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Ties that Bind: Strategic

Stability in the U.S.—China
Relationship

Conviction is widespread and increasing in both the United States and
China—as well as many other countries—that the U.S.—~China relationship is becoming
less stable and more dangerous." We do not agree. Relations between Beijing and
Washington in 2013 are more extensive, more varied, more interdependent, and more
important to one another as well as to the global system than at any time in the past. But
suspicion and mutual distrust persist and may have intensified. Yet, despite dramatic
changes in the international system and the need to manage fleeting as well as persistent
problems, the United States and China have maintained strategic stability for four
decades. The relationship is less fragile and volatile than many assert, with strategic
stability the result of multiple factors that reinforce one another and limit the
deleterious effects of developments threatening specific “pillars” that undergird the
relationship.? Complacency and failure to address misperceptions and mistrust, however,

will have unfortunate consequences for both sides.

Sources of Strategic Stability

Strategic stability refers to the existence of conditions that make war between major
powers unlikely. Mutual trust, shared values, and common objectives can enhance
strategic stability, but the most important requisite is mutual conviction that using
military force will result in unacceptable retaliatory damage.’ For example, strategic
stability during the Cold War was assured primarily by the capacity to retaliate with
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nuclear weapons, a situation many characterize as a
“halance of terror,”* a condition that does not require
equal numbers or types of warheads or delivery

important “common systems.” Yet, several other “pillars” exist to support

enemy” pillar has

contemporary strategic stability between the United
States and China. The historically important “common

been rep|aced by enemy” pillar has been replaced by an increasing

common interests.

number of common interests. Other pillars include
maintaining mutual vulnerability, and deepening
economic and political interdependence—on each

126

other and on the international system as a whole.

Relations between the United States and China became less hostile, and in that
sense more stable, at approximately the same time that China began to deploy nuclear
weapons in the late 1960s.° China saw its ability to inflict unacceptable damage as the
most important factor deterring a military attack by the United States, and as critical to
preventing the United States from attempting to coerce the PRC through “nuclear
blackmail.” By the time China had this capability, however, the United States had no
intention of undertaking unprovoked military action against the People’s Republic, and
vulnerability to assured destruction became less important to U.S. thinking about
strategic stability than it was to Chinese thinking. (Mutual vulnerability did, however,
change the behavior of the United States vis-a-vis China. Before China acquired the
bomb, the United States had considered, and threatened, use of nuclear weapons against
the People’s Republic. Although Chinese continue to speculate about possible U.S.
attempts to use “nuclear blackmail,” Washington has not threatened China with nuclear
weapons since China acquired the ability to retaliate.)” This disparity persists and is at
the heart of current Chinese concerns about strategic stability. Rather than seek “Mutual
Assured Destruction,” Beijing has sought to create and maintain stability based on
“Mutual Vulnerability.”® However, in recent years the Chinese have begun to worry that
U.S. missile defense efforts and greater reliance on advanced conventional weapons are
intended to reduce the vulnerability of the United States to a point where China’s
decades-long approach to strategic stability would no longer be viable.”

Mutual vulnerability to nuclear destruction is not the only pillar of strategic
stability. The U.S.—China relationship has remained stable because the United States
and China also, and increasingly, need one another to achieve priority objectives.
Indeed, shared objectives have been important since the earliest days of rapprochement,
when having a common enemy provided the rationale for limited cooperation in a
“united front against Soviet hegemony.”'° In fact, the relationship between deterrence
and détente appears more coincidental than causal. China’s first nuclear test occurred in
1964 and its first thermonuclear device was detonated in June 1967.'" Richard Nixon
signaled interest in improving relations with China later that same year, but did not
mention nuclear weapons.'? Neither did Henry Kissinger in his account of U.S. thinking
in the run-up to his secret 1971 trip and Nixon’s own visit to China the following year."?
They focused, instead, on China’s increasingly strained relationship with the Soviet
Union and resultant opportunities for the United States. We do not know whether, or
how, the acquisition of nuclear weapons figured into Chairman Mao Zedong’s calculus.
At the time, stability was based on the shared judgment that the Soviet threat would
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endure and, secondarily, on China’s slow acquisition of a more credible nuclear
deterrent. These realpolitik considerations reduced the danger of direct conflict—a not
insignificant achievement.

The scope and basis for the U.S.-China strategic relationship changed
fundamentally in 1979, when the United States and China established formal
diplomatic relations. By the middle of the previous year, Deng Xiaoping and other
Chinese leaders had put most of the building blocks in place for what became known as
the “Reform and Opening Up Policy.”'* The Carter administration saw the change in
China’s strategy of development as an opportunity to strengthen a strategic partner and,
possibly, transform relations with China by helping Beijing achieve its developmental
goals.”” Deng’s acceptance of Carter’s offer to facilitate access to training, technology,
markets, capital, and other benefits of participation in the U.S.-led “free world” system
changed both China and the U.S.—China relationship in ways not fully anticipated by
either side.

The success of Deng’s policy of reform and opening up increased China’s
dependence on the system led and maintained by the United States. Continued
success required continued access to markets, training,
capital, and technology from the West. This, in turn, The last plllar of
required maintaining stable and positive relations with . T
the United States. China’s disproportionate dependence strategic Stablllt)’ to
on the West evolved into the third pillar of strategic be created-
stébility: greater i.nterdependenc.e‘ (Interdependence. is interd epen dence—
primarily economic but the United States and China
increasingly must cooperate to achieve political and has become the
security objectives in the international arena.) This

most important.
pillar constrains and creates opportunities for both P

sides, becoming the most important pillar of strategic

stability. Each side would find it difficult to thrive

without the other.'® In addition, the United States and China have instituted several
dozen intergovernmental dialogue mechanisms—most notably the Strategic and
Economic Dialogue (S&ED)—that help to manage and contain disagreements that
could erode stability.

U.S. and Chinese dependence on a peaceful international environment is a strong
inducement to ensure that our relationship does not endanger global stability. When
China and the United States were less interdependent and Beijing played a smaller role
on the world stage, disputes had less impact on either country or on the global system.
As China has become more active in all regions of the world—including the high seas,
outer space, and cyberspace, where the United States has long been the dominant player
—the United States and China encounter one another more frequently. More frequent
contact increases the potential for disagreements and the need for mechanisms to resolve
them. It also increases the danger that disagreements will affect the interests of other
stakeholders.

Other nations on which China and the United States depend for resources,
markets, political support, and other essentials recognize that contentious relations
between the United States and the PRC jeopardize the interests of all nations that
benefit from the international system. As a result, officials in Washington and Beijing
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are under pressure from external as well as internal stakeholders. To protect and achieve
their own interests, Chinese and U.S. leaders must be attentive to such pressure.

Strategic stability in U.S.~China relations has always been based on more than
just mutual vulnerability to unacceptable damage from nuclear attack. A second pillar of
stability, the existence of a common enemy, was once very important, but the demise of
the Soviet Union did not erode strategic stability. Shared concerns about terrorism,
nuclear proliferation, and other transnational threats now constitute the common enemy
pillar. The development of mutually reinforcing economic and political
interdependencies has become the third pillar that stabilizes the bilateral relationship.
U.S. and Chinese dependence on a peaceful and stable international environment from
which both countries have benefited so much in the past several decades is the most
important pillar undergirding stability.

Developments that Challenge Strategic Stability

Arguing that the foundations of strategic stability are broad and deep is not meant to
trivialize concerns about nuclear and conventional military developments that one or
both sides find worrisome. Such concerns arise in the context of “strategic mistrust.”!’
The existence of distrust traces to widespread Chinese suspicion—or conviction—that
the United States is determined to surround China and constrain its “rise,” as well as to
strong but less widely shared U.S. concerns about China’s communist government and
its imputed determination to displace the United States as the leading world power.
Mutual suspicion and distrust cannot be eliminated quickly or completely, but we think
it imperative to address the concerns that are perceived to endanger strategic stability.

We judge the implications to be less dangerous than many predict, but agree that a
number of developments could disrupt or derail the current trajectory. These challenges
to stability must be addressed successfully to avoid unwanted consequences. Potential
threats to strategic stability include realist fatalism, China’s military power, U.S.
rebalancing, nuclear postures, and prudent hedging.

Realist Fatalism

The most serious threat to continued stability may be the conviction that China’s “rise”
inevitably challenges U.S. preeminence and will spark a contest for supremacy.'® John
Mearsheimer has characterized the propensity for conflict between rising and status quo
nations as the tragedy of great power politics;'” a Chinese proverb reflects the same idea
in its observation that “one mountain cannot be shared by two tigers.”

Conviction that conflict is inevitable shapes perceptions and behavior. For
example, many Chinese reflexively interpret any action by the United States that
could have negative implications for China as having been adopted specifically for that
purpose. Bolstering alliances with the ROK and Japan in the wake of DPRK
provocations, access arrangements in Central Asia to support troops in Afghanistan,
and even improved relations with Myanmar are construed to prove that the United
States seeks to encircle China in preparation for military conflict.”° Similarly, U.S.
academics, popular media, and politicians regularly assert that China’s military
modernization and political activism have the real but unstated goal of challenging
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U.S. preeminence.”! Leaders on both sides seem determined to prevent the situation
from getting out of hand, but public opinion is difficult to manage, and at times appears
to press governments to take actions more likely to increase than decrease strategic
distrust and the potential for conflict.

We acknowledge the utility of realist theory for
explaining the rise and fall of great powers in earlier
What role should
the explicit intention of both countries to avoid mutual vuInerabiIity
conflict have changed the nature of great power

relationships.”> We also acknowledge that ours is a Pla)’ ina new type of
minority view and worry that widespread expectations great power

eras, but assess that globalization, interdependence, and

that conflict is inevitable could lead to attitudes and . .
actions that make it more likely. In other words, there is relatlonShlp?
a significant danger that realist fatalism will become a

self-fulfilling prophecy.”’

China’s Military Power

China’s military power is increasing.”* Chinese commentators argue that the country
needs a modern military to defend its vast territory, concentration of people as well as
economic activity in coastal areas, and rapidly expanding commercial and other interests
around the globe.”> Chinese commentators also argue that the purpose is self-defense
only, but many outside of China, including in the United States and in other parts of
East Asia, worry that China’s ambitions are more aggressive.?®

Realist fatalism contributes to the propensity to see military enhancements as
instruments of a broader strategy to displace the United States from its dominant
position in the region and in the world. This tendency is reinforced by explicit Chinese
statements and easily inferred decisions indicating that force improvements target U.S.
capabilities. Examples include the development of a ballistic missile capable of striking
U.S. aircraft carriers, anti-satellite weapons, and advances in cyber warfare. Other
nations see these developments and worry about China’s ambitions, U.S. responses, and
action/reaction dynamics.27

Military expenditures also threaten strategic stability in other ways. For example,
the United States and China justify military expenditures by naming the threats they are
intended to counter. For both countries, the only “threat” that can justify their military
budgets is the potential danger posed by the other. The United States responds to
China’s military enhancements because it would be irresponsible not to. Many Chinese
see this as either an attempt to draw China into a costly arms race, of the kind that
contributed to the fall of the Soviet Union, or as preparation for an “inevitable” attack
to thwart China’s rise.

U.S. Rebalancing

By almost any criterion (growth rates, trade flows, size of military forces, number of
nuclear weapon states, size of populations, etc.), East Asia is the most dynamic and
potentially dangerous region of the world. The United States has a very large stake in
the region’s continued peace, prosperity, and stability. It was heavily engaged in the
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region before China began its economic rise and will remain deeply engaged irrespective
of China’s growing capabilities and importance. Indeed, China’s rise and China-U.S.
interdependence have increased the U.S. stake in the region. Though somewhat
clumsily announced as a “return” to a region the United States had never left and as a
“pivot” originally explained primarily in terms of military deployments, it should surprise
no one that the United States intends to remain a major player in the region—even as
the end of conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan as well as budgetary pressures make it
possible, and necessary, to cut back in other regions.”®

In some respects, interpretations of U.S.

Some rebalancing in Asia are the mirror image of the way

interpretations of
U.S. rebalancing in

many see China’s military buildup. China is often
depicted as having started a chain of potentially
destabilizing actions and the United States as
responding with countermoves that threaten regional

Asia are the mirror stability. The lens of realist fatalism magnifies the perils
image of views of of such perceptions. Our objective here is not to assign

., o relative blame or excuse the actions of either side.
China’s ml|ltaf’)’ Rather, it is to note with concern that pessimistic
bUIIdUP interpretations of specific actions by both sides feed

preconceptions and corrode all pillars of strategic
stability.

Nuclear Postures

Changes in the nuclear postures of the United States and China also threaten strategic
stability. U.S. changes are part of a suite of moves to decrease the number of nuclear
weapons in U.S. and other arsenals, and to reduce even further the role of nuclear
weapons in U.S. defense planning. One way to increase the survivability of a smaller
number of nuclear weapons is to develop effective defenses against ballistic missiles. The
Chinese understand this but worry that missile defense could reduce the vulnerability of
U.S. strategic systems and thus degrade China’s nuclear deterrent. Stated another way,
China sees U.S. missile defense as destabilizing because it undercuts mutual
vulnerability.”’

Chinese geostrategic thinkers also worry about U.S. efforts to develop advanced
conventional munitions with the precision and killing power to destroy key elements of
China’s nuclear deterrent without using nuclear weapons. Countermoves to address these
concerns could include increasing the number of nuclear weapons and delivery systems
to restore stability at higher numbers, an outcome detrimental to the interests of both
countries.

Americans worry about changes in China’s nuclear posture as well, specifically the
co-location of nuclear and conventionally armed versions of the same missiles. With no
agreed alternative to using counting rules developed during the Cold War, the United
States (and others) must assume that any missile capable of carrying a nuclear warhead is
a nuclear weapon, especially one launched from a base for nuclear and conventionally
armed versions of the same missile.’”® That is a dangerous situation, especially given the
absence of meaningful dialogue about nuclear weapons.
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Prudent Hedging

Both sides appear sincere in calling for developing a new type of relationship between or
among major powers—a relationship that can avoid the trajectories predicted by realist
fatalism. But each would be irresponsible to ignore the possibility that best efforts might
prove inadequate and clashes might become unavoidable. The aphorism “hope for the best
but prepare for the worst” is applicable here, and both sides do what they consider prudent
to prepare for unwanted possibilities. The United States conducts close-in surveillance that
China regards as unfriendly, if not hostile. China develops capabilities to disrupt U.S. use of
space and cyberspace in the event of confrontation. Each

In the context of
hedging behavior might actually be preparation for war. mutual distrust,

observes what the other is doing and both worry that

This worry is natural and to a degree .
there is real danger

widespread fatalism about the inevitability of conflict that prudent

unavoidable. But in the context of mutual distrust and

between rising and dominant powers, there is real . .
danger that prudent hedging will reduce stability. As hedgmg will reduce
with the other threats to strategic stability, merely Stablllt)’

hoping that they will not undermine the pillars of

stability is not an acceptable course of action.

Preserving and Enhancing Strategic Stability

The exaggerated potential of specific disagreements to destabilize the overall
relationship gives many of them a political salience that sometimes makes reaching a
solution more difficult. When issues are cast as matters of principle or depicted as worse
and more consequential than they are, discrete problems become litmus test issues on
which it is difficult to compromise. Stakeholders and pundits also tend to exaggerate the
severity of disagreements in order to ensure that issues receive the attention necessary to
defuse them.’! Chinese and U.S. officials understand this.*

However, the U.S.—China relationship is too important to each nation and to the
global system to assume that forces leading to greater interdependence will automatically
trump those forces with the potential to damage strategic stability. Allowing the
relationship to drift because of misplaced confidence that trends are headed in a positive
direction could undermine regional and global stability and increase the risk of costly
conflict between major powers.

What can or should be done to preserve and enhance strategic stability? The
examples that follow illustrate possibilities for each pillar.

Common Challenges

For a long time, the primary pillar of the U.S.—China strategic relationship was shared
concern about a common adversary, the Soviet Union. That basis for the relationship no
longer exists and there is no plausible replacement. Disappearance of a strong common
adversary has reduced U.S. incentives to enhance China’s military capabilities and
increased both U.S. and Chinese concern about the military capabilities and intentions
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of each other. The resultant propensity to view one another as potential adversaries,
rather than de facto allies, fuels worst-case assessments, mutual suspicion, and incentives
to hedge against unwanted contingencies. Seeking a successor enemy to replace the
Soviet Union as a pillar of U.S.—China strategic stability is neither desirable nor feasible.
No country, group of countries, or non-state actor has the ability or ambition to pose an
existential threat to the current world order, and it would be feckless to pretend
otherwise.

China and the United States do not have a common enemy, but they do have
many common interests and challenges. Examples include international terrorism,
proliferation of nuclear weapons and other dangerous technologies, failing states,
consequences of climate change, and other threats to growth and prosperity. Such
challenges are less compelling than the threat of Soviet hegemony, and therefore more
difficult to “sell” to publics, politicians, and vested interests skeptical about cooperation
with the “rising” or “hegemonic” power. But the challenges are serious and cannot be
solved by Washington or Beijing acting alone. They sometimes cannot even be managed
effectively without U.S.—~China cooperation.’’

The proliferation and complexity of non-traditional security challenges requiring
cooperative responses by the United States and China create numerous opportunities for
dialogue, coordinated policies, and joint leadership.”* Working together on such
problems will require overcoming disagreements about causation, consequences,
relative priorities, and optimal solutions, but the net result is likely to be enhanced
understanding, more common goals, and greater strategic stability.

Using transnational challenges as a substitute for a common enemy could
strengthen the bilateral relationship, but that alone would not address concerns about
each other’s military capabilities and intentions. To reduce risks of misperception,
miscalculation, and countermoves which undermine trust and stability requires frank
and frequent government-to-government dialogues to address questions of the “What are
you doing and why are you doing it?” variety. As noted above, both sides have specific
concerns that can and should be addressed.

Mutual Vulnerability

One of the most important asymmetries in the U.S.—China relationship is the varying
importance each ascribes to nuclear weapons, both their own and those of the other side.
For example, China considers its ability to use nuclear weapons to inflict unacceptable
damage on the United States as essential to its ability to deter Washington from using or
threatening to use nuclear weapons against China. Actions by the United States to
reduce its vulnerability to nuclear attack, such as defense against ballistic missiles, is
interpreted as intended to degrade China’s deterrent and, in the view of some, to
provoke China to undertake an expensive nuclear arms race.>

The United States, in turn, argues that it has not threatened to use nuclear
weapons against China since the Eisenhower administration—more than a decade before
the start of U.S.~China rapprochement. It also states it has no intention to attack or
invade China with nuclear or any other weapons. Nevertheless, Chinese tend to regard
their own retaliatory capability as necessary to deter an active threat from the United
States. Americans, in contrast, tend to view nuclear weapons as part of a hedging
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strategy against the low probability of a Chinese nuclear attack on the United States, its
allies, or its partners.’®

Advanced conventional weapons are another source of concern reflecting
different perceptions. Americans view advanced conventional capabilities as a way to
reduce reliance on nuclear weapons and thus the likelihood that they would be used.
China tends to see them as a way to threaten China’s nuclear facilities without crossing
the nuclear threshold. Conversely, China’s efforts to develop its blue water naval
capabilities and to threaten U.S. naval forces with ballistic missiles are designed, at least
in part, to deter potential U.S. military actions by increasing the vulnerability of U.S.
forces to Chinese conventional weapons.

This overly simplified summary of the issues involved ignores many nuances and
assumptions, but it does illustrate the nature and significance of perceptual differences
and the need for serious dialogue to forestall more serious misperceptions and more
destabilizing actions. Concerns about threats to mutual vulnerability arise primarily
because of mutual suspicion and/or conviction of hostile intent. The core issue is not
whether specific actions threaten the mutual vulnerability pillar of strategic stability, but
whether the United States and China can avoid the realist fatalist “tragedy of major
powers.” Establishing the new type of relationship that both sides claim to want is the
overriding challenge. What role mutual vulnerability should play in that relationship is
unclear, but must be addressed as part of the search for enduring stability.

In two recent reports, the 2010 Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report and the 2010
Nuclear Posture Review Report, the United States indicated that it seeks dialogue on
strategic stability and that "maintaining strategic stability in the U.S.—China
relationship is as important to the Administration as maintaining strategic stability
with other major powers.”’ This could serve as the starting point for addressing
challenges to strategic stability.

Another way to tackle both common enemy and mutual vulnerability concerns
would be to address them in the context of negotiations to forge a new security
architecture for East Asia. The goal is fairly obvious, namely to devise arrangements that
are inclusive and protect the interests of all parties. This is easier to state than to
achieve. One difficulty is the need to devise collective security arrangements which
embody extended deterrence but do not run afoul of Chinese contentions that extended
deterrence is incompatible with commitment to a “No First Use” policy of nuclear
weapons. Other difficulties—where room exists for cooperation— include developing
mechanisms that recognize the vulnerability of both to potential actions in outer space
and cyber space.

Economic and Political Interdependence

Although we have argued that economic and political interdependence now constitutes
the strongest pillar of strategic stability, we recognize that developments in this arena
also fuel concerns about instability. One reason is that interdependence yields mixed
results, with people disagreeing over which should be classified as positive or negative.
They also assign different weights to specific consequences and favor or oppose measures
contributing to interdependence on the basis of their own hierarchies of value. Thus, for
example, those who accord higher priority to economic growth, prosperity, and
performance-based legitimacy tend to be more willing to accept the constraints of
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interdependence than are those, for example, who attach higher value to maintaining
particular features of China’s system.

The magnitude and trajectory of
interdependence affect—and are affected by—the
nature of the U.S—China relationship. Greater
interdependence interdependence increases incentives for China and
the United States to resolve disputes that threaten

Developments in

also fuel concerns

mutually beneficial arrangements, including those
about instability. contributing to bilateral, regional, and global stability.
These incentives are reinforced by pressure from other

nations  benefiting  from  globalization = and
manifestations of strategic stability, which would be put at risk by deteriorating
China-U.S. relations.

Interdependence also constrains the ability of the United States or China to
pursue its own national interests. Some in China see this as giving the United States the
ability to constrain China’s rise in order to maintain U.S. preeminence. Conversely,
some in the United States see interdependence as foolishly or dangerously weakening
the ability of the United States to preserve its dominant position in the international
system.

The existence of such consequences makes it challenging to reinforce strategic
stability by expanding and deepening interdependence. To the extent that
interdependence is an unintended consequence of globalization, it will expand or
contract in response to changes in the global economy, technological advances,
government policies, and myriad decisions based primarily on criteria other than their
potential impact on U.S.~China relations.

We judge that, on balance, interdependence contributes to strategic stability.
Thus, we generally favor approaches and measures to manage its consequences over
those intended to limit interdependence. At the global level, we prefer measures to
maintain and improve the existing world economic and political order that evolved out
of the free world system put in place after World War II. This is not a call to preserve the
status quo, because what worked in the past and what has brought unprecedented
prosperity to more people and places than any previous system will not be adequate to
now manage the new world it helped to create. As the two largest economies, China and
the United States have special incentives and obligations to preserve what is good, and
reform or replace what is no longer appropriate.

A Legacy of Shared Lessons and Experience

The strategic relationship between China and the United States has remained
remarkably stable for more than four decades despite the end of the Cold War,
dramatic changes and five leadership transitions in China, eight changes of
administration in the United States, and fundamental transformation of the
international system. During that time, the declaratory policies of both countries have
remained essentially the same, both with respect to one another and toward
international relationships in general. Changes in both countries, most notably those
in China, have made us more alike. The process of convergence continues. Neither will
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ever become just like the other, but similarities, compatibilities, and mutual
understanding will continue to increase absent an unexpected shock to the
relationship. Trend lines are moving in the direction of greater stability.

Both sides have learned to address issues and resolve problems. Not all of them,
but more than enough to acquire a reservoir of experience and larger stake in the
relationship. The issues that have been resolved, at least temporarily, have involved
increasingly central or fundamental matters. Examples include de-linking trade and
human rights issues in the 1990s and the decreasing importance of ideological
differences. Moreover, the relationship has become more stable despite failure to
completely resolve a number of issues important to one or both sides, including U.S.
arms sales to Taiwan and human rights.

To say that protests and public statements regarding any of these issues have
become pro forma declarations of principle would be highly inaccurate. But both sides
have learned to manage their disagreements. Moreover, both recognize that “managing”
issues is not making them worse. Cross-Strait relations are deeper and better than ever,
and the danger of a military confrontation between China and the United States
triggered by developments involving Taiwan is far less than it was even a few years ago.
Much the same can be said about progress on human rights in China.

Many in both countries are unhappy about the failure to completely resolve what
they regard as fundamental issues of principle or “core interests,” but both governments
recognize that some problems that are too difficult to be solved right now may become
easier in the future. Both sides have learned to avoid making questions on which they
disagree into litmus tests for the overall relationship, and to refrain from casting issues as
“matters of principle” on which they cannot be seen to compromise. In short, both the
United States and China have learned how to manage issues and to manage the
relationship in ways that isolate and limit the impact of disagreements, sustain
momentum, and strengthen strategic stability.

Notes

1. See, for example, Minxin Pei, “The U.S.—China Reset,” The New York Times, November
13, 2012, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/14/opinion/the- U.S.—china-reset.html?_r=
0; and Kenneth G. Lieberthal and Jonathan D. Pollack, “Establishing Credibility and
Trust: The Next President Must Manage America’s Most Important Relationship,”
Brookings, March 13, 2012, http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2012/03/16-
china-lieberthal-pollack. For an exaggerated characterization of the relationship as in
crisis, see Mark Landler, Jane Perlez and Steven Lee Meyers, “Dissident’s Plea for
Protection from China Deepens Crisis,” The New York Times, May 3, 2012, http://www.
nytimes.com/2012/05/04/world/asia/chen-guangchengs-plea-for-protection-deepens-a-
crisis.html?pagewanted = all.

2. See, for example, Zhang Tuosheng, “Tighter Sino—-U.S. Ties Need More Trust and Less
Suspicion,” China-U.S. Focus, August 5, 2012, http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-
policy/tighter-sino- U.S.~ties-needs-more-trust-less-suspicion/. For a much earlier, and
more appropriate characterization of the relationship as fragile, see Harry Harding,
A Fragile Relationship: The United States and China Since 1972 (Washington, DC:
Brookings, 1992).

3. See, for example, Elbridge A. Colby and Michael S. Gerson, Eds., Strategic Stability:
Contending Interpretations (Carlisle Barracks, PA: Strategic Studies Institute and U.S.
Army War College Press, 2013).

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY m FarLL 2013



http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2012/03/16-china-lieberthal-pollack
http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2012/03/16-china-lieberthal-pollack
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/04/world/asia/chen-guangchengs-plea-for-protection-deepens-a-crisis.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/04/world/asia/chen-guangchengs-plea-for-protection-deepens-a-crisis.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/04/world/asia/chen-guangchengs-plea-for-protection-deepens-a-crisis.html?pagewanted=all

| Thomas Fingar and Fan Jishe

4.

10.

11.
12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

See, for example, Andrei Kokoshin, “Ensuring Strategic Stability in the Past and Present:
Theoretical and Applied Questions,” (Cambridge, MA: Belfer Center for Science
and International Affairs, 2011), http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/files/Ensuring%
20Strategic%20Stability%20by%20A.%20Kokoshin.pdf. See also, Albert Wohlstetter,
“The Delicate Balance of Terror,” Rand Corporation, November 6, 1958, http://www.rand.
org/about/history/wohlstetter/P1472/P1472.html.

See, for example, Lawrence Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy, Third Edition
(New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003); and Yao Yunzhu, “Chinese Nuclear Policy and
the Future of Minimum Deterrence,” Strategic Insights 4, no. 9 (September 2005), http://
csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/issuesinsights_v06n02.pdf.

See John Wilson Lewis and Xue Litai, China Builds the Bomb (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1988).

See Lewis and Xue; and Gordon H. Chang, “To the Nuclear Brink: Eisenhower, Dulles,
and the Quemoy-Matsu Crisis,” International Security 12, no. 4 (Spring 1988), pp. 96-
123. For a somewhat different interpretation, see Evan Thomas, Ike’s Bluff: President
Eisenhower’s Secret Battle to Save the World (New York: Little, Brown, 2012).

See Jeffrey Lewis, “The Fifty-Megaton Elephant in the Room: Why aren’t America
and China talking about their nukes?” Foreign Policy, September 19, 2012, http://www.
foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/19/the_fifty_megaton_elephant_in_the_room?wp_login_
redirect=0.

This point and other concerns regarding the U.S. nuclear posture are discussed in
Thomas Fingar, “Worrying About Washington: China’s Views of the US Nuclear
Posture,” The Nonproliferation Review 18, no. 1 (March 2011), pp. 51-68.

See the thinly veiled reference at U.S. Department of State, Office of the Historian,
“Joint Statement Following Discussions with Leaders of the People’s Republic of
China,” (Commonly referred to as the “Shanghai Communiqué”), Foreign Relations of
the United States, 1969-1976 Volume XVII, China, 1969-1972, Document 203,
February 27, 1972, http://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v17/d203.
For more explicit depiction, see Beth Green, Issues in U.S.—China Relations, 1949-84
(Washington, DC: Federal Research Division, Library of Congress, 1984), p. 2 at http://
www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?’AD = ADA310513; and Zhang Tuosheng, “China’s
Relations with Japan,” Ezra FE Vogel, Yuan Ming, and Tanaka Akihiko, Eds., The
Golden Age of the U.S.—China-Japan Triangle, 1972-1989 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2002), p. 195.

See Lewis and Xue.

Richard M. Nixon, “Asia After Vietnam,” Foreign Affairs 46, no. 1 (October, 1967),
pp- 111-125.

Henry Kissinger, The White House Years (Boston, MA: Little, Brown, 1979), chapters 6,
18, and 19.

See, for example, Ezra E Vogel, Deng Xiaoping and the Transformation of China
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), chapter 7.

Ibid., and Zbigniew Brzezinski, Power and Principle: Memoirs of the National Security
Advisor, 1977-1981 (New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1983).

Thomas Fingar, “China’s Vision of World Order,” in Ashley ]. Tellis and Travis Tanner,
Eds., Strategic Asia 2012-13: China’s Military Challenge (Seattle, WA: National Bureau of
Asian Research, 2012), pp. 343-373.

See, for example, Kenneth Lieberthal and Wang Jisi, Addressing U.S.—China Strategic
Distrust (Washington, DC: John L. Thornton China Center at Brookings, 2012),
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2012/3/30%20us%20china%
20lieberthal/0330_china_lieberthal.pdf; and David M. Lampton, Power Constrained:
Sources of Mutual Strategic Suspicion in U.S.—China Relations (Seattle, WA: The National
Bureau of Asian Research, 2010), http://www.nbr.org/publications/nbranalysis/pdf/
2010_US_China.pdf.

The term and its use are borrowed from Aaron L. Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy:
China, America, and the Struggle for Mastery in Asia (New York, NY: W.W. Norton,

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY m FarLL 2013



http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/files/Ensuring%20Strategic%20Stability%20by%20A.%20Kokoshin.pdf
http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/files/Ensuring%20Strategic%20Stability%20by%20A.%20Kokoshin.pdf
http://www.rand.org/about/history/wohlstetter/P1472/P1472.html
http://www.rand.org/about/history/wohlstetter/P1472/P1472.html
http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/issuesinsights_v06n02.pdf
http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/issuesinsights_v06n02.pdf
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/19/the_fifty_megaton_elephant_in_the_room?wp_login_redirect=0
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/19/the_fifty_megaton_elephant_in_the_room?wp_login_redirect=0
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/19/the_fifty_megaton_elephant_in_the_room?wp_login_redirect=0
http://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v17/d203
http://www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?AD=ADA310513
http://www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?AD=ADA310513
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2012/3/30%20us%20china%20lieberthal/0330_china_lieberthal.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2012/3/30%20us%20china%20lieberthal/0330_china_lieberthal.pdf
http://www.nbr.org/publications/nbranalysis/pdf/2010_US_China.pdf
http://www.nbr.org/publications/nbranalysis/pdf/2010_US_China.pdf

Ties that Bind: Strategic Stability in the U.S.—China Relationship I

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

217.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

2011). See also Avery Goldstein, Rising to the Challenge: China’s Grand Strategy
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005).

John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York, NY: W.W.
Norton, 2001).

See analysis and sources cited in Bonnie Glaser and Brittany Billingsley, “U.S. Pivot to
Asia Leaves China off Balance,” Comparative Connections series, Center for Strategic
and International Studies, January 2012, http://csis.org/files/publication/1103qus_
china.pdf.

See Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy; and John J. Mearsheimer, “The Gathering
Storm: China’s Challenge to U.S. Power in Asia,” The Chinese Jowrnal of International
Politics 3, no. 4, pp. 381-396 at http://cjip.oxfordjournals.org/content/3/4/381.full.
Chinese and American leaders have articulated views similar to our own. See, for
example, “Full Text of Hu Jintao’s Speech at Welcome Luncheon by U.S. Friendly
Organizations,” Xinhua, January 20, 2011, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/
china/2011-01/21/c_13700418.htm; and Thomas Omestad, “Secretary Clinton,
Minister Yang Lay Out U.S.—China Relations at USIP Event,” United States Institute
of Peace, March 8, 2012 at http://www.usip.org/publications/secretary-clinton-minister-
yang-lay-out- U.S.—china-relations-usip-event.

See, for example, Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy; and Thomas Fingar, “China’s Rise:
Contingency, Constraints, and Concerns,” Survival 54, no. 1 (February-March 2012),
pp- 195-204.

Examples of thoughtful analyses focused on uncertainties about military capabilities and
intent include Ashley ]. Tellis and Travis Tanner, Eds., China’s Military Challenge
(Seattle, WA: The National Bureau of Asian Research, 2012); and Richard D. Fisher,
Jr., China’s Military Modernization: Building for Regional and Global Reach (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2010).

See, for example, Foreign Ministry Spokesman, “Rising Military Power is in Line with
China’s Defense Needs,” Xinhua, June 5, 2012, http://eng.mod.gov.cn/TopNews/2012-
06/05/content_4373953.htm; and Information Office of the State Council, People’s
Republic of China, China’s National Defense in 2010, March 2011, http://english.gov.cn/
official/2011-03/31/content_1835499.htm.

See, for example Nanae Kurashige, “Japan Clearly Concerned About China’s Growing
Military Buildup, The Asahi Shimbun, July 31, 2012, http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_
news/politics/AJ201207310087.

Julian E. Barnes, Nathan Hodge, and Jeremy Page, “China Takes Aim at US Naval
Might,” The Wall Street Jowrnal, January 4, 2012, http://online.wsj.com/article/
SB10001424052970204397704577074631582060996.html.

See U.S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, Pivot to the Pacific?
The Obama Administration’s ‘Rebalancing’ Toward Asia, by Mark E. Manyin, et al,
(Washington, DC: GPO, March 28, 2012), http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42448.pdf.
See Fingar, “Worrying About Washington.”

See John W. Lewis and Xue Litai, “Making China’s Nuclear War Plan,” Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientists 68, no. 5 (September-October 2012), pp. 45-65.

See, for example, Liam Dann, “U.S.—China Tension a Tricky Challenge,” The New
Zealand Herald, October 15, 2012, http://www.nzherald.co.nz/business/news/article.cfm?
c_id =3&objectid = 10840486.

See, for example, Jeffrey Bader, “U.S.-China Relations Under Obama and Xi Jinping,”
transcript, at the Brookings-Tsinghua Center for Public Policy in Beijing, China,
November 29, 2012, http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/events/2012/11/29%20us%
20china%200obama%20jinping/1129transcriptenl.pdf.

See National Intelligence Council, Global Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds (Washington,
DC: National Intelligence Council, 2012), http://www.dni.gov/files/documents/
GlobalTrends_2030.pdf.

See Robert A. Manning, Principal Drafter, Envisioning 2030: US Strategy for a Post-
Western World (Washington, DC: The Atlantic Council, 2012), http://www.acus.org/
files/publication_pdfs/403/Envisioning2030_web.pdf.pdf; and “China-US Cooperation:

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY m FarLL 2013



http://csis.org/files/publication/1103qus_china.pdf
http://csis.org/files/publication/1103qus_china.pdf
http://cjip.oxfordjournals.org/content/3/4/381.full
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/china/2011-01/21/c_13700418.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/china/2011-01/21/c_13700418.htm
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/TopNews/2012-06/05/content_4373953.htm
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/TopNews/2012-06/05/content_4373953.htm
http://english.gov.cn/official/2011-03/31/content_1835499.htm
http://english.gov.cn/official/2011-03/31/content_1835499.htm
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/politics/AJ201207310087
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/politics/AJ201207310087
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204397704577074631582060996.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204397704577074631582060996.html
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42448.pdf
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/business/news/article.cfm?c_id=3&objectid=10840486
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/business/news/article.cfm?c_id=3&objectid=10840486
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/events/2012/11/29%20us%20china%20obama%20jinping/1129transcripten1.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/events/2012/11/29%20us%20china%20obama%20jinping/1129transcripten1.pdf
http://www.dni.gov/files/documents/GlobalTrends_2030.pdf
http://www.dni.gov/files/documents/GlobalTrends_2030.pdf
http://www.acus.org/files/publication_pdfs/403/Envisioning2030_web.pdf.pdf
http://www.acus.org/files/publication_pdfs/403/Envisioning2030_web.pdf.pdf

| Thomas Fingar and Fan Jishe

35.
36.

37.

Key to the Global Future,” Atlantic Council, China-U.S. Joint Working Group,
September 17, 2013, http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/publications/reports/china-us-
cooperation-key-to-the-global-future.

See Fingar, “Worrying About Washington.”

See, for examples, Sun Xiangli, “China’s Nuclear Strategy,” China Security, no. 1
(Autumn 2005), pp. 23-27, http://www.chinasecurity.us/pdfs/Issuelfull.pdf; and
Department of Defense, Nuclear Posture Review Report (Washington, DC: 2010), http://
www.defense.gov/npr/docs/2010%20nuclear%20posture%20review%20report.pdf.
Nuclear Posture Review Report; and Department of Defense, Ballistic Missile Defense

Rewview Report (Washington, DC: 2010), http://www.defense.gov/bmdr/docs/BMDR %
20a5%200f%2026]J AN10%200630_for%20web.pdf.

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY m FarLL 2013



http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/publications/reports/china-us-cooperation-key-to-the-global-future
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/publications/reports/china-us-cooperation-key-to-the-global-future
http://www.chinasecurity.us/pdfs/Issue1full.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/2010%20nuclear%20posture%20review%20report.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/2010%20nuclear%20posture%20review%20report.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/bmdr/docs/BMDR%20as%20of%2026JAN10%200630_for%20web.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/bmdr/docs/BMDR%20as%20of%2026JAN10%200630_for%20web.pdf

