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U.S.-China competition is well underway 

• Started in 1989 

• Driven by deep forces (not errors, misperceptions) 

– Power politics  

– Ideology 

• Will not be dissolved by diplomacy, trade, 
institutions, convergent interests, global warming … 

• Competition is part of a larger, mixed relationship 

– Contains elements of both competition and cooperation 

– But, competition likely to grow more intense: 
•  if/as China’s power continues to grow . 

• And if regime does not undergo fundamental political reform. 

– Note: weakness, instability could also lead to more 
aggressive Chinese behavior 

 

 



Both powers do have strategies 

• Varying degrees of consistency, coherence 

• Reflect the differing nature of their systems 

– U.S.: 

• Not the product of comprehensive planning process 

• Elements have evolved organically since early ‘90s 

– China: 

• More deliberately formulated 

• Largely consistent since 1991 

 

 



Ends and means 

• U.S. aims to “tame” then “transform” China 

– Make it a “responsible stakeholder” and 
ultimately a liberal democracy 

• How?  Via mixed strategy (“congagement”) 

• Current PRC leadership seeks to: 

– Preserve CCP rule 

– Establish China as dominant power in Asia 

– Achieve eventual global parity with U.S. 

• How?  Via patient, positional strategy 

– Build CNP, avoid conflict, exploit “the propensity 
of things,” advance incrementally 

 



Beijing believes it’s winning.  
• Many short/medium term anxieties 

– Mostly about domestic social, economic stability 

– Could be exacerbated/triggered by external events 

• But also growing confidence: 

– About the emerging “configuration of power” 

• Analysts increasingly open about America’s 
decline, China’s rise. 

• Reassessment started in 2003 (Iraq) 

• 2008-09 financial crisis offered more encouragement 

• From unipolarity to bipolarity? (vs multipolarity) 



U.S.-China rivalry has 4 dimensions 

• Political 

– Shaping the other’s perceptions, policies 

• Diplomatic 

– “Alliance making” vs “alliance breaking” 

• Economic 

– GDP; technological edge; relative vulnerability  

• Military 

 



Focus of the rest of this briefing 

• The military dimension 

– Basic characteristics 

– Major domains 

– Past and possible future (1989-2030) 

• Look at four “moves” (U.S., PRC, U.S., PRC) 

• Offer rough net assessment at the end of each 

• Concluding thoughts    



Basic characteristics 

• Not unlike the U.S.-Soviet arms competition 

– Plans, programs becoming closely coupled 

– A “game” of move and counter-move 

• Played out over years; decades 

• Classic goals: deterrence, defense/victory 

• But also imposing costs, and “shaping” 

– PRC trying to undermine U.S. security guarantees 

– U.S. trying to bolster them 



Three domains of competition 

• Power projection vs anti-access 

• Extended deterrence vs counter-deterrence 

• Command of the seas vs SLOC defense/denial 



Four “moves” 

• Move 1) Initial position (1989-1996) 

• Move 2) China’s challenge (1996-2009) 

• Move 3) U.S./Allied response (2009-2020) 

• Move 4) China’s counter (2020-2030) 



Move 1: Initial position 

• U.S. unchallenged up to, over China’s borders 

– Surface, undersea, air, space 

• In control of all SLOCs 

– East to west: across the Pacific 

– North to south: through Straits to IO, Gulf  

• Massive nuclear advantage 

– Chinese ICBM force small and vulnerable 

– PRC could hit regional targets w/nuclear weapons 
 

  
 



Move 1: Net assessment 

• U.S. (plus allies) could defeat PRC in of-shore 
conventional engagements. 

• U.S./allies could impose effective naval blockade on 
China – along SLOCs, up to coasts. 

• If necessary, U.S. could destroy a significant portion 
of Chinese nuclear forces, possibly using only 
conventional precision strike . 

• But, likelihood of some nuclear strikes on regional 
targets remains. 

 
 



Move 2: China’s challenge 

• Anti-access/area denial 

– Maturing capability to hit surface vessels 

– Long-range precision strike against fixed targets 

– Improving defenses against air attack 

– Emergent ASAT threat 

– Information warfare 

• Counter-deterrence 

– Nascent secure second strike force   

 

 



Move 2: China’s Challenge (cont.) 

• Sea control/denial 

– Fast-growing submarine force (mostly diesel) 

– First moves toward carrier force 

 

 



Move 2: Net Assessment 
• PRC leaders may believe they are on the verge of 

being able to destroy U.S./allied fixed bases and 
surface vessels at +500 miles offshore, using only 
conventional weapons. 

• Preemptive ASAT, IW attacks could give added edge.  

• Mobile ICBMs and SLBMs will increase confidence in 
ability to deter U.S. nuclear strikes. 

• China now has some ability to defend against close 
blockade by U.S. subs. 

• But, they cannot yet defend their extended SLOCs 
and have only limited ability to interdict those of 
others’.       

 



Move 3: U.S./Allied response 

• Will there be a response? 

– Up to now, U.S. reaction to China’s build-up has 
mostly involved redeploying existing forces (more 
subs to PACOM, more B-2s to Guam etc.) 

– PRC will try to discourage/dampen response. 

– Budget constraints, preoccupation with other 
missions, fear of provoking China will all make an 
effective response more difficult. 

 



Move 3: U.S./Allied response (cont.) 
• Restore power projection 

– Defend, disperse, harden fixed targets 

• But: cost exchange ratios may still favor offense. 

– Submerge, hide or pull back strike assets 

• Stealthy or submersible “arsenal ships”? 

• New long-range bomber? UCAV? LR non-nuc missile? 

– Harden, proliferate satellites, comm links  

• Bolster extended deterrence 

– Defend; increase counterforce capabilities? 

– Learn to live with U.S.-PRC MAD? 

– Independent allied nuclear forces? 

 

 



Move 3: U.S./Allied response (cont.) 
• Strengthen sea control 

– A new “maritime strategy”? 

• Contest coastal waters 

• Hold potential SSBN bastions at risk 

• Block outward movement of PLAN SSNs 

• Track/quickly sink PLAN surface fleet 

– Requires more SSNs and/or new distributed 
network ASW  

• Open new front(s)? 

– Covert support for movements on periphery? 

– Challenge regime stability?   

 

 

 



Move 3: Net Assessment 

• Countering area denial strategy is possible but will be costly. 
– Significant, prompt investments are required.   

• Likelihood that U.S. would launch preemptive attack on 
Chinese nuclear forces is very low, even now. 
– Will become even more so once SSBNs and mobile ICBMs are 

deployed.  U.S. unlikely to regain clear edge. 

– Mutual deterrence may increase plausibility of protracted conventional 
conflict. 

• U.S. will retain ability to control SLOCs 
– Will this be decisive?  Can China circumvent or reduce dependence? 

• Internal destabilization efforts  (with or without blockade) 
could threaten regime survival 
– China might escalate in response.  How? 

 

 



Move 4: Chinese Counters 

• From area denial to area control? 

– Basing sensors and weapons on Taiwan, other 
islands could help China regain the edge out to 
“second island chain.” 

• Limited nuclear forces are probably enough 

– But, need to reassess if others go nuclear. 

– Also, further U.S. reductions might put nuclear 
parity within reach. 



Move 4: Chinese Counters (cont.) 

• What to do about the SLOCs? 

– Continue to diversify supply routes.  Stockpile. 

– Defend by strengthening “string of pearls”  

• Port access, airfields, bases in Pakistan, Burma, Iran 

• “Rapid deployment force” to protect oil at source 

– Deter by a developing counter-SLOC capability 

• “If you close ours, we’ll close yours.” 

• Land-based missile threat to commercial shipping. 

– Prepare for cross-border resource grabs. 

• Ground forces to seize and hold Russian and Kazakh oil, 
Mongolian coal. 

 

 

 

 

 



Move 4: Chinese Counters (cont.) 

• What to do about peripheral/internal threats? 

– Invest even more in domestic security forces. 

– Develop options for establishing cross-border 
buffer zones. 

 

 

 

 



Move 4: Net Assessment 

• China’s threat perceptions, dynamic of 
competition causes it to project power at 
increasing ranges. 

– At sea: into Western Pacific, along SLOCs. 

– On land: across interior frontiers. 

• Doing this will be costly.  

– Can China become both a land and a sea power? 

– Expansion always creates new liabilities. 

• Mounting costs could come just as economic 
growth slows due to demographics. 

 



Concluding thoughts 

• In the near term, China has the initiative 

– U.S./allies need to respond soon to challenge 

• Or face increasingly unfavorable balance 

– This won’t be easy given economics, politics  

• In the longer run, initiative could shift back 

– Geopolitical expansion will bring rising costs, risks. 

– Economic slowdown could create rising burdens  


