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Foreword

For more than two decades China has maintained nuclear forces
that are smaller and more restrained than those of any of the five
major nuclear powers. Based on an extensive review of available

evidence, Jeffrey Lewis suggests that this minimal deterrent posture
reflects an enduring strategic rationale that says, in essence: Nuclear
weapons are only useful for deterring a nuclear attack, and sufficient
deterrence can be achieved with a small number of weapons. The expan-
sion of China’s nuclear forces—a move predicted, as Lewis documents,
by nearly all U.S. intelligence estimates since the 1980s—has yet to
occur.

Lewis provides an overview of China’s current nuclear force, includ-
ing its size, delivery vehicles, deployment, command and control arrange-
ments, and operational doctrine. He estimates that the number of nuclear
weapons currently in China’s arsenal is around eighty. (The current num-
ber of nuclear weapons in the U.S. arsenal is approximately 10,000.)
China’s forces are not launch-ready; warheads are stored separately from
their delivery vehicles. The force is controlled by a highly centralized and
unified command. Since its initial nuclear test in 1964, China has consis-
tently declared that it would not initiate a nuclear war. Lewis traces the
evolution of China’s strategic thinking and force posture, and he finds
that current choices about force modernization are rooted in an intellec-
tual and organizational context that has continuously emphasized the suf-
ficiency of a limited retaliatory capability. 

China’s nuclear policies have also been shaped by their international
context. Lewis examines in detail the history of China’s arms control
positions as well as China’s perspectives on proposed changes in U.S.
capabilities as outlined in the 2001 Nuclear Posture Review and other
documents. He attributes China’s behavior in arms control negotiations
to its confidence, on the one hand, in its small deterrent force, and to its
concern, on the other, that its deterrent capability be preserved. Evidence
of China’s confidence can be found in its negotiation of and agreement
to the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT). China’s concern has been
expressed in persistent advocacy for negotiations to prevent the
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weaponization of space. Lewis provides a comprehensive examination of
China’s efforts in the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva to advance
new rules governing weapons deployments in space. The United States’
refusal to enter into negotiations on space weapons and China’s insis-
tence on such negotiations have paralyzed the consensus-bound
Conference on Disarmament for the past decade. 

China’s concern with outer space is understandable. As Lewis
explains, advanced satellite communications, observation, and navigation
enable the United States to bring decisive military force to bear almost
anywhere on Earth with little or no warning. This rapid strike capability
is a central element of the U.S. post-9/11 national security strategy. The
United States has not achieved with any confidence the ability to wipe
out China’s deterrent force in a single preemptive strike. But, as Lewis
documents, the U.S. aspiration to such a capability—evident in U.S.
strategy statements, missile defense deployments, and military planning
documents—is alarming to China.

As Lewis points out, the United States reaps considerable benefits
from China’s continuing embrace of a minimum means of reprisal as the
principle behind its strategic posture. These benefits include greater crisis
stability, lower proliferation incentives in Asia, and fewer constraints on
U.S.-Russian force reductions. Whether China’s nuclear posture remains
stable will depend on Beijing’s continuing confidence in its deterrent
force. Lewis suggests that, “China is not likely to ignore indefinitely sub-
stantial U.S. preparations to conduct preventive interference against
Chinese strategic forces.” He notes that although a major buildup of
strategic forces in China is possible, it is unlikely. More likely is the acqui-
sition of asymmetric means of hampering U.S. preemptive capabilities.
These means may include countermeasures to defeat U.S. missile defens-
es and, possibly, anti-satellite capabilities placing U.S. space assets at risk. 

Yet, China has appeared to prefer an alternative future. For the tenth
year running, in May 2006, China advanced proposals at the Conference
on Disarmament for new legal instruments to prevent outer space from
being weaponized. In October 2006, the United States released a new
National Space Policy. The policy asserts that the United States will deny
access to space to those “hostile to U.S. national interests” and “will
oppose the development of new legal regimes or other restrictions that
seek to prohibit or limit U.S. access to or use of space.” To preserve the
benefits conferred by China’s current force posture, the United States



would do well to heed Lewis’s recommendations: China’s confidence in
its small deterrent force should not be undermined by the U.S. pursuit of
preemptive dominance. The new U.S. space policy offers no reassurance
on this score.

This book is part of the American Academy’s “Reconsidering the
Rules of Space” project. The project is examining the implications of
U.S. policy in space from a variety of perspectives, and considering the
international rules and principles needed for protecting a long-term bal-
ance of commercial, military, and scientific activities in space. The project
has also produced a series of papers and monographs intended to help
inform public discussion of legitimate uses of space, and induce a further
examination of U.S. official plans and policies in space. The papers and
monographs are available on the American Academy’s website
(www.amacad.org).

We join Jeffrey Lewis in thanking two anonymous reviewers for their
comments on an earlier draft of this book. We also thank John Grennan,
Jennifer Gray, Anne Read, and Kathy Garcia for their respective contribu-
tions to preparing the book for publication. The Rules of Space project is
carried out under the auspices of the American Academy of Arts and
Sciences and its Committee on International Security Studies. It is sup-
ported by a generous grant from the Carnegie Corporation of New York.
We thank the Carnegie Corporation for its support and Patricia Nicholas
for her assistance. 

John Steinbruner Carl Kaysen Martin Malin
University of Massachusetts Institute American Academy

Maryland of Technology of Arts and Sciences
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