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Here Be Dragons

I.t is past time for Americans to take seri-
ously the challenge posed by the contin-
.ing growth of China’s military power.

Triggered by the geopolitical shifts that ac-
companied the end of the cold war, fueled 
by the nation’s rapid economic growth, and 
driven by a mix of insecurity and ambition, 
today’s buildup has been under way for the 
better part of two decades. Even before the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, Chinese strate-
gists began to shift their attention from pre-
paring for a massive, all-out “People’s War” 
against a nuclear-armed northern invader to-
ward what they labeled “local war under high-
tech conditions.” Such a war would be fought 
for limited aims, using only conventional 
weapons, in the sea and airspace off China’s 
eastern coasts. It was from this direction that 
the greatest threats to the nation’s security 
were expected to come, whether from Taiwan-

After more than thirty years of post-Mao 
..economic reforms and average annual 
....economic growth rates of approxi-

mately 10 percent, China has begun to devel-
op a new generation of military technologies 
that significantly advance its strategic capa-
bilities. The People’s Liberation Army (pla) 
is developing a wide range of weaponry that 
enables it to project power off of the Asian 
mainland and into new theaters, including 
the high seas and space. These advances un-
derscore the potential challenge China poses 
to U.S. security and the importance of paying 
vigilant attention to the developments in the 
U.S.-China balance of power.

Yet China does not pose a threat to Ameri-
ca’s vital security interests today, tomorrow or 
at any time in the near future. Neither alarm 
nor exaggerated assessments of contemporary 
China’s relative capabilities and the impact 
of Chinese defense modernization on U.S. 
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ese “separatists,” Japanese “militarists,” Ameri-
can “hegemonists” or, in the most nightmarish 
scenarios, all three at once.

Over the course of the past twenty years, 
this shift in priorities has been reflected in a 
substantial, sustained military buildup, espe-
cially in China’s aerospace and naval capabili-
ties. With the nation’s economy expanding at 
near double-digit rates, Beijing was able to in-
crease defense budgets even faster without im-
posing noticeable burdens on society. Accord-
ing to the Defense Department’s latest figures, 
between 1996 and 2008 China’s officially dis-
closed (and likely understated) defense budget 
grew by an average of 12.9 percent per year, 
while gdp grew at around 9.6 percent.

Western observers have tended for some 
time to downplay the significance of these 
figures. The post-cold-war People’s Liberation 
Army (pla) was, after all, backward, poorly 
equipped and badly in need of moderniza-
tion. Despite the vast sums being spent on 
imported and domestically produced weap-
ons, it was widely assumed that the overall 
quality of China’s armed forces, and the spe-
cific capabilities of most of its major military 
systems, would continue to lag far behind 
their American counterparts. Throughout the 
1990s, most experts also believed that Bei-
jing was focused exclusively on acquiring the 
means to coerce or attack Taiwan. As the 
wider scope and potential significance of its 
military buildup have become more evident, 
yet another reassuring rationale has emerged. 
China is a rising nation and, as such, it is just 
doing what comes naturally: acquiring the ca-
pabilities it needs to project its power, extend 
its influence and defend its increasingly far-
flung interests.

While this last point may be true, it is also, 
from a strategic perspective, utterly irrelevant. 
The fact that Beijing regards its buildup as 
fully justified and even essential to its future 
prosperity and survival does not make it any 
less of a concern; indeed, quite the contrary. 

The system of alliances and diplomatic rela-
tionships that make up the U.S. strategic posi-
tion in Asia is built on a foundation of military 
power. The credibility of America’s security 
guarantees—and the willingness of others to 
accept them—is a direct result of its perceived 
strength and its reputation for resolve. If these 
erode, the superstructure of alliances and over-
seas bases on which the United States currently 
depends may persist for a time, but will not do 
so indefinitely. Whether the end comes gradu-
ally or in a sudden, catastrophic collapse will 
depend on chance and circumstance. 

The best way to convey the significance 
of what is happening is to compare the 

current East Asian military balance with the 
situation that existed only a few years ago:

By the early 1990s, with the vestiges of Sovi-
et air and naval power rotting at their bases in 
the Russian Far East, the Pacific had become, 
for all intents and purposes, an American lake. 
U.S. forces were invulnerable and able to op-
erate with impunity wherever and whenever 
they chose. Using forward-deployed ships, 
aircraft and troops operating from local bases 
and facilities in Japan, South Korea, Thailand 
and Singapore, as well as those that could be 
dispatched from Hawaii and the West Coast, 
the United States could defend its friends, 
threaten its enemies and move its forces freely 
throughout the western Pacific. American air 
and naval units conducted routine deploy-

The fact that Beijing regards its buildup as fully justified 
and even essential to its future prosperity and survival does 

not make it any less of a concern; indeed, quite the contrary.
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ments and reconnaissance missions just out-
side (and at times, no doubt, within) China’s 
airspace and territorial waters with little fear 
of harassment or interdiction, while U.S. satel-
lites passed overhead, unseen and unmolested.

Even beyond East Asia, the U.S. Navy was 
in complete command of the world’s oceans. 
If ordered to do so, the navy could interdict 
commercial shipping and stop or sink vessels 
bound for China, regardless of whether they 
were traveling across the Pacific or east across 
the Indian Ocean.

The distribution of long-range nuclear ca-
pabilities was also profoundly unbalanced. 
Even after the superpower arms reductions 
of the early 1990s the United States retained 
thousands of nuclear bombs and missile war-
heads capable of striking China. At that time, 
the prc had no more than twenty nuclear-
tipped missiles with sufficient range to reach 
the continental United States, of which only 
four may actually have been deployed and 
ready for use at any given moment.

Because of the severe limits on its ability 
to project power, virtually the only place that 
China could have engaged U.S. forces was in 
its immediate coastal waters, most likely in a 
conflict over the fate of Taiwan. The outcome 
of such a struggle would have been a foregone 

conclusion, with America and its allies quickly 
clearing the sea and skies of enemy forces. If 
Beijing refused to end hostilities after having 
suffered these initial losses, the United States 
could have imposed a crippling economic em-
bargo backed up by an airtight naval blockade 
up and down China’s coasts. At the slightest 
hint that Beijing was preparing for nuclear 
escalation, Washington could have unleashed 
a preemptive strike aimed at destroying all of 
China’s limited long-range nuclear force and 
at least a portion of its shorter-range systems. 
In sum, at every level of potential conflict, 
from limited engagements at sea to transcon-
tinental nuclear war, the Americans held the 
upper hand.

F ast-forward to the present. America’s abil-
ity to project power into the western Pa-

cific, once unchallenged, is now threatened 
by the maturation of what Pentagon planners 
refer to as China’s “anti-access/area-denial” 
strategy. The goal here is not to match the 
Americans ship-for-ship and plane-for-plane 
but rather to develop certain specialized capa-
bilities designed to make it difficult, if not im-
possible, for U.S. forces to operate freely any-
where close to China’s coasts. In the past de-
cade, Beijing has made considerable progress 
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toward achieving this goal. Every one of the 
relative handful of bases on which the United 
States relies to sustain its presence in East Asia 
will soon be within range of bombardment by 
repeated salvos of precisely targeted Chinese 
conventional ballistic and cruise missiles. At 
the same time, the pla is in the process of 
knitting together a network of satellites, on-
shore radars and other sensors that will per-
mit it to locate and track an enemy’s surface 
ships hundreds of miles off its coasts and then 
use a combination of torpedoes, high-speed 
cruise missiles and land-based ballistic missiles 
to sink or disable them. America’s huge and 
costly aircraft carriers are the key to its global 
power-projection capabilities. In a future cri-
sis, Washington might have little choice but 
to pull them far back from China’s coasts, well 
beyond the effective range of their aircraft. 
This would dramatically reduce their abil-
ity to provide air defense for U.S. friends or 
to conduct strikes against Chinese forces on 
land or at sea. In addition to these more direct 
modes of attack, the pla is experimenting 
with antisatellite weapons and techniques for 
taking down an enemy’s computer networks, 
thereby rendering him deaf and blind during 
the critical opening phases of a war.

On the defensive side of the equation, the 
pla Navy (plan) is turning out attack sub-
marines at a record pace and developing so-
phisticated undersea mines; it is in the process 
of completing a massive new submarine base 
adjacent to the South China Sea, and has 
reportedly begun to deploy an undersea detec-
tion system that would aid it in engaging U.S. 
submarines operating off its shores. Finally, 
China is investing heavily in “passive defens-
es” (hiding or hardening critical facilities) and 
in advanced radars and surface-to-air missiles, 
including some that may be effective against 
“stealthy” Western aircraft and cruise missiles.

 

This combination of rapidly advancing 
offensive and defensive capabilities is 

beginning to raise doubts in the region about 

America’s ability to defend its allies and proj-
ect its power. What is worse, over the next 
several years there will be an increasing dan-
ger that, in an extreme crisis, China’s leaders 
might believe that they have a chance of start-
ing a war by effectively knocking the United 
States out of the western Pacific and blunting 
its initial, retaliatory response, all without 
striking the American homeland and without 
the need to fire a single nuclear weapon.

If it were successful, such an attack would 
leave a president with some agonizing choices. 
Much as during the cold war, if faced with the 
possibility of a quick conventional defeat in 
Western Europe, American decision makers 
would have to contemplate the use of nuclear 
weapons. But, as was true then, the plausibil-
ity of escalatory threats will diminish as the 
probability of retaliation rises. Beijing is fast 
approaching the point where it will have a 
secure second-strike force capable of dealing 
a devastating blow no matter how hard the 
United States might try to prevent it. 

As risky as an American attack on Chinese 
nuclear forces, ports, airfields and commu-
nications centers would be today, it will be 
considerably more so a few years from now. 
Beijing is in the process of deploying inter-
continental-range ballistic missiles (icbms) 
that will be far less vulnerable than their pre-
decessors. In addition to its small force of 
fixed, single-warhead icbms, over the next few 
years China will place in service several dozen 
hard-to-locate road-mobile and submarine-
launched missiles, each capable of striking the 
United States with multiple warheads.

O f course, there are alternatives to the 
nightmare of nuclear war. If Wash-

ington chose not to use nuclear weapons, it 
might respond to a Chinese attack by en-
gaging in “horizontal escalation,” hitting 
back at another location where the opponent 
is vulnerable and U.S. forces still enjoy an 
overwhelming advantage. The most obvious 
way to do this, though perhaps not the only 
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one, would be to use America’s global naval 
strength and airpower to cut China off from 
the sea. This is an arena of military competi-
tion in which the United States maintains 
overwhelming superiority. While the plan 
may be able to contest control of its imme-
diate coastal waters, its capabilities fall off 
rapidly with distance. If the United States 
wanted tomorrow to constrict China’s mari-
time access to oil, minerals and markets, there 
would be very little Beijing could do in direct 
response.

Chinese strategists are acutely aware of this 
potential vulnerability and they are hard at 
work on a variety of projects which, taken 
together, may help to mitigate the danger. In-
cluded among these are: a strategic petroleum 
reserve; transcontinental pipelines to Russia 
and Central Asia; the pursuit of undersea 
resources close to China’s coasts; new trans-
portation routes through Southeast Asia that 
would permit oil and gas from the Middle 
East to bypass the narrow straits off Indone-
sia; the construction of ports and airfields in 
Myanmar and Pakistan that could be used 
in an emergency by a future Chinese air and 
naval “rapid-deployment force”; a deepening 
strategic relationship with Iran that could 
provide a bridgehead to the Persian Gulf; and 
the development of aircraft carriers and long-
range nuclear-powered attack submarines, and 
the construction of large numbers of diesel 
subs, which will give the plan some capacity 
to defend China’s sea-lanes and perhaps to at-
tack the shipping of its rivals. If produced in 
sufficient numbers, the same antiship ballistic 
missiles (asbm) that will soon threaten Ameri-
can aircraft carriers could also be used against 
commercial vessels. Using a combination of 

missiles and submarines, Beijing might be 
able to impose a blockade of its own on key 
American allies like Japan, perhaps weakening 
its will to stay in the fight or, better yet, dis-
suading it from ever joining with the United 
States in the first place. 

America’s influence in and access to Asia 
will be drastically reduced, with harm-

ful long-term consequences for its security, 
prosperity and ability to promote the spread 
of liberal democracy, if it is seen to be in long-
term decline relative to China or, even worse, 
if it appears irresolute, incompetent, unwilling 
or simply unable to fulfill its commitments. 
Other governments will then have no choice 
but to reconsider their national strategies either 
by developing their own nuclear capabilities 
or—worse—by bandwagoning with Beijing.

If it wants to reassure its strategic partners 
and bolster deterrence, Washington must find 
ways to counter China’s evolving anti-access 
capabilities. If it does not, America’s long-
standing military dominance in East Asia 
will quickly disappear. What the Pentagon 
has done up to this point mostly involves the 
redistribution of existing assets: basing more 
B-2s and F-22s on Guam, for example, and 
reassigning submarines, carrier battle groups 
and advanced surface ships to the Pacific 
Fleet.1 The next steps are likely to be costlier 

Beijing is fast approaching the point where it will have a secure 
second-strike force capable of dealing a devastating blow no 
matter how hard the United States might try to prevent it.

1 As of fy 2007 the Pacific Fleet for the first time 
had more ships assigned to it than the Atlantic 
Fleet. Included among these were six of eleven 
aircraft carriers, most of the eighteen Aegis cruisers 
and destroyers capable of defending against ballistic 
missiles, and twenty-six of fifty-seven attack 
submarines.
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and more controversial: hardening fixed bases 
against missile attacks, expanding existing 
land- and sea-based missile-defense systems, 
and building more present-generation fighters 
and submarines. In the longer run, if it wants 
to stay in the power-projection game, and 
maintain its command 
of the seas, the United 
States is also going to 
have to develop new 
weapons :  another 
stealthy bomber ca-
pable of striking tar-
gets anywhere in the 
world from bases in 
North America; con-
ventionally armed 
icbms that could do 
the same thing in 
thirty minutes or less; 
long-range unmanned 
aerial vehicles that will 
allow carriers to stand 
off beyond the reach 
of enemy missiles and 
still strike vital targets 
on land; undersea or 
stealthy surface ves-
sels capable of launching large numbers of 
conventional missiles against onshore targets 
to supplement and perhaps eventually to re-
place aircraft carriers; unmanned undersea 
vehicles and a new generation of sensors that 
will allow the navy to maintain its domi-
nance in undersea warfare without necessarily 
matching the size of China’s submarine fleet; 
and, in light of the pla’s evident interest in 
attacking them, new techniques for harden-
ing, defending or reconstituting the current 
armada of now-vulnerable surveillance and 
communication satellites. If the Pentagon 
wants to have these capabilities available in 
ten or fifteen years, it needs to start spending 
now on the necessary research-and-develop-
ment programs. Without such investments, 
the military balance in Asia is likely to look 

far less favorable at the end of the coming 
decade than it does today.

There are, unfortunately, many obsta-
cles in the way of prudent, measured 

and timely action to balance China’s grow-
ing strength, of which 
the Pentagon’s present 
preoccupation with ir-
regular warfare and the 
likely lingering effects 
on federal budgets of 
the recent financial 
crisis are only the most 
obvious. More serious 
is a still-widespread re-
luctance to acknowl-
edge that any problem 
exists or to recognize 
the necessity of begin-
ning to deal with it 
now, before it becomes 
even more acute.

This willful blind-
ness is often closely re-
lated to the misleading 
claim that “if we treat 
China like an enemy, 

it will become one.” Even if this statement is 
true, it does not follow that its obverse is as 
well. Despite America’s fervent embrace in 
recent years, China’s leaders have shown no 
inclination whatsoever to slow their military 
buildup. They clearly regard the United States 
as both an economic partner and a strategic 
competitor. Beijing has somehow managed to 
hold these two seemingly contradictory ideas 
in its collective head for decades now. If they 
do not wish to find themselves pushed to the 
margins in Asia, Americans will have to learn 
to do the same.

And, although few will come right out 
and say it, some observers clearly believe that 
China is destined to dominate the region. In-
stead of trying to stand in its way, and cling-
ing to its sentimental attachments to smaller 
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and ultimately weaker democracies like Tai-
wan and Japan, the United States should seek 
some kind of modus vivendi with Beijing; if 
not a spheres-of-influence arrangement along 
the lines of that a Chinese admiral recently 
offered, only half jokingly, to his American 
counterpart, then a condominium of some 
sort in which the two Pacific giants will joint-
ly manage the problems of the region.2

Putting aside the question of whether any 
such arrangement would ultimately be pos-
sible or, from an American perspective, ac-
ceptable, there is no cause yet to conclude 
that it will prove necessary. The United States 
and the other Asian democracies (including 
India) have enormous resources at their dis-
posal with which to maintain a balance with 
China, even as its capabilities grow. Moreover, 
it is by no means inevitable that the prc as 
presently constituted will be able to sustain 
its steep upward trajectory. A daunting array 
of environmental, societal and demographic 
challenges are likely to slow China’s growth 
in coming decades, making it more difficult 
to pursue the kind of ambitious buildup in 
which it is presently engaged.

Unless and until it liberalizes its political 
system, China will find it difficult to achieve 
its full potential as a nation. If and when 
it does so, however, its insecurities, desire 
to dominate its neighbors and inability to 
achieve a stable, cooperative relationship with 
the United States should all be alleviated. If 
America and its Asian allies work together 
to balance China now, even as they continue 
to engage it, there is a better chance that the 
world may yet witness the eventual mellowing 
of its power.

security interests in East Asia is needed be-
cause, despite China’s military advances, it 
has not developed the necessary technologies 
to constitute a grave threat. Beijing’s strategic 
advances do not require a major change in 
Washington’s defense or regional security pol-
icy, or in U.S. policy toward China. Rather, 
ongoing American confidence in its capabili-
ties and in the strength of its regional partner-
ships allows the United States to enjoy both 
extensive military and diplomatic cooperation 
with China while it consolidates its regional 
security interests. The China threat is simply 
vastly overrated.

America’s vital security interests, includ-
ing in East Asia, are all in the maritime 

regions. With superior maritime power, the 
United States can not only dominate regional 
sea-lanes but also guarantee a favorable bal-
ance of power that prevents the emergence of 
a regional hegemon. And despite China’s mili-
tary advances and its challenge to America’s 
ability to project its power in the region, the 
United States can be confident in its ability 
to retain maritime dominance well into the 
twenty-first century.

East Asia possesses plentiful offshore assets 
that enable the United States to maintain a 
robust military presence, to contend with a 
rising China and to maintain a favorable bal-
ance of power. The U.S. alliance with Japan 
and its close strategic partnership with Singa-
pore provide Washington with key naval and 
air facilities essential to regional power projec-
tion. The United States also has developed 
strategic cooperation with Malaysia, Indonesia 
and the Philippines. Each country possesses 
significant port facilities that can contribute 
to U.S. capabilities during periods of height-
ened tension, whether it be over Taiwan or 
North Korea.

The United States developed and sustained 
its strategic partnerships with East Asia’s mari-

Ross Continues:

2 In 2008 Admiral Timothy Keating, commander of 
the U.S. Pacific Command, reported a conversation 
in which a senior Chinese naval officer suggested 
drawing a line down the middle of the Pacific: “You 
guys can have the east part of the Pacific, Hawaii to 
the states. We’ll take the west part of the Pacific, from 
Hawaii to China.” 
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time countries and maintained the balance 
of power both during and after the cold war 
because of its overwhelming naval superior-
ity. America’s power-projection capability has 
assured U.S. strategic partners that they can 
depend on the United States to deter another 
great power from attacking them; and, should 
war ensue, that they would incur minimal 
costs. This American security guarantee is as 
robust and credible as ever.

The critical factor in assessing the mod-
ernization of the pla’s military forces is thus 
whether China is on the verge of challenging 
U.S. deterrence and developing war-winning 
capabilities to such a degree that East Asia’s 
maritime countries would question the value 
of their strategic alignment with the Unit-
ed States. But, though China’s capabilities 
are increasing, in no way do they challenge 
U.S. supremacy. America’s maritime security 
is based not only on its superior surface fleet, 
which enables it to project airpower into dis-
tant regions, but also on its subsurface ships, 
which provide secure “stealth” platforms for 
retaliatory strikes, and its advanced command, 
control, communications, computers, intelli-
gence, surveillance and reconnaissance (c4isr) 
capabilities. In each of these areas, China is 
far from successfully posing any kind of seri-
ous immediate challenge.

China is buying and building a better 
maritime capability. However, the net 

effect of China’s naval advances on U.S. mari-
time superiority is negligible.

Since the early 1990s—especially later in 
the decade as the Taiwan conflict escalated 
and following the 1996 U.S.-China Taiwan 
Strait confrontation—Beijing focused its mar-

itime-acquisitions program primarily on the 
purchase of modern submarines to contribute 
to an access-denial capability that could limit 
U.S. operations in a Taiwan contingency. It 
purchased twelve Kilo-class submarines from 
Russia and it has developed its own Song-class 
and Yuan-class models. These highly capable 
diesel submarines are difficult to detect. In 
addition, China complemented its submarine 
capability with a coastal deployment of Rus-
sian Su-27 and Su-30 aircraft and over one 
thousand five hundred Russian surface-to-air 
missiles. The combined effect of these deploy-
ments has been greater Chinese ability to 
target an American aircraft carrier and an im-
proved ability to deny U.S. ships and aircraft 
access to Chinese coastal waters. 

Indeed, American power-projection capa-
bilities in East Asia are more vulnerable now 
than at any time since the end of the cold war. 
We can no longer guarantee the security of a 
carrier. Nevertheless, the U.S. Navy is acutely 
aware of Chinese advances and is responding 
with measures to minimize the vulnerabil-
ity of aircraft carriers. Due to better funding, 
improved technologies and peacetime surveil-
lance of Chinese submarines, the American 
carrier strike group’s ability to track them and 
the U.S. Navy’s antisubmarine capabilities are 
constantly improving. The U.S. strike group’s 
counter-electronic-warfare capabilities can 
also interfere with the pla Navy’s reconnais-
sance ability. 

Improved Chinese capabilities complicate 
U.S. naval operations and require greater cau-
tion in operating an aircraft carrier near the 
Chinese coast, particularly in the case of a 
conflict over Taiwan. A carrier strike force 
may well have to follow a less direct route 

China does not pose a threat to America’s vital security 
interests today, tomorrow or at any time in the near future.
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into the area and maintain a greater distance 
from China’s coast to reduce its vulnerability 
to Chinese capabilities. But such complica-
tions to U.S. operations do not significantly 
degrade Washington’s ability to project supe-
rior power into maritime theaters. The United 
States still possesses the only power-projection 
capability in East Asia. 

In another attempt to counter U.S. mari-
time superiority, China has been planning 

construction of an aircraft carrier since the 
mid-1980s, and it will soon begin building 
its first. Contrary to the worst-case assess-
ments of some U.S. observers, a Chinese air-
craft carrier will not improve the pla’s naval 
capability. One or even two Chinese carriers 
will be insufficient to maintain a constant 

presence in distant waters. China will need 
multiple large carriers before it can develop 
a war-fighting capability. Building many will 
take decades. In addition, Beijing will have to 
be able to construct its own advanced aircraft 
to go on these carriers—rather than depend 

on imported Russian models and supplies, 
an intrinsically unreliable source of military 
power. China will also have to develop state-
of-the-art c4isr capabilities so it can defend its 
carrier and target U.S. maritime assets. This, 
too, will be a lengthy process. The pla Navy 
will also confront challenging organizational 
demands as it attempts to put a completed 
carrier into operation. The requirements for 
effective management of a carrier and its air-
craft are extremely difficult. Any carrier threat 
from China on this front is decades away.

Ultimately, a Chinese carrier may simply 
become an additional target for U.S. aircraft 
and cruise missiles. Thus, the unintended 
effect of China’s carrier program may be to 
augment U.S. maritime security, insofar as 
it diverts China’s defense resources from its 

more effective submarine-based access-denial 
capability. Moreover, the acute vulnerability 
of a Chinese carrier to U.S. maritime forces 
and Chinese concern for force protection will 
likely contribute to greater caution in Beijing’s 
use of its naval forces to challenge U.S. in-
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terests. China’s deployment of a carrier may 
contribute to both the strength of the Ameri-
can ability to deter Chinese challenges to the 
regional order and also to the stability of U.S. 
strategic partnerships.

China’s developing naval capabilities have 
yet to undermine U.S. maritime security, the 
stability of U.S. maritime partnerships or 
the regional security order. But China’s post-
cold-war defense research program has not 
exclusively focused in this area. Since Ameri-
ca’s use of high-technology, precision-guided 
weaponry in the Gulf War, China has active-
ly researched a broad spectrum of advanced 
military and dual-use civilian technologies. 
The pla is now introducing many of these 
technologies into new weapons systems that 
are transforming the pla’s asymmetric military 
capability. Should these advances significantly 
enhance the pla’s ability to degrade U.S. op-
erations, they could transform the U.S.-China 
strategic balance and have a far-reaching im-
pact on regional alignments and the great-
power security order. But similar to the evalu-
ation of China’s aircraft-carrier capability, a 
balanced assessment of the country’s military-
modernization program requires attention 
to the obstacles to Beijing’s developing and 
effectively operating these technologies. There 
are also the clear vulnerabilities of these tech-
nologies to U.S. weaponry. And even more so, 
the United States can adjust its operations in 
response to new pla capabilities—we are not 
a stagnant military.

O f foremost concern to many observers is 
Chinese research and development of a 

mobile antiship ballistic missile (asbm) with 
a range of over one thousand five hundred ki-
lometers. If land-based ballistic missiles could 
target, accurately track and then penetrate 
the defenses of U.S. surface ships, that would 
dramatically degrade U.S. power-projection 
capabilities in maritime theaters. As an access-
denial weapon, a Chinese asbm force has the 
potential to preclude U.S. naval operations 

in much of the western Pacific and the South 
China Sea, undermining the U.S. ability to 
protect its strategic partners throughout the 
region.

But it would be unwise to underestimate 
the obstacles China faces in developing asbms 
and to exaggerate the strategic implications of 
such a capability.1 Detection of a small mov-
ing target on a large ocean, such as a carrier, 
remains highly challenging. Following detec-
tion, real-time tracking of a moving carrier 
is necessary for accurate targeting—this is an 
additional major technological obstacle. Fi-
nally, penetrating the ship’s defenses would be 
extremely difficult. U.S. carrier strike forces 
can include defenses against asbms, such as 
electronic countermeasures; low-technology, 
cost-effective decoys that interfere with the 
missile’s tracking capability; and basic cam-
ouflage techniques, including “fog machines.” 
Such potential U.S. countermeasures have 
created considerable uncertainty and a wide-
ranging debate among Chinese specialists on 
the feasibility of this project.

Of course, none of these technological 
obstacles is necessarily insurmountable, and 
China is devoting considerable resources to 
building an asbm force. The pla may eventu-
ally develop the necessary asbm surveillance 
and targeting capabilities to enable it to sig-
nificantly degrade U.S. surface-ship capa-
bilities. But China has yet to carry out its first 
successful public test of an asbm. Following 
the first such test, China will require a pro-
tracted period of additional research and test-
ing to develop an asbm capability effective in 
real-world conditions.

And even if China could eventually con-
struct a functioning asbm system it would face 
considerable obstacles to achieving wartime 
effectiveness. Though a mobile and concealed 

1 For a judicious treatment of China’s asbm program, 
see Andrew S. Erickson and David D. Yang, “On the 
Verge of a Game-Changer,” Proceedings 135, no. 5 
(May 2009).
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Chinese land-based asbm would be difficult 
to destroy before launch, it is dependent on 
its surveillance systems. China’s ground-based 
radar that would support maritime recon-
naissance and the tracking of a U.S. carrier 
as well as Chinese air-defense systems would 
be easily detectable and degraded with U.S. 
air-launched missiles. Chinese leaders would 
have only minimal confidence after destroying 
the first aircraft carrier that the United States 
would not target China’s land-based radar fa-
cilities immediately thereafter. China’s surveil-
lance, tracking and targeting systems are also 
dependent on its satellite capability, and here 
too Chinese capabilities would be vulnerable 
to a U.S. attack—far more vulnerable than 
U.S. satellites would be to one from China.2 
Once China employed its asbm capability, its 
antiship capability would likely be short-lived 
and it would have a limited impact on U.S. 
power-projection capability and on the course 
and outcome of hostilities.

Thus, the argument that China is on the 
verge of developing and deploying a transfor-
mative asymmetric force rests on unrealistic 
worst-case estimates that do not reflect the 
limits of current Chinese capabilities; the in-
trinsic difficulty of designing and producing 
high-technology, experimental weapons sys-
tems; and the vulnerability of an asbm system 
to U.S. countermeasures. China’s asbm pro-
gram is not a “silver bullet” that will magically 
transform the U.S. deterrent posture in the 
region or undermine American alliances.

Moreover, U.S. maritime war-fighting ca-
pability is not limited to its surface fleet, and 
it would be foolish to underestimate the vast 
array of systems the United States has at its 
disposal. U.S. nuclear-powered guided-mis-

sile submarines (ssgns) contain 154 western-
Pacific-based Tomahawk cruise missiles that 
can target critical Chinese assets and pene-
trate Chinese coastal waters with minimal fear 
of detection. U.S. ssgns provide the United 
States with a powerful sea-based retaliatory 
capability and a persuasive and credible deter-
rent. Should China make progress on its asbm 
force, the United States can deploy additional 
counterattack and offensive weaponry on sub-
surface platforms, thereby negating any new 
Chinese capabilities.

B eijing’s progress on its other high-tech-
nology programs is equally unsure and 

does not threaten U.S. security. China is mak-
ing advances in its satellite program, which 
can contribute to its ability to target U.S. 
ships. But alarmists exaggerate China’s capa-
bilities and underestimate U.S. superiority in 
space technologies and U.S. ability to degrade 
Chinese satellite capabilities. China’s antisatel-
lite program is also developing, but its limited 
targeting capability and American redundancy 
in satellites minimize China’s ability to destroy 
America’s satellite communications systems.

China has been carrying out extensive re-
search into unmanned aerial vehicles (uavs). 
Chinese uavs could provide the pla with an 
advanced reconnaissance and weapons-deliv-
ery capability. But the Chinese military lacks 
a secure platform for launching the uavs. 

2 For a discussion of the limitations of China’s 
antisatellite capability, see Geoffrey Forden, “China’s 
asat Capabilities and its Implications for a Space War” 
(presentation, mit’s Program on Science, Technology 
and Society, March 19, 2008), http://cstsp.aaas.org/
files/fordenChinaAsat.pdf.

The United States still possesses the only 
power-projection capability in East Asia.
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Chinese surface vessels would not be a secure 
uav platform; they would be as vulnerable 
to a U.S. attack as a Chinese aircraft carrier. 
Chinese land-based uavs would lack the range 
to target distant U.S. ships. Moreover, the 
uav’s surveillance technologies would all suf-
fer from the same vulnerabilities as the asbm 
surveillance technologies. Without the full 
array of secure c4isr capabilities and a secure 
maritime capability, uavs cannot significantly 
contribute to China’s effort to challenge U.S. 
maritime superiority.

Beijing is also developing cyber-warfare 
techniques, but exaggerated assessments of 
this capability fail to evaluate China’s own 
emerging vulnerability to such attacks. 
Cyber-warfare technologies and skills are 
readily accessible and U.S. advanced muni-
tions are increasingly dependent on high-
technology communication and surveillance 
technologies. The United States is thus vul-

nerable to cyber attacks, and a Chinese cyber 
offensive against the United States could 
influence U.S. operations in the western Pa-
cific. Nonetheless, the reciprocal effect of 

Washington’s cyber-warfare capability on 
Beijing’s ability to wage high-technology 
warfare is equally significant. The same ad-
vanced Chinese technologies and weaponry 
that pessimists argue present a major threat 
to U.S. security, including asbms, are highly 
dependent on advanced communication and 
surveillance technologies that are particularly 
vulnerable to U.S. cyber attacks. And once 
the United States degrades the pla’s advanced 
communication technologies, China would 
lose its high-technology asymmetric capabil-
ity that so alarms America’s pessimists, and 
it would be very susceptible to a wide range 
of superior U.S. sea-based forces, even if the 
United States suffered from an effective Chi-
nese cyber attack.

The United States enjoys military superi-
ority in the Pacific Ocean and the South 

China Sea, as well as the ability to deter the 
use of force against maritime states and to 
defend them during hostilities. U.S. deter-
rence and war-fighting capabilities have been 
the decisive factors in developing and sustain-
ing strategic partnerships that are critical to 
Washington’s efforts to maintain a favorable 
regional balance of power. In recent years, 
even as China has modernized its military 
forces and become a global economic power, 
the United States has consolidated these rela-
tionships. The U.S.-Japan alliance remains as 
important as ever to Japanese security. Tokyo 
has shown minimal interest in either accom-
modating Chinese power or developing an 
independent security capability, despite the 
constant hand-wringing and doubt in Japan 
over the U.S. commitment to the country’s 
defense. Southeast Asia, Singapore, Malaysia, 
Indonesia and the Philippines continue to 
improve naval cooperation with the United 
States, and they have exhibited minimal in-
terest in meeting Chinese territorial demands 
in the South China Sea.

Beijing’s military-modernization program 
has been highly effective. After thirty years of 
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reform, Chinese industries can now produce 
modern weaponry and the pla has become a 
professional military force. Chinese civilian 
and military industries can develop highly 
capable weapons. The United States cannot 
disregard China as a formidable strategic 
competitor, but nor should it manufacture 
a looming threat to U.S. strategic presence 
in maritime East Asia. Developing a policy 
that would unnecessarily undermine ben-
eficial U.S.-China cooperation on a wide 
range of security and economic issues would 
be ill-advised. Analysis of China’s poten-
tial capability must include an assessment 
of the enduring difficulties Beijing faces in 
developing advanced weaponry, the vulner-
ability of Chinese forces to U.S. capabilities 
and Washington’s ability to adjust defense 
policy to maintain superiority in the western 
Pacific.

Despite impressive Chinese advances, in 
maritime East Asia the United States retains 
military superiority and effective deterrence 
and war-fighting capacities. But just as the 
United States cannot base policy on an exag-
gerated assessment of the China threat, it can-
not allow strategic complacency to undermine 
U.S. security. Washington must maintain 
those capabilities that underpin U.S. strategic 
partnerships with the maritime states in Chi-
na’s neighborhood and a favorable regional 
balance of power. Respect for Beijing’s strate-
gic potential requires that U.S. defense policy 
continues to stress advancement of those ca-
pabilities that support American power pro-
jection in the western Pacific Ocean, even as 
the United States prepares for a protracted 
era of counterinsurgency warfare. Short-term 
contingencies cannot preclude attention to 
long-term great-power competition. If the 
United States maintains its focus on the mul-
tiple sources of maritime supremacy, includ-
ing carrier-based power projection, subsurface 
platforms and information technologies, it can 
continue to engage the rise of China without 
undermining U.S. security.

Friedberg Responds:

P....rofessor Ross and I agree on at least 
...three very important points: China’s 
ongoing buildup poses a serious chal-

lenge to our strategic position in East Asia; 
left unaddressed, current trends will diminish 
our ability to extend credible security guaran-
tees, thereby undermining our regional alli-
ances and possibly weakening deterrence; and, 
working together with our friends and allies, 
we should be able to maintain a favorable 
military balance, despite China’s current dyna-
mism. Where we disagree is in our assessment 
of the urgency and precise dimensions of the 
challenge, what needs to be done in response 
and the obstacles that may stand in the way. 

There is an odd discontinuity between Pro-
fessor Ross’s sober appreciation of many as-
pects of the problem and his seeming com-
placency about their solution. He correctly 
acknowledges the potential threat to U.S. 
power-projection forces from Chinese sub-
marines, antiship ballistic missiles, antisatel-
lite (asat) weapons and computer-network 
attacks. But, having done so, he proceeds to 
assume each danger out of existence. 

It is no doubt true that the U.S. Navy’s 
anti-submarine-warfare capabilities are “con-
stantly improving,” albeit after more than a 
decade of post-cold-war neglect. But Chinese 
subs are getting better too and, just as impor-
tant, they are becoming far more numerous. 
Finding, tailing and, if necessary, sinking all 
of them would be no mean feat. Doing it 
quickly, to clear a path for the timely arrival of 
U.S. carriers would be harder still. (Given the 
relatively short reach of the aircraft they carry, 
it is simply not true that holding the carriers 
back further from China’s coasts would “not 
significantly degrade” their effectiveness.) 

On the Chinese side, the obstacles to de-
ploying an asbm are, indeed, substantial. But, 
as Professor Ross concedes, they are hardly 
insurmountable. The effectiveness of such 
weapons would be enhanced by their low 
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cost compared to that of their targets, permit-
ting them to be launched in salvos, not only 
against carriers but also against the less sturdy 
and well-defended resupply vessels on which 
the carriers depend. If the threat of such 
strikes causes the U.S. Navy to hold back, the 
asbm will have 
achieved its pur-
pose. 

Professor Ross 
suggests we can 
counter China’s 
asbm, asat and 
cyber-warfare 
c a p a b i l i t i e s 
by retaliating 
against vulner-
a b l e  g ro u n d 
i n s t a l l a t i o n s 
as well as Chi-
nese satellites 
and computer 
networks. The 
problem in each 
case is that no 
American presi-
dent is likely to 
exploit the significant advantages that would 
come with striking first. Assuming that we 
could mount a prompt, effective response to 
a Chinese attack, the net effect of such an ex-
change would probably still favor the prc. If 
both sides lost their access to space for a time, 
Chinese forces could still use fiber-optic land-
lines and old-fashioned high-frequency radio 
to communicate, and land-based aircraft and 
uavs to conduct reconnaissance. Largely for 
geographical reasons, U.S. options would be 
far more limited.

Geography also presents another challenge, 
one that Professor Ross does not address. 
America is a maritime power, but its ability 
to project and sustain its forces in the west-
ern Pacific is heavily dependent on access to 
a handful of local bases, most on foreign soil 
and all soon within range of highly accurate 

Chinese conventional missiles. Loss of these 
facilities, whether through direct attack or co-
ercive threats against host governments, would 
cripple our ability to conduct anything more 
than the briefest of exchanges in the region. 

Our ability to reassure allies in the face of 
threats raises an-
other issue that 
deserves atten-
tion. The im-
pending sharp 
increase in our 
own vulnerabil-
ity to Chinese 
nuclear attack 
will make it that 
much harder to 
persuade our 
friends that we 
will do “what-
ever it takes” to 
defend them.

To be sure, 
there are solu-
tions to all of 
these problems. 
Professor Ross 

seems to believe that we are either already 
actively pursuing them or that, if necessary, 
we could do so in a timely fashion. I am less 
sanguine. For reasons that I suggest in my 
piece, I fear that we are not going to devote 
the resources and attention necessary to fully 
counter China’s buildup. Further, I am not 
confident that our intelligence community 
understands the pla’s plans and programs 
sufficiently to provide adequate warning of 
troubling new developments. Even worse, we 
do not understand how China’s leaders assess 
the military balance well enough to be certain 
of our ability to deter them in an intense con-
frontation. 

We have already been surprised by the pace 
and scope of China’s buildup. If we allow our-
selves to be lulled into complacency, we could 
face far nastier shocks in the years to come. 
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Ross Responds:

P....rofessor Aaron Friedberg’s concern 
...for the China threat rests on three 
arguments: that China’s military mod-

ernization has been so successful that it could 
soon undermine U.S. maritime supremacy 
and give China the confidence to launch a 
war against American forces; that the decline 
of American supremacy may soon erode U.S. 
alliances in East Asia; and that the U.S. re-
sponse to China’s military buildup has been 
woefully inadequate.

China has made progress in developing a 
narrow range of capabilities, including missiles 
and submarines, which challenge U.S. surface 
vessels. But Professor Friedberg’s worst-case 
assessment fails to consider either Chinese 
vulnerabilities or U.S. strengths. U.S. cyber-
warfare capabilities, its long-range conven-
tional missiles and its ability to dominate 
space-based communications systems make 
China’s offensive capabilities highly vulnerable 
to American retaliation. Perhaps China could 
launch a surprise attack, but then what does 
it do on the third day of the war, after the 
United States has degraded its communica-
tion, reconnaissance, and targeting systems 
and then engaged China 
with its superior and se-
cure air and naval capa-
bilities? The notion that 
China might launch a 
war against the United 
States is the essence of 
the “1 percent doctrine” 
that contributed to 
many of the George W. 
Bush administration’s 
costly and ultimately 
counterproductive inter-
national and domestic 
security policies.

Professor Friedberg 
worries that the China 
threat will undermine 

American strategic partnerships in East Asia. 
But even a cursory examination of regional 
trends reveals that our maritime allies in East 
Asia are actually enhancing defense coop-
eration with the U.S. Navy and Air Force. 
Despite prolonged Japanese anxiety over the 
American commitment to its defense, U.S.-
Japan defense cooperation is better today than 
at any time during the cold war or the 1990s, 
and it continues to improve. Similarly, U.S. 
naval cooperation with Singapore and Malay-
sia continues to improve, as these countries 
welcome the U.S. contribution to their securi-
ty and regional stability. Even the Philippines, 
despite its resistance to cooperation with its 
former colonial power, is improving coop-
eration with the U.S. Navy. The United States 
should be confident, rather than alarmed, in 
its ability to retain its strategic presence in 
East Asia.

But Professor Friedberg is concerned by 
U.S. complacency and its alleged inadequate 
attention to the threat China poses to Amer-
ica’s maritime forces. Yet even limited con-
versations with U.S. naval personnel could 
persuade him that for the past decade the 
U.S. Navy has been preoccupied with Chi-
nese diesel submarines and has long focused 
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on developing technological and operational 
responses to enhance the security of the fleet. 
More recently, the navy has been equally 
concerned with China’s asbm program and is 
actively developing countermeasures. Force 
protection has been the preoccupation of 
the U.S. Navy since the 1996 Taiwan Strait 
confrontation. Professor Friedberg argues that 
the United States must move its capabilities 
underwater and develop a uav capability. 
Yet this is exactly what the United States has 
been doing for the past decade. The ssgn is a 
nuclear-powered, underwater, stealth cruise-
missile platform that is secure from Chinese 
surveillance. The United States also has a 
well-funded and active program for develop-
ing a uav capability for both reconnaissance 
and attack missions. He advocates that the 
United States spend more on maritime missile 
defense, but the navy has been developing the 
next-generation Aegis ballistic-missile-defense 
system. In 2008 the Bush administration 
declared that the system was “operationally 
effective” and continues to be well-funded by 
Obama.

Critics of U.S.-China policy offer little in 
the way of an alternative. The United States 
is doing nearly everything Professor Friedberg 

argues it should do. His one novel proposal 
is that the United States respond to China’s 
advancing nuclear capability by improving 
its strategic deep-strike air capability. But it 
is not plausible that China’s limited nuclear 
arsenal and its minimal deterrent capability 
has so undermined U.S. retaliatory deterrent 
capability and nuclear stability that the B-2 
stealth bomber will soon be obsolete and that 
the United States must spend huge sums to 
develop a more advanced strategic bomber 
that would provide marginal, if any, addi-
tional security.

Professor Friedberg’s concluding suggestion 
that China’s illiberal political system exac-
erbates the China threat fails to grasp that 
Beijing’s authoritarian system is its greatest 
vulnerability. The Chinese leadership dares 
not risk war; it is acutely aware of its vulner-
ability to the will of its people and the neces-
sity to minimize strategic adventurism and 
the risk of military defeat, lest it be the cause 
of its own demise. A balanced rather than an 
ideological assessment of the Sino-American 
dynamic offers the United States the confi-
dence to compete with China and secure U.S. 
interests, and simultaneously promote U.S.-
China cooperation.

The United States should be confident, rather than alarmed, 
in its ability to retain its strategic presence in East Asia.






