he also rejected an international
agreement to enforce the Biological Weapons Convention and boycotted international con-
sultations on the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT). It is the first time a nation has
openly withdrawn from the international arms control treaty. Bush’s withdrawal may set a
very dangerous precedent for those countries reluctant to bear limitations set by the treaty.
Moreover, it certainly undermines efforts to curb the spread of ballistic missiles and nuclear,
chemical, biological weapons, an issue that has become more urgent since September 11,
2001. It will also negatively affect U.S.–Chinese relations and U.S.–Russian relations.23

Unilateral Reduction of Nuclear Weapons 

President Bush has advocated unilateral reduction of nuclear weapons since his campaign for
president. He announced on November 13, 2001, that the United States would drop its
strategic nuclear arsenal to between 1,700 and 2,200 operationally deployed warheads. “We
are trying to achieve these reductions without having to wait for Cold War arms control
treaties,” said Assistant Defense Secretary Crouch.24

Although President Vladimir Putin of Russia and President Bush signed the Strategic
Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) on May 24, 2002, it is not a real bilateral arms control
treaty like START I and START II, which were concluded after many years of bilateral nego-
tiations and bargaining. The treaty is largely based on America’s unilateral interests and
requirements. The reductive number of strategic nuclear weapons is not 1,500 warheads as
desired by President Putin but 1,700–2,200 warheads as determined by President Bush.
Additionally, the warheads removed from operationally deployed strategic forces are not all
destroyed as per Russian suggestion but, according to American requirements, are partially
allocated to the responsive forces that could be used to augment deployed nuclear forces with-
in weeks, months, or years should the need arise. 

The Bush administration’s reduction of strategic nuclear forces is reversible, unlike one
during Clinton administration that required the destruction of warheads in the START III
framework. In my opinion, this kind of reduction, especially when U.S. intentions of devel-
oping a low-yield nuclear weapon are considered, is at most an adjustment of the U.S. nuclear
force structure, not a real nuclear disarmament.

Opposition to the CTBT and Readiness for Nuclear Testing 

President Bush supported the Senate’s decision in 1999 not to ratify the Comprehensive Test
Ban Treaty. In November 2001, the Bush administration boycotted a United Nations confer-
ence convened to encourage international support for the CTBT. The boycott “fits a pattern
of unilateralist nonengagement that is becoming the hallmark of the Bush administration’s
arms control policy,” said Daryl G. Kimball of the Arms Control Association.25 Crouch explic-
itly stated in January 2002, “We continue to oppose the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty.”26

The Nuclear Posture Review said that the United States needs to maintain readiness, if
required, to resume underground nuclear testing at the Nevada test site in less time than the
two years it would now take under Energy Department guidelines.27 Although Secretary of
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State Powell denied any plans for either renewed nuclear testing or new weapons develop-
ment, some people have doubts.28 Although the Bush administration is not planning to con-
duct nuclear tests now, it is probably making preparations for resuming nuclear tests if nation-
al security requires them.

Safeguarding the nuclear stockpile might require conducting nuclear tests. The Depart-
ments of Defense and Energy have identified defects in current nuclear arsenals. As outlined
in a report sent to Energy Secretary Spencer Abraham on December 21, 2001, and made pub-
lic on January 2, 2002, the Energy Department’s inspector general, Gregory H. Friedman, has
determined that growing problems associated with the safety and reliability of the nation’s
nuclear weapons, because of the lack of nuclear testing, have become a serious challenge for
the newly established National Nuclear Security Agency, which runs the weapons complex.29

Some leaders and experts of nuclear weapons laboratories hold the same opinion.30

As its nuclear weapons arsenal gets smaller, the United States will pay more attention to
the safety and reliability of remaining nuclear weapons. “The option to resume testing must
continue,” said Richard Perle, chairman of the Pentagon’s Defense Policy Board, which has
been advising Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld on broad military matters.31 Senator
John W. Warner, ranking Republican on the Senate Armed Services Committee, also noted,
“If the surveillance testing program cannot do the job, we will have to resume testing to make
sure our nuclear weapons work.”32 Crouch explicitly claimed, “[The] DOE is planning on
accelerating its test-readiness program.”33

Developing a new low-yield earth-penetrating nuclear weapon may require the resump-
tion of nuclear testing. Some nuclear weapon experts think that they could design and devel-
op a new generation of nuclear weapons without nuclear testing. But they could not certify
the expected effectiveness of a new weapon based only on a very limited nuclear test database.
It seems highly unlikely that a warhead capable of destroying a deeply buried and hardened
bunker could be deployed without full-scale testing.34

The Bush administration’s opposition to the CTBT will certainly hinder the earlier efforts
of the CTBT as supported by the United States for a few decades. Preparing to resume nuclear
testing would lead other states to do so. If the United States conducts nuclear testing some-
day, other nuclear weapon or non-nuclear weapon states would follow. This is not beneficial
to American and international efforts to stop the proliferation of weapons of mass destruc-
tion, decreasing rather than increasing U.S. national security.

The Bush administration’s unilateralist approach to nuclear arms control has been severely
criticized by people from the United States and other countries. Some arms control experts
and scholars originally expected the September 11 event and its aftermath to put an end to
the unilateralist policy on nuclear arms control because the United States needs international
cooperation against terrorist groups and against proliferation of nuclear weapons. However,
the Bush administration has not abandoned unilateralism and will not easily give it up in the
future.35 The United States has absolute military superiority and is the sole global superpower
in the post–Cold War world. This lays the foundation for its unilateralist policy. 

Unilateralism toward nuclear arms control is not bound by a treaty or an international
law. It provides the United States with flexibility and the legal right to rebuild or reduce
nuclear weapons and pursue an absolute military advantage.36 The United States thinks that
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the quantity and quality of its nuclear forces are second to none. Its losses and limits in the
arms control negotiations and treaties are more than those of other countries. 

Negotiating or concluding a treaty takes a couple of years or even decades. The conditions
that require a treaty then continue unnecessarily. A unilateralist approach would overcome this.

11



Implications of the Bush Administration’s Strategy for China’s Security

The Bush administration’s new nuclear strategy could break the relative balance of inter-
national and regional forces, and destroy existing international and regional security struc-
tures. Especially, the United States shifts military strategic focus from Europe to Asia and
regards China as a major potential threat to its security interests in East Asia. These factors
would naturally significantly affect China’s security.

America Regards China as a Possible Target of a Nuclear Strike

In the Nuclear Posture Review report, the United States indicates it considers China a poten-
tial target of a nuclear strike. This prompted great surprise and concern from the Chinese gov-
ernment and people. Subsequently, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokespersons, at many press
conferences, said repeatedly that China was deeply shocked by the report from the U.S.
Department of Defense, which includes China among the seven nations listed as targets of a
possible nuclear strike. China holds the United States responsible for an explanation.37 Some
Chinese scholars also published articles to strongly condemn the U.S. nuclear strike plan.38

They saw this as a great threat to China’s security. China should keep a close eye on the
American nuclear war plan.

The United States regards China as a target because it considers China a major potential
threat to its global security interests in the 21st century. The number one enemy of the United
States for decades, the Soviet Union, suddenly collapsed in the early 1990s. From then on,
the United States has been seeking a new threat and rival. Because of China’s reformation and
opening up, its economic and military capabilities have increased greatly and quickly. The rise
of China has drawn attention and concern from the United States.39 Some politicians and
scholars regard the rise of China as a challenge to U.S. security interests.40 They think that the
rise of China as a great power would require revising existing international and regional sys-
tems. This would pose major challenges for America’s security interests in the Asian-Pacific
region and even the globe, as did other rising powers in history, such as Nazi Germany,
Imperial Japan, and the Soviet Union. 
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Although some people in the United States hold an opposite view,41 it is evident that hard-
liners on China have the upper hand in the Bush administration. The Bush administration
considers China a strategic competitor, not a strategic partner. In its view, China could pose
a major threat to American security in the future. 

The United States and China have greatly different political systems, ideologies, and
social value concepts, embodying the root of contradiction and conflict between the two
sides. China has had and is modernizing strategic nuclear forces to be able to attack the
American homeland. According to a National Intelligence estimate, Chinese ballistic mis-
sile forces will increase to around 75–100 warheads deployed primarily against the United
States by 2015.42

Thanks to development of its economy, buildup of its military strength, and increase of
political position, China will certainly become a power state in the future. It could challenge
the United States in Asia and even the world. 

With its increase in military forces, China might use force to reunify Taiwan. This could
lead to a military conflict between the United States and China. “Due to the combination of
China’s still developing strategic objectives and its ongoing modernization of its nuclear and
non-nuclear forces, China is a country that could be involved in an immediate or potential
contingency,” said the review; “current examples of immediate contingencies include . . . a
military confrontation over the status of Taiwan.”43

Use of Nuclear Weapons to Defend Taiwan Threatens China’s Core Security

Fundamental interests of the Chinese nation include settling the Taiwan issue and completely
reunifying China, reiterates the Chinese government.44 America’s using nuclear weapons and
nuclear deterrence to defend Taiwan would hinder Chinese reunification and damage China’s
core security interest, which is safeguarding the state’s sovereignty, unity, territorial integrity,
and security.

American governments have provided Taiwan military and political safeguards for
decades. The Bush administration further increases military and political support for Taiwan.
In April 2001, President Bush announced that the United States would sell Taiwan up to eight
diesel submarines and four Kidd-class guided-missile destroyers, which obviously heightened
its arms sale level to Taiwan. Moreover, the Bush administration permitted Taiwan’s defense
minister, Tang Yiau-ming, to attend the March 11, 2002, U.S.–Taiwan Business Council
meeting in Florida, which was the first time a senior Taiwanese defense official was allowed
to visit the United States since Washington broke diplomatic relations with Taiwan and rec-
ognized China in 1979. President Bush in April 2001 stated that the United States will do
“whatever it takes” to defend Taiwan from military strikes by China. 

What is more, the Nuclear Posture Review calls for the Pentagon to prepare emergency
plans to use nuclear weapons against China in a war between China and Taiwan. This, com-
bined with America’s plans to use nuclear weapons to deter China from reunifying Taiwan in
the two Taiwan Strait crises of the 1950s, is a very dangerous signal that the United States is
considering employing nuclear weapons to defend Taiwan in a Taiwan Strait conflict and war. 
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Additionally, the United States is likely to sell missile defense systems to Taiwan. Admiral
Dennis Blair, commander of U.S. forces in the Pacific, told reporters in Hong Kong in April
2002 that the United States is committed to maintaining a stable military balance through
providing arms to Taiwan, and that when the military balance shifts in favor of China, “I’m
sure there will be consideration of missile defenses for Taiwan.”45 A missile defense system is
the first step toward the reestablishment of a military alliance between the United States and
Taiwan. It is different from other weapons systems because bilateral military cooperation is
necessary in early warning satellites and long-range ground-based radar. This will lead Taiwan
to depend highly on the United States and at the same time cause the United States to assume
certain obligations to defend Taiwan. 

Without doubt, American actions mentioned above would further the trend toward
Taiwan’s independence. America’s safeguarding Taiwan by use of nuclear weapons and defense
systems would further increase Taiwan’s military relations with the United States and even
Japan, and integrate Taiwan’s military forces into American and Japanese military forces.
Therefore, Taiwan’s security interests are closely connected with their security interests.
Taiwan’s leader, Chen Shuibian, said in an interview with The Washington Times in July 2001
that Taiwan, the United States, and Japan should join forces to develop regional defenses
against the growing Chinese missile threat.46

With regard to politics, America’s safeguarding of Taiwan could lead Taiwan’s current
political leaders, who are strongly independence-minded, to believe that if military conflict
between China and Taiwan breaks out, the United States would not hesitate to use nuclear
weapons against China. This would encourage those leaders to move toward independence
and would interfere with reunification of the motherland.

The New Triad Weakens the Effectiveness of China’s Nuclear Deterrent Forces

China has always kept the number of its nuclear weapons at a low level. It is estimated by
America’s intelligence community that China currently has about 20 land-based inter-
continental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) that can reach targets in the United States.47 Although
its strategic nuclear forces are small and limited, China could launch a retaliatory nuclear
counterstrike after suffering America’s first nuclear strike, which could effectively deter the
United States from attempting a preemptive nuclear attack. However, China’s limited nuclear
deterrent forces against the United States would be weakened greatly by America’s New Triad,
composed of nuclear and non-nuclear offensive strike forces, missile defense systems, and a
responsive defensive infrastructure. 

As a leg of the New Triad, U.S. missile defense systems themselves are enough to reduce
China’s existing nuclear deterrent capability. The Bush administration is attempting to build a
national missile defense system that would have the land-based, sea-based, and space-based capa-
bilities to intercept ballistic missiles of any range in all phases of their flight—the boost phase,
the mid-course phase, and the terminal phase. And the United States will deploy 100 intercep-
tors in Alaska to defend against an attack by a few tens of missiles with simple countermeasures
in the first phase. Under this condition, China’s ICBMs, which are silo-based, liquid-propellant,
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and contain single nuclear warheads, would be downgraded or negated by America’s national
missile defense.

Although America’s government publicly claims that the purpose of deploying a national
missile defense (NMD) system is to defend against rogue states but not China, many Chinese
experts maintain that the United States is using the missile threat from the rogue states as a
pretext to develop and deploy NMDs, while its actual purpose is to contain China.48 No mat-
ter how the Bush administration explains its motivations for deploying NMDs, there is no
denying the fact that America’s NMDs would have the ability to intercept and defend against
China’s ICBMs. The NMD system is now designed to intercept 20–100 warheads. China has
just 20–100 warheads. “China is opposed to NMD, because it would compromise China’s
security,” said Sha Zukang, China’s former arms control ambassador.49

The Bush administration also attaches great importance to advanced conventional strike
forces, especially long-range precision-guided conventional weapons, because they can destroy
hard and deeply buried targets. These weapons manifested their tremendous strength in the
Persian Gulf and Kosovo wars. It is very possible that the United States would not use strate-
gic offensive nuclear forces but would use long-range precision-guided conventional weapons
to attack China’s missile launch silos and underground command-and-control centers. These
conventional weapons would destroy China’s existing nuclear second-strike capability like
U.S. missile defense systems would. 

Most important, these sorts of conventional weapons would pose a serious challenge to
China’s no-first-use nuclear policy; since the first day it had nuclear weapons, China has uni-
laterally undertaken not to be the first to use nuclear weapons and not to use or threaten to use
nuclear weapons against non-nuclear-weapon states. Under this nuclear policy, China cannot
use nuclear weapons to defend itself from a conventional attack from the United States, even
if it’s on China’s nuclear weapons facilities and missile launch sites. This is a great threat to
China’s security. So, some have suggested that China modify the no-first-use policy.50

The New Triad would provide the United States with not only offensive strike capability
but also missile defense capability against China. This would reduce China’s nuclear retalia-
tory capability to impotence and thus neutralize China’s limited nuclear deterrent forces.
Thus the United States would be less cautious about drifting into a Taiwan Strait crisis.

A Unilateralist Arms Control Policy Denies China’s Chance to Restrict America

Arms control is a means to safeguard a nation’s security, as is arms development. A nation may
utilize arms control negotiations to restrict opponents more and to restrict itself less to
increase its security interests.

Arms control history has shown that China’s participation in arms control is good for its
national interests to a certain extent. In the early period of the Cold War, China thought that
the United States and the Soviet Union were trying to limit China’s development of nuclear
weapons by nuclear arms control negotiations and treaties, while nuclear disarmament of both
superpowers was only on paper. As a result, China did not take part in multilateral arms con-
trol negotiations, let alone sign multilateral arms control treaties. 
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Thus China lost opportunities to influence the process and content of international arms
control and disarmament and to improve national security interests. Moreover, China at last
had to join international arms control treaties, or take on the commitments of them, even
though some articles of some treaties are not in the best interests of China’s national security.
Strong public pressure from the international community has urged nuclear arms control and
disarmament. 

Since its reformation and opening up in 1978, China has greatly changed its inflexible
“leftist” arms control policy. It more and more actively has taken part in international affairs
and multilateral negotiations on arms control and disarmament, by which it could to some
extent have an impact on the process and arrangement of the international arms control with
other countries, as well as maintain its national security interests.51 For instance, China vigor-
ously joined multilateral talks on the CTBT, not only buying valuable time to conduct a series
of nuclear tests but also putting its requirements into the treaty. Since the beginning of the
CTBT negotiations, China has carried out six nuclear tests: in October 1993, June 1994, May
1995, August 1995, June 1996, and July 1996. 

China held that an on-site-inspection request must be approved by a two-thirds majority
of all Executive Council members.52 Based on China’s suggestion, the CTBT stipulates that
an on-site inspection must be approved by at least 30 affirmative votes of members of the
Executive Council, which has 51 members.53 In addition, China argued that the CTBT
should enter into force after the deposit of instruments of ratification by all nuclear-capable
states as specified in the relevant International Atomic Energy Agency list.54 Article XIV of the
CTBT provides that the treaty will enter into force 180 days after the deposit date of the
instruments of ratification by 44 nuclear-capable states.55

China, of course, had losses in the CTBT negotiations, but it maintained some key
national security interests by bargaining. So for China, a nuclear state with the smallest and
most backward nuclear arsenals among the five nuclear states, actively participating in arms
control negotiations is better than not doing so.

However, the Bush administration has discarded multilateral cooperation and negotiation
in the field of nuclear arms control and pursues a unilateralist approach to push nuclear disar-
mament. As a result, China will once again lose a chance to join and influence the process and
content of nuclear arms control. This would not be beneficial to China’s security interests. 
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Conclusion

• The Bush administration has made the most fundamental adjustments to America’s
nuclear strategy since the end of the Cold War. The new nuclear strategy shifts from the
old threat-based model to a new capabilities-based model. It changes the nuclear deter-
rent of mutually assured destruction into a full-spectrum nuclear deterrent. The Cold War
Triad completely dependent on offensive strategic nuclear forces of ICBMs, SLBMs, and
strategic bombers is replaced by the New Triad of nuclear and non-nuclear offensive strike
forces, missile defense systems, and a responsive defense infrastructure. The role of nuclear
weapons expands from deterrence to war-fighting. Moreover, the Bush administration is
pursuing a unilateralist arms control policy rather than multilateral negotiations and tra-
ditional treaties. 

• The goal of changing America’s nuclear strategy is to maintain and strengthen America’s
absolute military superiority in order to remain the sole global superpower. This would
break a balance of international and regional forces and could lead some countries to
develop their strategic forces to reduce the military gap between them and the United
States. In turn, their neighboring countries would make the same response. This would
destabilize the world and the regions concerned, undermining America’s security interests. 

• The development of the New Triad and the possible development of low-yield nuclear
weapons would blur the distinction between nuclear and conventional weapons, as well
as that between nuclear and conventional war. This would increase the possibility of
nuclear weapons use, resulting in the spread of nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles. 

• Among nuclear powers, the new nuclear strategy would have the greatest impact on
China. China is among the seven nations listed as targets of an American nuclear strike.
This is a great threat to China’s security. The United States may use nuclear weapons to
defend Taiwan. This will hinder Chinese reunification and thereby threaten Chinese core
security. The United States has had absolute military superiority over China. The buildup
of the New Triad will further weaken the effectiveness of China’s limited nuclear deterrent
forces. Finally, the new American nuclear strategy exerts a significant influence on China’s
security interests.
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