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Introduction: Dangerous Dynamism in Asia’s Nuclear Future

Christopher P. Twomey

O ne of the defining elements of the post–Cold War era has been 
the diffusion of power away from the two superpowers. This has 

occurred across a wide variety of measures, including nuclear weaponry. 
In particular, since the end of the Cold War, proliferation across states and 
increasing arsenal capabilities within some of them have characterized 
Asia’s international security affairs. Given the importance of nuclear 
weapons to the development and conduct of the Cold War, we should expect 
these changes in the post–Cold War era to be similarly important.

These changes have been the subject of significant scholarly analysis 
already. Dubbed the “second nuclear age” by eminent strategists Colin Grey 
and Paul Bracken, this epoch seems to pose new dangers and challenges.1 
Important debates have developed about the degree to which the most 
engaged dyad—India and Pakistan—is more dangerous than the dyads 
in the Cold War, to which nuclear weapons provided apparent stability.2 
Other studies have examined a broader range of countries facing this new 
environment.3 A burgeoning quantitative literature surveys both Cold War 
and post–Cold War crises and dyads to evaluate a wide range of hypotheses 
about stability and coercive leverage.4

 1 Colin S. Gray, The Second Nuclear Age (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1999); and Paul 
Bracken, Fire in the East: The Rise of Asian Military Power and the Second Nuclear Age (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1999). 

 2 See, for example, S. Paul Kapur, “Ten Years of Instability in a Nuclear South Asia,” International 
Security 33, no. 2 (2008): 71–94; Vipin Narang, “Posturing for Peace: Pakistan’s Nuclear Postures 
and South Asian Stability,” International Security 34, no. 3 (2009): 38–78; Zafar Khan, “The Arrival 
of Tactical Nuclear Weapons in South Asia: Deterrent Stability or Instability?” Comparative Strategy 
32, no. 5 (2013): 402–17; and Michael D. Cohen, “How Nuclear South Asia Is Like Cold War 
Europe,” Nonproliferation Review 20, no. 3 (2013): 433–51.

 3 Muthiah Alagappa, ed., The Long Shadow: Nuclear Weapons and Security in 21st Century Asia 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008).

 4 For more on stability and coercive leverage, see Erik Gartzke, Jeffrey M. Kaplow, and Rupal 
N. Mehta, “Nuclear Deterrence and the Structure of Nuclear Forces” (paper presented at 
the International Studies Association Annual Convention and the Midwest Political Science 
Association Annual Meeting, 2013); Matthew Kroenig, “Nuclear Superiority or the Balance of 
Resolve? Explaining Nuclear Crisis Outcomes,” International Organization 67, no. 1 (2013): 141–71; 
and Mark S. Bell and Nicholas L. Miller, “Questioning the Effect of Nuclear Weapons on Conflict,” 
Journal of Conflict Resolution (2013).

christopher p. twomey  is Associate Professor of National Security Affairs at the U.S. Naval 
Postgraduate School in Monterey, California. He can be reached at <ctwomey@nps.edu>.

note u  The views expressed are those of the author alone.

mailto:ctwomey@nps.edu
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To further these discussions, the National Bureau of Asian Research 
(NBR) has initiated a broad-based research program entitled “Approaching 
Critical Mass: Asia’s the Multipolar Nuclear Future.” With funding from the 
Carnegie Corporation of New York and John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation, the project began with the publication of Strategic Asia 2013–14: 
Asia in the Second Nuclear Age in 2013.5 Building on this and other work, NBR 
in January 2014 convened a conference jointly with the S. Rajaratnam School of 
International Studies in Singapore to further explore several important themes. 

Several key themes emerge from the essays in this roundtable. First 
and foremost, it is important to find the right geometric analogy to describe 
contemporary nuclear dynamics in Asia. Two promising candidates 
are nuclear triangles and nuclear hierarchies. While, as the essay by 
Rajesh Basrur reminds us, it is true that bipolar dynamics were not the 
only form of interaction during the Cold War, competition with the Soviet 
Union was the dominant driver for the United States for nearly the entire 
period. Today, for several countries, at least two other nuclear states play 
an important constitutive role in shaping nuclear policy. Thus, in Asia 
the United States worries about both Chinese and North Korean nuclear 
developments. The nature of the nuclear capabilities of those two states 
is dramatically different, and so is the nature of the strategic competition 
between the United States and each of them. This at least raises the possibility 
that steps taken to address one potential competitor are suboptimal with 
regard to the other. Similarly, P.K. Singh’s essay cogently makes the point 
that Indian strategic dynamics must be situated in a broader regional 
context that includes both Pakistan and China. Other interactive triangles 
may include the United States, China, and India or the United States, 
Russia, and China. Triangles might vary in terms of the degree to which 
they are tightly coupled (or not), in the symmetry across the different legs 
of the triangle, and likely in other dimensions. Further development of this 
concept is likely to be useful.

Additionally, the essays raise the issue of nuclear hierarchies. While 
different arsenal sizes existed among different actors during the Cold 
War, today there is a greater degree of interaction among states with such 
different sized nuclear forces. Arsenals run from barely existent (North 
Korea) to midsized (China, India, and Pakistan) to large (United States). 
Although analogues to each existed in the Cold War (South Africa, France, 

 5 Ashley J. Tellis, Abraham M. Denmark, and Travis Tanner, eds., Strategic Asia 2013–14: Asia in the 
Second Nuclear Age (Seattle: National Bureau of Asian Research, 2013).
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and the Soviet Union, respectively), there was limited strategic interaction 
across those categories. Today, there is much more. 

Further, it is worthwhile to consider the traditional approaches to 
hierarchies and ask whether such a descriptive moniker is accepted by the 
players in the system. Can coercive leverage be exerted across the levels? Do 
nations feel pressured to move up within the hierarchy? The limited pace of any 
strategic arms racing (another common theme among the essays) suggests not.

Beyond geometry, a second major theme to emerge from these papers 
is the complexity of managing extended deterrence in Asia’s second nuclear 
age. As highlighted by Noboru Yamaguchi’s and Benjamin Schreer’s 
contributions, changes in China’s capabilities are driving regional responses 
in terms of both internal and external balancing. Kang Choi’s essay raises 
a similar point with regard to the implications of North Korea’s nuclear 
development. These challenges are at once less and more dangerous than 
those presented by the security environment in the Cold War. During the 
Cold War, the intensity of the security dilemma in Central Europe was 
high, even in purely conventional terms. That is not the case now in Asia, 
neither across China’s first island chain nor across the Korean demilitarized 
zone. Yet that said, U.S. interests in Asia today are more susceptible to being 
doubted than U.S. interests in Europe were during the Cold War.6

A third theme further complicates both core and extended deterrence: 
the source of the risk of violence. In the current Asian security environment, 
the threat of large-scale conflict erupting suddenly is relatively low. 
Instead, the dominant concern—expressed across all of the essays in this 
roundtable—is inadvertent escalation that begins with a lower-level crisis. In 
Japan, these are “gray zone” crises; in South Korea, they are “provocations.” 
India is concerned about a state-sponsored terrorist incident that escalates 
into military conflict, while China worries about U.S. allies overplaying 
their hands in territorial disputes over small islands or reefs. Nuclear 
weapons are far removed from these scenarios, to be sure. But this shift in 
the locus of conflict has implications for how we think about the utility of 
nuclear weapons, and the ensuing essays each grapple with this problem.

There thus remains much work to be done in developing an 
understanding of just how the proliferation and deployment trends in Asia 
will affect its strategic future. The shifting balance of power within the 
region suggests that continued attention to these issues is warranted. The 
following essays begin to escort us down that path. 

 6 Of course, even those interests were questioned at times; that said, cultural ties and deeply integrated 
alliances provided a glue to supplement what was perceived to be a global threat from the Soviet Union.
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Nuclear Stability and Polarity in Post–Cold War Asia

Rajesh Basrur

C ontrary to the widespread notion that the “second nuclear age” is 
hugely different, and for the worse, from the first nuclear age, the 

reality is more complex. The post–Cold War period is indeed different from 
the preceding one, but the differences have not been properly grasped. 
While there are certainly dangers associated with the current age, we need 
not be distracted by many of the so-called risks—such as arms racing, 
brinkmanship, and irrationality—identified by strategic experts. 

The nature of the “second nuclear age” has been widely misunderstood. 
The apparently sharp divide between the Cold War era and the present age 
is illusory. There has been no great transformation from nuclear bipolarity 
to multipolarity; on the contrary, strong similarities persist. Nor is the 
view accurate that the relative stability of yesteryear has been replaced by 
a high degree of uncertainty and instability. In important ways, the current 
nuclear-strategic landscape is more stable than before. Yet in other ways that 
are also important, it is less stable. It would be wise to jettison our penchant 
for simple contrasts and recognize today’s complexities if we are to attend 
properly to the nuclear problems of our time. 

How Different Is the Post–Cold War Era?

Analysts often identify four chief differences between the two periods, 
of which only two are accurate. The first difference is that the center of 
gravity in nuclear politics has shifted from the Euro-Atlantic region to the 
Asia-Pacific. This is correct: Europe is no longer a focal point of contention, 
and two important European players during the Cold War, Britain and 
France, do not figure as prominently in contemporary nuclear politics. 
Russia, which has a partly Asian identity, remains a key player, however.

Second, whereas the Cold War was dominated by a single rivalry with 
global dimensions (between the United States and the Soviet Union), there 
is no relationship of comparable magnitude today. This too is correct: China 

rajesh basrur  is Professor of International Relations in the S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies  at Nanyang Technological University in Singapore. He can be reached at <israjesh@ntu.edu.sg>.

note  u The author would like to thank Christopher Twomey and Steve Smith for their valuable 
comments on drafts of this essay.
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promises to be a challenger to U.S. dominance but is still a regional power 
and shows no sign of being a serious global competitor for strategic primacy. 

The third reputed difference is that the Cold War era was “bipolar,” 
whereas the post–Cold War period is “multipolar.” This is incorrect. If we 
take 1989 as the year when the Cold War began to wind down with the 
dismantling of Communist rule in Central and Eastern Europe, then the 
number of nuclear-armed states before and after remains the same. Before 
1989, there were nine nuclear powers: the United States, the Soviet Union, 
the United Kingdom, France, China, Israel, South Africa, India, and 
Pakistan.1 After 1989, South Africa denuclearized, and the only new state 
that developed nuclear weapons capabilities was North Korea. It may be 
objected that the U.S. and Soviet arsenals were so far removed from the rest 
in magnitude that the term multipolarity does not really apply. But then, 
the difference between the big two and the rest remains enormous even 
today. More importantly, conventional notions of balance do not apply to 
nuclear weapons given that very small arsenals have regularly deterred 
very large ones.2 Moreover, strategic politics among the nuclear-armed 
states in the pre-1989 period was often multipolar: for example, the United 
States, the Soviet Union, and China were hostile toward each other in 
the 1960s, and the United States and China were antagonistic toward the 
Soviet Union in the 1970s and the 1980s. There were also strategic dyads 
centered on South Asia, with India and the Soviet Union loosely aligned 
against China and Pakistan. 

Fourth, the Cold War is often held to have been a stable geopolitical 
environment, whereas the Asian multipolar environment is said to be 
unstable and likely to become more so. This is also incorrect. In fact, the first 
quarter-century of the Cold War (1949–74), beginning with the appearance 
of the first nuclear weapons dyad, was just as unstable, if not more prone 
to crisis, than the comparable period after the Cold War (1989–2014). The 
first period was characterized by four major confrontations between nuclear 
powers: the Berlin Crisis in 1961, the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, the 
Sino-Soviet border conflict in 1969, and periodic low-level Sino-U.S. armed 

 1 Pakistan carried out a series of nuclear tests in 1998 but is known to have achieved nuclear weapons 
capability by 1983. See, for example, Rai Muhammad Saleh Azam, “When Mountains Move—The 
Story of Chagai,” Defence Journal, June 2000 u http://www.defencejournal.com/2000/june/chagai.
htm; and Feroz Hassan Khan, Eating Grass: The Making of the Pakistani Bomb (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2012), 184–85.

 2 Rajesh Basrur, “Nuclear Deterrence: The Wohlstetter-Blackett Debate Revisited,” S. Rajaratnam 
School of International Studies (RSIS), RSIS Working Paper, no. 271, April 15, 2014 u http://www.
rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/rsis-pubs/WP271.pdf.
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clashes during the Vietnam War. The post–Cold War era has also witnessed 
four such face-offs: two between India and Pakistan (1999 and 2001–2) 
and two between the United States and North Korea (1994 and 2006). One 
only has to compare the alert nuclear postures adopted by the belligerents 
in Berlin and Cuba with the restrained undeployed postures manifested 
in Kargil in 1999 and Kashmir in 2001–2 to see which period was more 
unstable and dangerous.

Types of Nuclear Weapons Relationships 

Before addressing the question of stability directly, it is important to 
classify the different kinds of nuclear-strategic relationships that have 
existed during and after the Cold War and their associated tendency for 
stability or instability. Five basic types of adversarial relationships can be 
identified among nuclear powers.

Simple nuclear dyads. Simple nuclear dyads are strongly adversarial, 
characterized by the absence of significant nonstrategic interaction 
(especially economic ties), intense bilateral competition (sometimes 
including proxy wars), crisis instability, and occasional arms racing (present 
only in the U.S.-Soviet and India-Pakistan cases). Examples of these dyads 
include the United States and Soviet Union (1949–89), the United States and 
China (1964–70), the Soviet Union and China (1964–89), India and Pakistan 
(1989 to the present), and the United States and North Korea (1994 to the 
present). All these relationships exhibited a high proneness to crisis during 
their early phase, followed by the onset of relative stability.3 

Complex nuclear dyads. Complex nuclear dyads are quasi-adversarial 
and are characterized by the presence of significant nonstrategic interaction 
(especially economic ties), a degree of mutual distrust and strategic 
hedging, avoidance of alliance-like entanglements, consequent (relative) 
crisis stability, and restraint with respect to arms racing. This type of dyad 
is a post–Cold War phenomenon. Examples, all contemporary, include the 
United States and Russia, the United States and China, and India and China. 
The probability of crisis is low within these dyads but cannot be ruled out.

 3 In a sense, U.S.-North Korean relations have been dogged by periodic tensions, but the actual risk 
of war has been usually much less than that presented in the media. See, for example, Zachary 
Keck, “No, North Korea Did NOT Threaten War over Seth Rogen Movie,” Diplomat, June 28, 2014 
u http://thediplomat.com/2014/06/no-north-korea-did-not-threaten-war-over-seth-rogan-movie. 
For diverse representations of North Korea in the Western literature, see Hazel Smith, “Bad, Mad, 
Sad, or Rational Actor? Why the Securitization Paradigm Makes for Poor Policy Analysis of North 
Korea,” International Affairs, 76, no. 3 (2000), 593–617.
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Alliances. Alliances are features mainly of the Cold War period when 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Warsaw Pact 
confronted each other in what is often viewed (inaccurately) as a bipolar 
system.4 While after 1990 the old alliances have remained in diminished 
form, no new ones have been created, which is not surprising in an 
increasingly interdependent world. The decline of alliances is a source of 
strategic stability in the current age, since there are fewer strategic 
entanglements that might drag nuclear powers into conflict.

Loose alignments. Loose alignments have existed in both periods, 
with “strategic partnership” being the current nomenclature for such 
relationships. They involve strategic consultation, arms transfers, military 
exercises, and the absence of tight security commitments. Examples 
from the Cold War include the alignment of the United States and China 
against the Soviet Union and of the Soviet Union and India against China 
and Pakistan. Post–Cold War examples include the alignment of China 
and Pakistan against India and of the United States and India against 
China.5 Although these relationships are unlikely to affect crisis stability 
directly, given that they do not involve alliance-like commitments (which 
are scrupulously avoided), they do raise tensions generally and have the 
potential to negatively affect arms race stability through arms transfers and 
consequent arms racing.

State-nonstate dyads. State-nonstate dyads are the sharply adversarial 
relationships between states and nonstate actors, such as terrorist groups, 
that are potentially capable of acquiring and utilizing nuclear or radiological 
weapons. Nonstate actors are unlikely to obtain the level of capacity that 
would produce instability from arms racing. But crisis instability is very 
likely if a terrorist group does acquire nuclear capability: unlike states, such 
groups would almost certainly be inclined to use this capability or at least 
threaten to use it. 

Stability Issues

It is often argued that the post–Cold War era is less stable than the Cold 
War period. Some of these arguments, however, turn out to be untenable 
upon closer examination. 

 4 During the Cold War, there were nuclear-capable players (namely, China, India, and South Africa) 
that for long periods were not part of either alliance system, though they may have leaned toward 
one side or the other.

 5 Note that while India and China officially have a strategic partnership that incorporates joint 
military exercises, it is mostly symbolic in nature.
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Polarity. It is frequently claimed that the Cold War period was bipolar 
and therefore more predictable and conducive to management than 
the multipolar world today.6 This is wrong on two counts. First, as noted 
above, the two periods have been similar in the number of poles or nuclear 
powers. Even small nuclear powers have been able to exercise a high degree 
of strategic autonomy, which is why China, with its minimal arsenal, was 
a pole during the Cold War. Second, and more importantly, there is no 
evidence that nuclear multipolarity is inherently unstable. All the major 
crises that have occurred through both periods have been bilateral.

Second-strike capability. New nuclear powers, it is regularly argued, do 
not possess secure second-strike capabilities and are therefore constantly 
beset by the problem of crisis instability, given that incentives always exist 
in such settings for an early first strike. In fact, “weak” nuclear powers 
regularly deter “strong” ones. Deterrence has been exercised by both large 
and small arsenals—for example, the mutual deterrence exercised by 
the large U.S. and relatively small Soviet arsenals during the 1961 Berlin 
Crisis. It has also been exercised in both unequal and equal distributions of 
capability—the Berlin Crisis and the Cuban Missile Crisis are once again 
examples of the former scenario and the India-Pakistan crisis of 2001–2 
of the latter. The putative absence of secure second-strike capability has 
not produced early first strikes, though these have been contemplated. 
For example, the United States did not strike China in the early 1960s or 
North Korea in the mid-1990s; and the Soviet Union did not strike China 
in 1969.

Rationality. It is frequently said that new nuclear powers may not 
possess the “mature” and “rational” qualities that brought a measure of 
stability to the Cold War, and may be inclined to take undue risks. In fact, 
decision-makers in all nuclear-powered states have regularly worried that 
their adversaries may not be rational. Some Americans feared this about the 
Soviet Union, Americans and Russians worried likewise about China, and 

 6 John J. Mearsheimer, “Why We Will Soon Miss the Cold War,” Atlantic Monthly, August 1990 u 

https://www.theatlantic.com/past/politics/foreign/mearsh.htm; Brad Roberts, “Nuclear Multipolarity 
and Stability,” Institute of Defence Analyses, Document D-2539, November 2000; and Christopher P. 
Twomey, “Asia’s Complex Strategic Environment: Nuclear Multipolarity and Other Dangers,” Asia 
Policy, no. 11 (2011): 51–78.
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Indians have periodically expressed the same sentiment about Pakistan.7 
Moreover, high rhetoric and risk-taking have always been part of hostile 
relationships between nuclear-armed states, as is evident from history. It is 
harder to refute the opposite argument: that the chief antagonists of the Cold 
War exhibited less-than-rational thinking in producing some 63,000 nuclear 
warheads by 1986, whereas the new powers have been relatively circumspect 
in adopting low-profile postures and have not exhibited the pace of arms 
racing that was characteristic of the Cold War.

A more balanced comparison of the two periods reveals that in several 
ways the post–Cold War era is more stable than the preceding period, 
though there is room for caution in each respect. First, there is no massive, 
high-voltage arms racing today. The only arms race currently visible is 
between India and Pakistan, which is at a comparatively low level and likely 
to remain so because neither side has the financial capacity to build a large 
arsenal. The nuclear force modernizations under way in China, India, and 
Pakistan are primarily consolidations. However, optimism on this score 
should not be undiluted. The ubiquitous and untenable notion that the 
bottom line for deterrence is the capability for “assured retaliation” tends to 
facilitate competitive open-ended acquisitions. Second, the younger nuclear 
powers do not practice Cold War–type deployments with hair-trigger alerts. 
On the contrary, China, India, Israel, Pakistan, and North Korea employ 
a more restrained recessed deployment posture.8 There is no guarantee, 
however, that this will not change, which points to a need for reassurance 
and confidence building on all sides.

Third, three major nuclear dyads today—the United States and Russia, 
the United States and China, and India and China—are complex ones in 
that they are characterized by high levels of economic cooperation and 
therefore possess a built-in resistance to strategic instability. Nevertheless, 

 7 Oliver Barrett, “Getting Un-stuck from Red Dawn,” Foreign Policy Association, web log, 
April 14, 2014 u http://foreignpolicyblogs.com/2014/04/04/getting-un-stuck-from-red-dawn; 
Gordon Chang, Friends and Enemies: The United States, China, and the Soviet Union, 1948–1972 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 243; and Mohammed B. Alam, “India’s Nuclear 
Doctrine: Context and Constraints,” University of Heidelberg, South Asia Institute, Heidelberg 
Papers in South Asian and Comparative Politics, Working Paper, no. 11, October 2002 u 
http://archiv.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/volltextserver/4122/1/hpsacp11.pdf. See also Tom Vaughan, 
“Asian Fury: Gender, Orientalism and the Indo-Pakistani Nuclear ‘Threat’ in US Foreign Policy 
Discourse, 1998–2009,” University of Bristol, School of Sociology, Politics and International 
Studies, Working Paper, no. 09-13 u http://www.bristol.ac.uk/spais/research/workingpapers/
wpspaisfiles/vaughan-09-13.pdf.

 8 Typical Cold War–type deployments (China excepted) involved a high state of readiness so that the 
time taken from a decision to fire nuclear weapons and the actual implementation of the decision 
was minimal. In contrast, China, India, and Pakistan are widely known to have adopted a recessed or 
non-deployed posture wherein a nuclear weapon is normally kept separate from its launch vehicle.
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the possibility of normal accidents and unanticipated escalation remains. 
The incident in December 2013 when U.S. and Chinese warships nearly 
collided in the South China Sea is a warning against complacency. 

And fourth, compellence threats in the post–Cold War era have not 
been overtly nuclear. Crises between India and Pakistan have involved 
at most indirect signaling in the form of missile tests. Neither side has 
resorted to visible deployment, let alone a hair-trigger posture. On the other 
hand, North Korea has been prone to use verbal metaphors that could be 
interpreted as direct nuclear threats.

In several important respects, however, the current period is less stable 
than the Cold War epoch. To begin with, the United States, in trying to 
dampen the chances of nuclear conflict, may unwittingly facilitate it. The 
1999 and 2001–2 crises between India and Pakistan were at least partly 
initiated to invite U.S. intervention favoring one side. In the first event, 
Pakistan sought U.S. support to bring India to the negotiating table on 
Kashmir; in the second, New Delhi pressured Washington to coerce 
Islamabad into ceasing support for terrorists based on Pakistani soil. 
Whether such tactics work is open to debate, but Washington’s readiness to 
intervene for stability can be manipulated for destabilizing purposes.

The development of missile defense technology has brought a modicum 
of arms race instability among nuclear powers that see themselves as 
disadvantaged by the phenomenon. Russia and China are uncomfortable 
with U.S. missile defense, while Pakistan worries about India’s initial efforts 
to develop a missile defense system. 

New conventional arms technologies such as precision-guided 
munitions and drones can also engender fresh insecurities and provide 
incentives for states to build stronger nuclear arsenals. In particular, the U.S. 
Conventional Prompt Global Strike program has the potential to generate 
arms race instability. At a lower level of technology, India’s acquisition of 
advanced conventional capabilities is likely to produce the same effect on 
Pakistan. Besides, these conventional weapons may be considered more 
“usable,” which could encourage the initiation of combat during a severe 
crisis. Notably, these technologies are almost entirely unregulated.

The growth of disruptive cybertechnology that combines stealth and 
surprise with attribution problems is another emerging threat to crisis 
stability. Dangerous potential effects include false warnings of attack 
and the real and potential breakdown of command and control systems. 
While command and control failures have not yet produced calamitous 
consequences, they have certainly occurred with disturbing regularity. 
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In 1983 a Senate Armed Services Committee investigation revealed that 
there were as many as 151 false alarms in the U.S. command and control 
system during a six-month period.9

A final respect in which the current era is less stable than the Cold 
War period pertains to the rise of terrorism. The phenomenal growth 
of terrorism not only raises the direct threat of nuclear or radiological 
terrorist attacks, should terrorists gain access to nuclear weapons, but 
also carries the potential to provoke crises between nuclear-armed states. 
The India-Pakistan crisis of 2001–2, for example, was the direct result of a 
terrorist attack on the Indian Parliament in December 2001. 

Conclusion: Addressing Instabilities

The discussion above highlights the stable and unstable elements of 
the current age. While this essay does not attempt to solve the problems 
identified in the present, it does highlight the following instabilities that 
must be addressed.

Simple nuclear dyads need to be stabilized because they are prone to 
both crisis instability and arms race instability. In the India-Pakistan case, 
for instance, major obstacles to crisis stability include possible escalation 
from a border confrontation and the potential for terrorists based in 
Pakistan to trigger conflict. The chief obstacle to preventing arms racing 
is the unfounded belief that a secure second-strike capability is the sine 
qua non of stable deterrence. In the U.S.-North Korea case, it would be a 
good idea to go beyond the failed effort to roll back Pyongyang’s nuclear 
capability and begin a process of stabilization through confidence building.

In complex nuclear dyads, the problem is less serious but still cannot 
be ignored. Because the probability of things going wrong will always exist, 
nuclear-armed states need to build trust through improved communication, 
greater transparency, and regular mechanisms of consultation on matters 
of conflicting interest. The relationship between China and India is a case 
in point. The China-India Border Defense Cooperation Agreement is a 
positive sign, although it is obviously limited in its potential because the 
Line of Actual Control, which divides the two countries’ forces, remains 
open to interpretation. Pending a border settlement, an accord on the Line 
of Actual Control would be a major stabilizing move. As things stand, arms 

 9 Michael Vannoni, Kent Beringer, and Lawrence Trost, “Verifying Missile Proliferation in Northeast 
Asia,” Sandia National Laboratories, Report, April 2003, 8 u http://prod.sandia.gov/techlib/access-
control.cgi/2003/031148.pdf. 
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race stability does not appear deeply problematic, though technological 
innovations and their disruptive potential need to be addressed. India and 
China and the United States and China need to engage in nuclear confidence 
building in order to strengthen the present level of stability.

Loose alignments are crisis stable, but they do carry the potential for 
producing (or exacerbating) arms race instability. This risk needs to be 
attended to both at the nuclear and conventional levels. A broad-based 
multilateral dialogue bringing together the Asian nuclear powers could add 
to bilateral dialogues in all three types of relationships discussed so far. A 
disarmament-cum-arms control process that brings in all the major players 
early could have a stabilizing effect.10 The process could profitably address 
some of the major challenges identified above: missile defense, advanced 
conventional weapons, and cyberthreats.

Although rules to reduce the risk of proliferation to nonstate actors 
are being developed, more needs to be done to contain the risks associated 
with state assistance to terrorist groups that can generate nuclear crises. 
This is especially true with regard to radiological weapons. It should not 
be forgotten that civilian nuclear facilities, such as nuclear plants and 
storage sites for radioactive materials, are potential bombs with enormous 
destructive potential. 

If the instabilities characteristic of the current age are to be appropriately 
addressed, we need above all to arrive at a more nuanced understanding 
of its realities than has hitherto been the case. A preoccupation with sharp 
changes in polarity and stability is a diversion—neat, but neither accurate 
nor profitable. We need instead to recognize that some things have not 
changed all that much, while others have. Simple nuclear dyads remain, but 
there are also complex ones. Old types of instability persist, but new ones 
have appeared. And unworkable ideas of sufficiency are giving way—ever so 
slowly—to new, if not always consistent, ones. It is clarity about the nature 
and limits of change that will serve us best in the quest for a safer world. 

 10 Ron Huisken, “Re-thinking the Political Strategy for Disarmament,” RSIS, Policy Report, March 
2014 u http://www.rsis.edu.sg/publications/policy_report/Policy%20Report%20-%202014-03-
27%20-%20Re-thinking%20the%20Political%20Strategy.pdf.
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China’s Development of a More Secure Nuclear  
Second-Strike Capability: Implications for Chinese Behavior  

and U.S. Extended Deterrence

Benjamin Schreer

T he People’s Republic of China (PRC) is in the midst of improving its 
nuclear arsenal, both quantitatively and qualitatively. Since the details 

of this nuclear modernization process remain clouded in secrecy, estimates 
of the numbers of China’s nuclear warheads vary significantly. Pessimists 
believe that Beijing could possess well over 1,000 warheads, most of which 
are assumed to be hidden in a complex system of underground tunnels.1 
In contrast, this essay agrees with conservative assessments that the total 
size of China’s nuclear arsenal is approximately 250 warheads, delivered by 
land-based ballistic missiles, aircraft, and an emerging ballistic submarine 
fleet. The U.S. intelligence community expects that the number of these 
nuclear warheads capable of threatening the U.S. homeland will more than 
double to over 100 by the mid-2020s.2 

China is on a long-term path of replacing its old liquid-fuel, moveable 
DF-3A intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBM) with solid-fuel, 
road-mobile DF-21 medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBM). The People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) Navy’s Jin-class nuclear-powered ballistic missile 
submarine (SSBN) was also expected to conduct its first patrol by the end 
of 2014 while armed with the JL-2 submarine-launched ballistic missile. 
The PLA Navy is estimated to have three Jin-class boats, which could 
increase to four to five SSBNs by 2020. China is also reportedly developing 
a next-generation SSBN, called the Type 096. It is therefore gradually 
making progress toward a credible sea-based nuclear deterrent.3 

 1 Phillip A. Karber, “Strategic Implications of China’s Underground Great Wall,” Georgetown 
University Asian Arms Control Project, September 11, 2011 u http://www.fas.org/nuke/guide/
china/Karber_UndergroundFacilities-Full_2011_reduced.pdf.

 2 Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “Chinese Nuclear Forces, 2013,” Bulletin of Atomic 
Scientists 69, no. 6 (2013): 79–85.

 3 U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2014 Annual Report to Congress 
(Washington, D.C., November 2014), 300–302.
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note  u The author would like to thank the participants at the NBR-RSIS workshop and, in particular, 
Christopher Twomey for their feedback.
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Therefore, as one scholar wrote in the pages of this journal, “after 
decades of reliance on a small and potentially strategic deterrent, China 
is finally achieving the ‘lean and effective’ nuclear force” that its leaders 
believe to be essential to protect the nation’s security interests.4 The PRC’s 
incremental development of this more secure second-strike nuclear capability 
began more than two decades ago. The rapid advances in U.S. conventional 
precision-strike capabilities observed in military operations during the 1990s 
and the first decade of the 2000s was a key driver behind those efforts. 

However, while Beijing’s reasons for wanting to enhance mutual nuclear 
vulnerability with the United States are clear, the implications for China’s 
strategic behavior, U.S.-Sino crisis stability, and Asian security in general 
are less certain. Optimists argue that China’s development of a more secure 
second-strike capability that enhances mutual vulnerability will strengthen 
U.S.-Sino crisis stability. One proponent of this view is Robert Ross, who 
argues that such a capability would minimize the risk of the United States 
launching a disarming first strike, while leaving intact Washington’s ability 
to respond with its dominant conventional forces to any attempt by Beijing 
to alter the regional status quo.5 Yet given the changing strategic context 
underlying the U.S.-Sino relationship, there are reasons to caution against 
such a positive reading.

The Changing Strategic Context and U.S.-China Strategic Stability

China’s nuclear modernization occurs in the midst of Asia-Pacific 
power shifts. Beijing is increasingly willing to contest U.S. leadership 
in the region, which has long been based on the United States’ unrivaled 
military power. To do so, China is not only modernizing its nuclear forces 
but also significantly upgrading its conventional capabilities. By investing 
in anti-access/area-denial capabilities, China is raising the costs for a 
third-party intervention (for example, by the United States) in a dispute in 
its “near seas”—that is, the Yellow Sea, the Philippine Sea, and the South 
China Sea. The goal of this strategy seems to be to displace the United States 
as the dominant power in the western Pacific.6

 4 Michael S. Chase, “China’s Transition to a More Credible Nuclear Deterrent: Implications and 
Challenges for the United States,” Asia Policy, no. 16 (2013): 70.

 5 Robert S. Ross, “Navigating the Taiwan Strait: Deterrence, Escalation Dominance, and U.S.-China 
Relations,” International Security 27, no. 2 (2002): 48–85. See also ibid.

 6 Ronald O’Rourke, “China Naval Modernization: Implications for U.S. Naval Capabilities—
Background and Issues for Congress,” Congressional Research Service, CRS Report for Congress, 
RL 33153, April 10, 2014 u http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL33153.pdf.
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In this context, the assumption that the United States’ conventional 
superiority will guarantee U.S.-Sino strategic stability in contemporary Asia 
could be problematic. To be sure, in absolute terms U.S. conventional forces 
will still outweigh China’s by a wide margin for years to come. However, as 
China is increasing the costs of U.S. intervention in its near seas, U.S. allies 
and partners in Asia worry that the balance of resolve might tip in favor of 
China. That is, greater confidence in its conventional and nuclear deterrent 
vis-à-vis the United States could lead Beijing to display even more coercive 
behavior against its neighbors in maritime territorial disputes. Although a 
good case can be made that mutual nuclear vulnerability is more stabilizing 
for the U.S.-Sino relationship than a purely conventional military balance,7 
a more secure Chinese second-strike capability does not automatically lead 
to greater crisis stability. 

First, there are significant challenges in regard to the emergence of a 
nascent Chinese nuclear triad (nuclear weapons launched from land-, air-, 
and sea-based platforms). A particular worry is the imminent introduction of 
the new SSBNs into the Chinese fleet. Command-and-control arrangements 
for nuclear submarines are notoriously difficult, particularly during times 
of crisis. There are, for example, questions within the analytical community 
about the ability of commanding officers of Chinese nuclear submarines to 
make informed decisions in such circumstances, not least given the limited 
degree of autonomous decision-making assigned to People’s Liberation Army 
officers. Since this is the first time a sea-based nuclear deterrent will be part 
of China’s strategic architecture, it is not entirely clear how effective the 
command and control of such forces would be during a severe U.S.-Sino crisis. 

Second, growing confidence in a more secure nuclear second-strike 
capability could embolden Chinese leaders to behave more assertively in 
maritime territorial disputes with neighboring countries—with potentially 
serious consequences. A growing number of U.S. analysts are calling 
for the United States to raise the costs of China’s maritime assertiveness, 
particularly in the South China Sea.8 Thus, the possibility of a U.S.-Sino crisis 
cannot be discounted. China’s strategic leaders display a strong confidence 
in the so-called stability-instability paradox—that is, the existence of clear 
firebreaks that would prevent a conventional conflict from escalating into a 

 7 See, for example, Avery Goldstein, “First Things First: The Pressing Danger of Crisis Instability in 
U.S.-China Relations,” International Security 37, no. 4 (2013): 84.

 8 Laura Schwartz, “Competing Claims in the South China Sea: Potential Paths Forward and 
Implications for the United States,” National Bureau of Asian Research, Roundtable Report, 
February 2014; and Ashley J. Tellis, “Balancing Without Containment: A U.S. Strategy for 
Confronting China’s Rise,” Washington Quarterly 36, no. 4 (2013): 109–24.
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nuclear confrontation.9 However, because these leaders could also assume 
that the “balance of interest” is on their side in regional territorial disputes 
and that the United States would not risk a conventional conflict—or, even 
if it did, that any conflict could be kept at the conventional level—they could 
feel emboldened to take greater risks during a crisis. 

Such thinking could prove disastrously wrong. Should the United 
States choose to intervene, which would possibly involve a significant loss 
of face for the Chinese leadership, Beijing could quickly face a “use them 
or lose them” nuclear dilemma. China’s nuclear infrastructure (such as 
command-and-control systems and potentially some missile bases) is closely 
linked to its conventional military capabilities. The latter would certainly be 
subject to U.S. precision strikes as a means to control escalation and coerce 
China to return to the status quo ante. Yet attacks against the country’s 
conventional forces could be interpreted by Chinese leaders as a disarming 
U.S. strike. As Thomas Christensen has pointed out, recent Chinese writings 
on nuclear policy argue that under certain circumstances conventional 
military strikes could pose an existential threat to China, in which case its 
traditional no-first-use policy could quickly be reconsidered or amended.10 
China’s trust in the stability-instability paradox might therefore be 
unwarranted, and strategists in Beijing should spend more time considering 
the risks of a conventional crisis with the United States escalating to the 
nuclear level. They also should consider that a secure nuclear second-strike 
capability might not necessarily provide China with a greater coercive 
capacity vis-à-vis the United States in regional contingencies.11 Should 
Chinese leaders, for example, assume that the threat of nuclear escalation 
will be sufficient to deter Washington from intervening in a future conflict 
over the Taiwan Strait, they could well be mistaken, given the strategic 
importance of Taiwan for the United States.12

It is too early to conclude whether China’s more secure second-strike 
capability will enhance or diminish U.S.-Sino crisis stability. What is clear is 
that both sides need to intensify their strategic dialogue on how to manage 
the risks associated with China’s nuclear modernization. As Brad Roberts 
has argued, this is critical to narrow the persisting “major perception 

 9 Goldstein, “First Things First,” 65–66.
 10 Thomas J. Christensen, “The Meaning of the Nuclear Evolution: China’s Strategic Modernization 

and U.S.-China Security Relations,” Journal of Strategic Studies 35, no. 4 (2012): 454.
 11 Ibid.; and Goldstein, “First Things First.” 
 12 Nancy Bernkopf Tucker and Bonnie Glaser, “Should the United States Abandon Taiwan?” 

Washington Quarterly 34, no. 4 (2011): 23–37.
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gaps” between U.S. and Chinese strategists with regard to their respective 
nuclear and conventional postures and minimize the potential negative 
impact on nuclear crisis stability.13 In sum, simply assuming that a greater 
level of mutual nuclear vulnerability equals greater stability in U.S.-Sino 
strategic relations is insufficient. China’s growing nuclear arsenal poses key 
questions, which in many ways mirror Cold War debates about U.S.-Soviet 
nuclear relations. Although it is beyond the scope of this essay to address 
them, these questions include the following:

•	 What are the requirements of “strategic stability” in U.S.-Sino relations?

•	 What is the basis of the nuclear relationship? Is it a new type of mutual 
assured destruction?

•	 How robust are the firebreaks between conventional and nuclear 
operations, and what are the implications for effective signaling 
during a crisis?

•	 Do Chinese leaders believe that a more secure second-strike capability 
provides them with political leverage in a crisis of lower intensity?

•	 What are emerging concepts of Chinese nuclear warfighting, including 
command-and-control arrangements?

Contrary to political preferences in many Western countries, including 
the United States, nuclear weapons will continue to play a significant role 
in international relations. Indeed, in the future they will probably become 
more, not less, important in Asia as the region undergoes significant power 
shifts.14 That is why such questions should be discussed not only by a 
relatively small circle of U.S., Chinese, and international experts but by the 
broader strategic community. 

Implications for U.S. Extended Deterrence Commitments

China’s nuclear modernization could exacerbate existing challenges 
for U.S. extended nuclear deterrence. Some regional strategists argue that 
its more secure second-strike capability could decrease the credibility 

 13 Brad Roberts, “An Update on U.S. Nuclear Policy and Priorities” (paper prepared for the Eighth 
China-U.S. Dialogue on Strategic Nuclear Dynamics, CFISS-Pacific Forum CSIS Workshop, 
Beijing, November 4–5, 2013) u http://csis.org/files/attachments/131104_Session3_BRoberts.pdf.

 14 Paul Bracken, The Second Nuclear Age: Strategy, Danger, and the New Power Politics (New York: 
Henry Holt, 2013).
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of U.S. commitments in Asia.15 In some ways, the current debate among 
the United States’ Asian allies is not so much about the specific details of 
extended nuclear deterrence as it is about the future of U.S. leadership in 
the region. They wonder whether Washington is willing and able to resist 
Chinese attempts to change the territorial status quo in the western Pacific 
through low-level coercion, and what role, if any, nuclear weapons could 
play? Just as during the Cold War, nuclear weapons are still intended to 
deter only extreme aggression. However, the likelihood in Asia’s current 
strategic theater of such contingencies—for instance, a Chinese nuclear 
attack against U.S. bases in Guam or Japan—seems very remote. 

Furthermore, U.S. allies such as Japan and South Korea worry that 
in the face of a more secure second-strike capability the United States, by 
default rather than by design, might be forced to accept mutual nuclear 
vulnerability as a reality in its relationship with China—despite the fact that 
the U.S. nuclear arsenal remains far superior and regardless of Washington’s 
official denial that it accepts mutual nuclear vulnerability as a basis for 
U.S.-China strategic stability.16 

Even a tacit acceptance of such a condition could undermine the 
credibility of the U.S. nuclear umbrella for its Asia-Pacific allies. It has not 
escaped their attention that Washington in recent years has de-emphasized 
the role of nuclear weapons, including in the Asia-Pacific theater. As a 
result, uncertainty over the credibility of U.S. extended deterrence has led to 
renewed debates in Japan, South Korea, and even Taiwan over the potential 
need for an independent nuclear deterrent. Although these discussions 
are far from translating into policy changes yet, they demonstrate that the 
respective strategic communities do not perceive increased U.S. efforts in 
the areas of theater ballistic missile defense (BMD) or conventional prompt 
global strike as sufficiently reassuring. Limited U.S. BMD systems in the 
Asia-Pacific are targeted against the North Korean ballistic missile threat 
and are insufficient to defend against China’s growing capabilities. BMD is 
also perceived in China as potentially destabilizing. Meanwhile, the details 
and effects of conventional prompt global strike for allies’ security and 

 15 See, for example, Rory Medcalf et al., “Debate: Is Extended Nuclear Deterrence Dead?” Lowy 
Institute, Interpreter, web log, January–March 2011 u http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/?d=D%20
-%20Is%20extended%20nuclear%20deterrence%20dead?.

 16 On the contentious issue of “mutual nuclear vulnerability,” see Christopher J. Castelli, “Draft Report 
Urges Accepting Mutual Nuclear Vulnerability with China,” InsideDefense.com, July 25, 2012; and 
Thomas Fingar and Fan Jishe, “Ties that Bind: Strategic Stability in the U.S.-China Relationship,” 
Washington Quarterly 36, no. 4 (2013): 125–38.
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regional stability are still unclear.17 Moreover, the United States’ greater 
reliance on the threat of precision strikes against China from a safe distance 
could lead to fears of “decoupling” among the Asian allies. That is, allies 
might worry that U.S. strategic interests might no longer be inextricably 
linked to their own.

In sum, Washington needs to intensify efforts to explain to its Asian 
allies how the United States intends to react to China’s more secure nuclear 
second-strike capability and how it aims to maintain the credibility of its 
extended deterrence guarantees. As one example, the Obama administration 
has announced plans to modernize the nuclear triad, including a new class 
of SSBNs.18 SSBNs are well-suited for the Asia-Pacific, and the United States 
could consider forward deploying more to places such as Guam as a means 
of deterrence and assurance. In the future, the United States could also 
rotate its new class of long-range strategic bombers through Australia to 
send a signal to the region, and China specifically, that the future role of 
the U.S. nuclear posture in Asia goes beyond deterring a Chinese nuclear 
strike against Hawaii and the continental United States. However, because 
such developments will take place under the conditions of a secure Chinese 
second-strike capability, it is imperative for Washington to first reverse the 
strategic narrative that U.S. nuclear weapons are of diminished relevance in 
the Asia-Pacific region. 

 17 James M. Acton, “Silver Bullet? Asking the Right Questions about Conventional Prompt Global 
Strike,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2013.

 18 Congressional Budget Office, “Projected Costs of U.S. Nuclear Forces, 2014 to 2023,” December 2013.
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The Utility of Nuclear and Conventional Forces in the  
Second Nuclear Age: A Japanese Military Perspective

Noboru Yamaguchi

I n the recent debate on Japan’s security policy, the proliferation of WMD 
and their delivery means, such as missiles, has been one of the central 

issues. This issue is particularly critical to Japan, given North Korea’s 
acceleration of its nuclear weapons program alongside its long-range missile 
project. Japan’s new National Security Strategy (NSS) and National Defense 
Program Guidelines (NDPG) focus on both nuclear proliferation and the 
emerging nuclear threat posed by North Korea. At the same time, tension 
between Japan and China in the East China Sea has been increasing, while 
tensions between China and countries in the South China Sea have similarly 
been on the rise.

This essay will present a Japanese perspective on the nuclear 
dimension of regional security by, first, explaining Japan’s nuclear-related 
policies; second, discussing the roles of nuclear forces in Japan’s security 
policy; and, third, exploring Japan’s security strategy for managing a 
possible stability-instability paradox in the region, with particular emphasis 
on the East China Sea.

Japan’s Non-Nuclear Policy and Nuclear Forces

One of the most important aspects of Japan’s security policy since 
World War II is its non-nuclear policy based on the “three non-nuclear 
principles,” referring to the principles of not possessing nuclear weapons, 
not producing them, and not permitting their entry into Japan.1 Not only 
does Japan adhere to these three principles as fundamental elements of its 
national policy, but Japan’s Atomic Energy Basic Law also prohibits the 
country from manufacturing or possessing nuclear weapons. Furthermore, 
Japan ratified the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 
(NPT) in June 1976 and put itself under strict obligation not to produce or 
acquire nuclear weapons as a non-nuclear weapons state.

 1 This policy is explained in Japan’s annual defense white paper. See Ministry of Defense (Japan), 
Defense of Japan 2013 (Tokyo, 2013) u http://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper. 

noboru yamaguchi  is Lieutenant General (Ret.) in the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force and 
Professor at the National Defense Academy of Japan. He can be reached at <yama367n@nda.ac.jp>.
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Japan’s possession of nuclear weapons, however, is not necessarily 
restrained by its constitution. While designed to make the nation as peaceful 
as possible, the constitution does not exclude outright Japan’s pursuit of 
nuclear options. The government’s basic interpretation is that Article 9.2 
of the constitution does not prohibit the possession of force that is within 
the minimum range necessary for self-defense.2 Therefore, if the weapon in 
question, whether conventional or nuclear, is within these bounds, it is not 
constitutionally banned. If thus confined to the minimum necessary level for 
self-defense, the possession of nuclear weapons is considered constitutional 
for Japan. Here it should be noted that the minimum necessary level applies 
to the limit of individual self-defense and does not include collective 
self-defense in the government’s interpretation of the constitution.

The Role of Nuclear Forces in Japan’s Security Strategy

Japan has continuously relied on the United States to deter nuclear 
threats against itself and has maintained that “the extended deterrence 
of the United States with nuclear deterrence at its core is indispensable.”3 
At the same time, conventional elements of deterrence have become more 
important in recent years with dramatic improvements in technologies such 
as ballistic missile defense and precision-guided weapons. U.S. reliance on 
conventional elements of deterrence has increased alongside the reduction 
in the size of the U.S. nuclear arsenal. Furthermore, as Japan improves its 
ballistic missile defense and other capabilities for deterrence by denial, it no 
longer needs to depend solely on nuclear forces to maintain credible nuclear 
deterrence. Although Japan currently has no intention of acquiring nuclear 
weapons, it is worth exploring why Japan would not be better off possessing 
its own nuclear option. This section of the essay aims to clarify the utility 
of nuclear weapons for Japan from a military point of view based on Robert 
Art’s analysis of the different roles of force: deterrent, defensive, compellent, 
and swaggering use.

Deterrent use of nuclear weapons. According to Art, the deterrent use 
of force is “the deployment of military power so as to be able to prevent an 
adversary from doing something that one does not want him to do and that 
he might otherwise be tempted to do by threatening him with unacceptable 

 2 The government has repeated this argument on many occasions. For example, the director general 
of the cabinet legal office expressed this as the government’s position in answering a question in the 
Diet on April 5, 1972.

 3 Government of Japan, National Security Strategy, provisional translation (Tokyo, December 17, 2013), 16 
u http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/96_abe/documents/2013/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2013/12/17/NSS.pdf. 
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punishment if he does it.”4 In the bipolar world of the Cold War, deterrence 
relied on the threat of mutually assured destruction defined as the capability 
to “deter a deliberate nuclear attack…by maintaining at all times a clear 
and unmistakable ability to inflict an unacceptable degree of damage 
upon any aggressor, or combination of aggressors—even after absorbing a 
surprise first strike.”5 In the case of U.S. allies, such as the United Kingdom 
and France, possession of their own nuclear capabilities reinforced the 
extended deterrence provided by the United States. For example, British 
prime minister Harold McMillan noted in 1958 that “the independent 
contribution…gives us a better position with respect to the United States.”6 

While U.S. nuclear deterrence, supported by the nuclear capabilities 
of U.S. allies, functioned well against the Soviet Union, this form of 
deterrence raises serious challenges for Japan. First, Japan may be drawn 
into a “balance of terror” situation in a bipolar context, such as a conflict 
with North Korea. In this scenario, because Japan’s industry, population, 
and infrastructure are highly concentrated and vulnerable, and as Japan 
has become prosperous through international trade, while being highly 
dependent on the peace and stability of various areas throughout the 
world, mutual deterrence based on a balance of what the opponents lose 
may not work. Second, Japan may be constrained in its ability to reinforce 
U.S. extended deterrence with its own nuclear force. The issues raised by 
this challenge are more complicated and depend on how the United States 
would perceive Japan if it were to go nuclear.

Defensive use of nuclear weapons. The defensive use of force is “the 
deployment of military power so as to be able to do two things—to ward 
off an attack and to minimize damage to oneself if attacked.” On this 
account, “a state can deploy its forces in place prior to an attack, use 
them after an attack has occurred to repel it, or strike first if it believes 
that an attack upon it is imminent or inevitable.”7 In the case of Japan, a 
preemptive first strike against a potential opponent is hard to conceive of 
under any circumstances, even for defensive purposes. Furthermore, it is 
highly doubtful, both militarily and politically, that Japan would initiate 

 4 Robert J. Art, “The Four Functions of Force,” in International Politics: Enduring Concepts and 
Contemporary Issues, ed. Robert J. Art and Robert Jervis (Harper Collins Publishers: New York, 
1992), 132–39.

 5 Alan C. Enthoven and K. Wayne Smith, How Much Is Enough? Shaping the Defense Program 
1961–1969 (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 207.

 6 Andrew J. Pierre, “Britain’s Defense Dilemmas,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science 29, 
no. 2 (1968): 64–79.

 7 Art, “The Four Functions of Force,” 133. 
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a nuclear or non-nuclear attack on an opponent. Nuclear weapons with a 
smaller yield have been considered as battlefield assets, particularly in 
supporting conventional warfare or in compensating for conventional 
inferiority.8 In the case of China today, the tactical/theater nuclear forces 
of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) can be deployed or employed to 
reinforce conventional forces where China has a shortage of personnel 
strength, firepower, or advanced weapons. By contrast, because the United 
States and its allies have traditionally enjoyed conventional superiority in 
the Pacific theater, with the U.S. Navy supported by allied navies such as 
Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF), they have not had to rely 
on tactical nuclear weapons. In short, states with conventional superiority 
do not need to rely on the use of tactical nuclear weapons. In addition, as 
information and communication technology advances, smart conventional 
weapons can be used for pinpoint attacks. As a result, there is now less need 
to depend on the larger yield of nuclear weapons to destroy key targets in 
order to compensate for the inaccuracy of conventional weapons.

Compellent use of nuclear weapons. The compellent use of force is “the 
deployment of military power so as to be able either to stop an adversary 
from doing something that he has already undertaken or to get him to do 
something that he has not yet undertaken.”9 The nuclear attacks against 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima were demonstrations of this, as the United States 
was able to compel Japan to surrender. Although the compellent use of 
nuclear weapons is hard to conceive of today, conventional smart weapons 
may be used in some cases in order to convey a strong message to potential 
opponents, such as leaders of rogue states.

Use of nuclear weapons for swaggering. According to Art, the use of 
force for swaggering is “the most egoistic”:

It aims to enhance the national pride of a people or to satisfy the 
personal ambitions of its ruler. A state or statesman swaggers in 
order to look and feel more powerful and important, to be taken 
seriously by others in the councils of international decision 
making, and to enhance the nation’s image in the eyes of others. 
If its image is enhanced, the nation’s defense, deterrent, and 
compellent capabilities may also be enhanced.10 

 8 Such arguments are found in the debates on NATO’s tactical nuclear weapons. For example, see 
NATO, NATO Handbook (Brussels: NATO Information Service, 1975), 17.

 9 Art, “The Four Functions of Force,” 134.
 10 Ibid., 137.
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Initially, one of the objectives of Chinese nuclear forces was to “demonstrate 
China’s international importance and reinforce Chinese national pride.”11 
France and Britain may have had similar motivations when they first 
developed their nuclear weapons. In Japan’s case, however, there is no need 
to go nuclear in order to play a leading role in the international community 
and to gain greater respect. Japan has already achieved international prestige 
and influence and does not need to enhance its standing by becoming a 
nuclear weapons state. 

A Strategy to Cope with the Stability-Instability Paradox

The preceding analysis shows that Japan is unlikely to gain much by 
acquiring nuclear weapons in terms of the deterrent, defensive, compellent, 
and swaggering use of such weapons. This section will discuss security 
problems caused by situations in which conflicts at lower levels are hard to 
prevent while mutual deterrence at higher levels, including the nuclear level, 
works well.

The stability-instability paradox in the East China Sea. Japan’s latest 
National Security Strategy, released in December 2013, states that there has 
been a shift in the global power balance: while today’s security environment 
provides “opportunities for security cooperation, it has also given rise to 
regional issues and tensions.” The NSS also states that “the Asia-Pacific 
region has become more prone to the so-called gray-zone situations; that is, 
situations that are neither pure peacetime nor contingencies over territorial 
sovereignty and interest.” It stresses that “these gray-zone situations could 
further develop into grave situations.”12 

The concern over gray-zone situations expressed in the NSS is to 
some extent similar to worries caused by the stability-instability paradox. 
Specifically, if the United States and China maintain a form of strategic 
stability with their nuclear forces, the probability of lower-intensity 
confrontations between the two countries may increase, particularly in 
the East China Sea. For Japan, a nation that is not suited to go nuclear, 
this situation has a positive aspect as well as a negative one. The bad 
news is that nuclear deterrence would not extend to lower levels of 
confrontation. That is, the U.S. nuclear umbrella may have little effect on 

 11 Robert G. Sutter, “Chinese Nuclear Weapons and Arms Control Policies: Implications and Options 
for the United States,” Congressional Research Service, CRS Report for Congress, no. 94-422 S, 
March 25, 1994, 5–6.

 12 Government of Japan, National Security Strategy.
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deterring provocations by North Korea and China, as was demonstrated 
in cases such as the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island by North Korea or the 
harassment of the USNS Impeccable by Chinese paramilitary forces. The 
good news is that situations may arise where the possibility of nuclear 
escalation will not become a major concern, even though tension between 
the law-enforcement organizations of China and Japan may escalate 
into a military confrontation involving the naval or air forces of the 
two countries. In other words, while deterrence at the nuclear level will 
continue to work well, nuclear deterrence is unlikely to deter confrontation 
at a conventional military or paramilitary level.

A crisis management mechanism in the East China Sea. A more serious 
challenge is how to prevent tension from escalating from a law-enforcement 
level to a higher one. On the one hand, U.S. extended deterrence may have 
the effect of preventing Sino-Japanese military tension from ever escalating 
to a nuclear level. On the other hand, there is always the risk that a low-level 
skirmish between these two militaries in the East China Sea could have the 
grave consequence of two of the world largest economies—each with huge 
influence over international politics—plunging into a negative-sum game. 

Chinese maritime law-enforcement organizations have been extremely 
active in recent years in the areas close to the Senkaku Islands (known as 
the Diaoyu Islands in China), and this activity has increased markedly since 
Japan’s purchase of the islands in September 2012. The Japan Coast Guard is 
thus on high alert and encounters its Chinese counterpart almost every day. 
More generally, encounters between the PLA Navy and the JMSDF, as well 
as the U.S. Navy, have become more frequent throughout the East China 
Sea and western Pacific. This is simply because Chinese naval activities have 
expanded geographically and intensified with the rapid development of the 
PLA Navy in recent years. Meanwhile, the air components of the Chinese 
military and law enforcement have also become increasingly active as they 
too have rapidly modernized. Japan’s Ministry of Defense announced that 
the Japan Air Self-Defense Force conducted over 567 missions to secure 
territorial air space in 2012.13 This was the highest number since the 
Cold War, and over half of the missions were against Chinese aircraft. In 
the future, Chinese and Japanese military aircraft are likely to encounter 
each other more frequently across a wider geographic area. In light of 
these observations, it is urgent that the two countries further accelerate 

 13 Joint Staff Office of the Japan Ministry of Defense, Heisei 24 nendo no Kinkyu Hasshin Jisshi Jokyo ni 
tuite [On JASDF Scramble Missions in JFY 2012] (Tokyo, April 17, 2013) u http://www.mod.go.jp/
js/Press/press2013/press_pdf/p20130417_02.pdf.
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cooperation on confidence-building measures to avoid serious incidents in 
the wider maritime and air spaces around the East China Sea. This issue has 
become increasingly important since China’s declaration that its air defense 
identification zone overlaps with those of Japan and Korea. Because it is 
critical that the escalation of tension between China and Japan be controlled 
and halted at the lowest possible level, Japan should take every measure to 
quickly manage confrontations before they intensify.

Conclusion

Japan is increasingly facing serious security challenges that range 
from worldwide proliferation of WMD through North Korea’s nuclear and 
long-range missile programs and possible instability on the Korean Peninsula 
to rising tension with China in the East China Sea. Different measures may 
be required to confront the various challenges. For example, as long as North 
Korea’s nuclear capability remains limited to a small number of weapons, 
measures such as ballistic missile defense will be necessary and could be 
effective in avoiding or at least limiting damages. Traditional deterrence 
based on nuclear and conventional offensive capabilities, however, does not 
seem to be perfectly effective in controlling North Korea’s leadership. In 
order to preserve stability on the Korean Peninsula, international efforts to 
shape North Korea’s future along with the conventional deterrence of the 
U.S.–South Korea alliance will be key. Meanwhile, China’s growing arsenal 
of strategic nuclear weapons should be dealt with through both arms control 
efforts between China and other nuclear weapons states, such as the United 
States, and traditional approaches to preserve strategic stability at the 
nuclear level. To maintain strategic stability, the international community 
should work together to prevent the current tensions in the East and South 
China Seas from escalating by confining them to the law-enforcement arena 
at best or, if that is not possible, to the lowest possible level of confrontation 
between military organizations short of an actual exchange of fire. 
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The North Korean Nuclear Problem: Twenty Years of Crisis

Kang Choi 

T he North Korean nuclear problem has gradually deteriorated in the 
past two decades and is becoming increasingly serious.1 Over the 

course of this worsening crisis, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK) has staged three nuclear tests and continues to develop its diverse 
medium- and long-range missile capabilities. North Korea now claims to 
be a nuclear weapons state and has formally announced its byungjin policy, 
which aims for the simultaneous pursuit of nuclear weapons and economic 
development.2 Pyongyang is clearly determined to develop advanced nuclear 
capabilities and time is running short for the international community 
to respond. Despite this, diplomatic initiatives aimed at denuclearizing 
North Korea have thus far been ineffective. Policymakers have “bought 
the same horse” three times by attempting, and ultimately failing, to 
resolve the problem through the Geneva Agreed Framework (October 
1994), the September 19th agreement (September 2005), and the “leap day” 
agreement (February 2012). Likewise, the six-party talks aimed at peaceful 
denuclearization of North Korea—involving Russia, China, the DPRK, the 
Republic of Korea (ROK), Japan, and the United States—have in essence 
stalled. Considering the rate at which North Korea’s nuclear program 
is advancing, it is urgent that the international community adopt a more 
effective approach soon.

This essay explores why efforts to resolve the North Korean nuclear 
crisis have been unsuccessful and attempts to outline a more effective 
approach. The first section examines Pyongyang’s inconsistent justifications 
for the program, as well as its perspectives and motivations regarding 
denuclearization. Next, the essay assesses the obstacles hindering the 
international community’s efforts toward the denuclearization of North 

 1 For a timeline showing key developments, see “Timeline on North Korea’s Nuclear Program,” New 
York Times, November 20, 2014 u http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2014/11/20/world/asia/
northkorea-timeline.html#/#time238_7122.

 2 For a detailed analysis on North Korea’s byungjin policy, also known as the parallel development 
policy, see Cheon Seong-Whun, “The Kim Jong-un Regime’s “Byungjin” (Parallel Development) 
Policy of Economy and Nuclear Weapons and the ‘April 1st Nuclearization Law,’ ” Korean Institute 
for National Unification Online Series, no. CO 13-11, April 23, 2013 u http://www.kinu.or.kr/
upload/neoboard/DATA01/co13-11(E).pdf.

kang choi  is Vice President at the Asan Institute for Policy Studies. He can be reached at 
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Korea. Last, this essay argues that the nuclear problem is rooted in the 
nature of the North Korean regime and considers strategies necessary for 
resolving the crisis. The essay concludes by recommending a more enduring, 
holistic, and comprehensive approach focused on strengthening deterrence 
capabilities and gradually altering North Korea’s current trajectory through 
increased engagement.

North Korea’s Claims for Nuclearization and Understanding  
of Denuclearization

North Korea’s actions over time and inconsistent justifications for its 
nuclear program indicate an unwillingness to denuclearize. Commencing 
in the late 1950s, North Korea’s nuclear program was ostensibly for 
research purposes and energy generation. Thus, the DPRK asked for 
compensation for terminating its program in the 1990s, and a coalition 
of countries agreed to the provision of light-water reactors and heavy-fuel 
oil under the 1994 Agreed Framework.3 When North Korea’s uranium 
enrichment program was discovered in 2002, Pyongyang denied the 
program’s existence. However, it later acknowledged the continuation 
of the program and withdrew from the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation 
of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) in 2003 to pursue its nuclear ambitions (the 
first and only signatory country to the NPT to do so). At the same time, 
North Korea has been developing its missile capabilities. Since the summer 
of 1998, outside observers have witnessed the country’s development of 
medium- and long-range missiles such as the Musudan, Taepodong-1, 
and Taepodong-2 missiles.4 As North Korea’s nuclear weapons capabilities 

 3 According to some accounts, when the director-general of the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA), Hans Blix, visited North Korea in May 1994, DPRK officials “asked for help in 
acquiring new light-water reactors and supplying them with nuclear fuel in return for abandoning 
reprocessing.” For a more detailed discussion on the negotiation process leading up to the 1994 
Agreed Framework, see Leon V. Sigal, “The North Korean Nuclear Crisis: Understanding the 
Failure of the ‘Crime-and-Punishment’ Strategy,” Arms Control Today, May 1997.

 4 In February 2014 the U.S. Department of Defense’s annual report on North Korea’s military and 
security development mentioned that the Hwasong-13 missile, recently displayed during a military 
parade, would be capable of reaching the continental United States if it were successfully developed. 
It also assessed that the Taepodong-2 missile launch test in December 2013 was a success. In July 
2014, North Korea fired short-range ballistic missiles using transporter erector launchers into 
waters off its east coast from different locations in Hwanghae and Pyongan Provinces. For details 
on these developments, see Office of the Secretary of Defense, Military and Security Developments 
Involving the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 2013 (Washington, D.C., February 4, 2014); “N. 
Korea Fires 4 Short-Range Projectiles,” Yonhap News, July 30, 2014; and “North Korea Fires Short-
Range Missile into Sea,” Wall Street Journal, July 26, 2014. The Nuclear Threat Initiative website 
also offers an up-to-date summary of North Korea’s missile development. See “Country Profiles: 
North Korea: Missile,” Nuclear Threat Initiatives website u http://www.nti.org/country-profiles/
north-korea/delivery-systems/.
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have evolved, Pyongyang has increasingly argued that its nuclear program 
is intended to be a deterrent against a potential preemptive attack by the 
United States. 

The key to understanding North Korea’s changing stance on its 
nuclear program is comprehending how Pyongyang views the issue of 
denuclearization: when North Korea speaks of denuclearization, it means 
for the entire Korean Peninsula. In essence, its actions to this end would be 
conditional upon the United States no longer providing a nuclear umbrella 
over South Korea. Beyond this, North Korea has demanded a U.S. guarantee 
of its regime security by the cessation of combined military exercises 
between the United States and South Korea, the withdrawal of the United 
States Forces Korea, and the termination of the alliance between the United 
States and the Republic of Korea (ROK).5 The North Korean leadership has 
argued that as long as the United States pursues a hostile and threatening 
policy toward the DPRK, North Korea must develop nuclear weapons 
capabilities for defensive purposes. Therefore, North Korea demands a 
peace treaty with the United States before any denuclearization deal could 
be in sight. In sum, North Korea’s stance has evolved to position of a peace 
regime (consisting of a peace treaty or nonaggression treaty) first, then 
denuclearization.

Yet North Korea’s recent declaration of the byungjin policy indicates 
that the government has little genuine interest in taking steps towards 
denuclearization. First, DPRK authorities have praised the nuclear program 
as one of the greatest achievements of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il. Kim 
Jong-un, gaining his legitimacy from his family’s legacy, cannot do away 
with these accomplishments without undermining his position as a member 

 5 For instance, in his speech to the UN General Assembly last year, Ambassador Sin Son-ho, North 
Korea’s permanent representative to the United Nations, stated that to ease tension and establish 
lasting peace on the Korean Peninsula, the United States should abandon its hostile policy toward 
the DPRK and replace the armistice with a peace treaty. He argued that the prerequisite for 
denuclearization is the removal of U.S. nuclear threats against North Korea, meaning that the 
United States should abandon its nuclear deterrence policy for South Korea. For more information, 
see “Statement by H.E. Ambassador Sin Son Ho, Permanent Representative of the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea to the United Nations” (general debate of the first committee of the 68th 
session of the UN General Assembly, New York, October 2013) u http://www.reachingcriticalwill.
org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/1com/1com13/statements/14Oct_DPRK.pdf. 
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of the Kim family and defender of the juche (self-reliance) ideology.6 Second, 
byungjin is Kim Jong-un’s signature policy, in the same way that Kim Jong-il 
propagated the “military first” policy; thus, there is no possibility that the 
regime will disavow byungjin as long as Kim Jong-un stays in power. Indeed, 
under his leadership, North Korea now makes more assertive demands to be 
recognized as a nuclear weapons state. 

Although North Korea proclaimed itself as a nuclear state in its 
revised 2012 constitution, formal international recognition would allow it 
to shift the focus of talks from denuclearization to nuclear arms control. 
Recognition and acceptance of North Korea as a nuclear power state by the 
international community would also benefit Kim by serving as a useful 
propaganda tool that could help him consolidate support among the more 
hardline factions in the regime.

Challenges: International Cooperation and the North Korean Regime

The six-party talks have been undermined by their lack of 
coordination. There are three general reasons for this: (1) differences 
over approach, (2) different priorities among the various regional powers, 
and (3) the tendency to subordinate the North Korea problem to the 
U.S.-China relationship. 

All the concerned parties agree that the North Korean nuclear program 
needs to be addressed peacefully and through dialogue. Nevertheless, 
the current approach is ineffective and the momentum for dialogue is 
practically nonexistent. The United States and other regional powers are 
currently adopting a position of strategic patience, waiting for North 
Korea to take concrete action toward denuclearization. The concerned 
parties cannot agree on whether to implement sanctions or adopt an 
approach of more flexible engagement. More generally, they cannot agree 
on whether peace talks should be a condition for denuclearization or the 
desired outcome of denuclearization. For example, China, as well as to 

 6 The Rodong Sinmun published an article in December 2011 that described North Korea’s nuclear 
weapons program as one of Kim Jong-il’s three revolutionary legacies. In a separate column by 
the same party organ in July 2014, Kim Il-sung, among many things, was praised for preparing 
the ground for the development of the DPRK army and the glory days of its songun revolution, 
which includes the nuclear program. For the original columns in Korean, see “Gim Jeong-il 
dongjiui hyeogmyeong-yusan” [Kim Jong-il’s Revolutionary Heritage], Rodong Sinmun, December 
28, 2011 u http://www.kcna.co.jp/calendar/2011/12/12-28/2011-1228-009.html; and “Widaehan 
Gim Il-seong daewonsunim-ui jeonseung-eobjeog-eul husonmandaee bichnaeyeonagaja” 
[Let’s Glorify the Exploits Performed by the Great Grand Marshal Kim Il-sung for the Victory 
in War for Ages], Rodong Sinmun, July 27, 2014 u http://www.uriminzokkiri.com/index.
php?ptype=gisa2&no=91066.
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a certain degree Russia, has always emphasized flexibility, engagement, 
and a peace treaty as a starting point for denuclearization.7 On the 
other hand, the United States, South Korea, and Japan have emphasized 
denuclearization as a precondition for establishing peace on the Korean 
Peninsula.8 These different preferences for how to approach the nuclear 
problem make it much more difficult to enforce any punitive measures 
against the North Korean regime.

This disagreement over approaches is due to differences in priorities 
among the key regional powers. The United States’ primary preoccupation 
is preventing nuclear proliferation. China, which borders North Korea, is 
primarily focused on the stability of the DPRK regime. President Xi’s state 
visit to Seoul in July 2014, for example, did not bring about any change in 
China’s policy of seeking denuclearization of the peninsula rather than 
denuclearization of North Korea.9 South Korea and Japan, on the other 
hand, prioritize the goal of denuclearization of North Korea to lessen the 
threat to their national security. Thus, whereas Japan and South Korea are 
highly concerned by the threat of a nuclear-armed North Korea, China will 
likely oppose or undermine any actions that could weaken the regime.

 7 At the 68th session of the UN General Assembly, Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi stated that 
“the right way to solve the nuclear issue on the [Korean] Peninsula” is to have negotiations 
between the related parties through dialogue. President Xi Jinping stressed the same argument 
when he met President Barack Obama at the 2014 Nuclear Security Summit. President Xi went 
on to urge the relevant parties to implement the September 19 Joint Statement signed in 2005, 
which affirmed that North Korea should abandon “all nuclear weapons and existing nuclear 
programs” and return to NPT and IAEA safeguards, while the United States and South Korea 
should accommodate North Korea’s security concerns in return. For more details, see “China, 
U.S. Reaffirm Commitment to Promote New Type of Major-Country Ties,” Xinhua, March 25, 
2014 u http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90883/8577084.html; and Wang Yi, “China at a New 
Starting Point” (statement during the general debate of the 68th session of the UN General 
Assembly, New York, September 27, 2013) u http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/
wjbz_663308/2461_663310/t1082330.shtml.

 8 After their trilateral meeting in Washington, D.C., in December 2010, South Korean foreign 
minister Kim Sung-hwan, U.S. secretary of state Hillary Clinton, and Japanese foreign minister 
Seiji Maehara reaffirmed that North Korea must “comply with its international obligations 
and take concrete steps to implement its denuclearization commitments under the September 
2005 Joint Statement” before the six-party talks and other efforts to promote peace and stability 
on the peninsula would resume. For press conference remarks, see Hillary Rodham Clinton, 
“Remarks with Japanese Foreign Minister Seiji Maehara and South Korean Foreign Minister 
Kim Sung-hwan,” U.S. Department of State, December 6, 2010 u http://www.state.gov/
secretary/20092013clinton/rm/2010/12/152443.htm.

 9 The joint statement said that South Korea and China “reaffirm their firm opposition to the 
development of nuclear weapons on the Korean Peninsula.” It is understood that the phrase was 
chosen because China does not want to directly point its finger at North Korea. Later on, South 
Korean president Park Geun-hye emphasized that South Korea and China have agreed to achieve 
“denuclearization of North Korea.” For media coverage on the ROK-China summit meeting, see 
Jane Perlez, “China and South Korea Affirm Antinuclear Goals,” New York Times, July 3, 2014 u 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/04/world/asia/presidents-of-china-and-south-korea-reaffirm-
push-for-north-korean-denuclearization.html?_r=0. For a summary of President Xi’s state visit to 
Seoul, see Wi Tack-whan and Yoon Sojung, “Korea, China Reaffirm ‘Good Neighbor Relations,’ ” 
Korea.net, July 4, 2014 u http://www.korea.net/NewsFocus/Policies/view?articleId=120405.
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Exacerbating this problem is the growing strategic distrust in the 
U.S.-China relationship, which is limiting coordination beyond a general 
agreement that both sides do not wish to see a nuclear-armed North Korea. 
The United States is emphasizing the importance of China’s compliance with 
sanctions against the Kim regime. China, on the other hand, is beginning to 
see the U.S. strategy toward North Korea as a broader attempt to contain 
China. Each of these differences in priorities, perceptions, and approaches 
has rendered the current sanctions regime ineffective in making progress 
toward North Korean denuclearization.

While weakened international cooperation presents significant 
challenges, there is also a more fundamental element of the problem—the 
nature of the North Korean regime. After decades of isolation, disastrous 
mismanagement of the economy, and gross human rights abuses, nuclear 
weapons are a valuable tool for ensuring the regime’s survivability. 
Domestically, the nuclear program can be trumpeted as an enormous 
domestic achievement. Externally, nuclear weapons provide a deterrent 
against any outside power that may seek to overthrow the regime. 
Therefore, as long as North Korea maintains authoritarian rule under the 
Kim family, North Korea will have a vital interest in continuing its nuclear 
weapons program.

Sudden regime change, however, is not a viable policy option for 
resolving the North Korean nuclear problem. The instability that might 
result from rapid regime change could be more deleterious for regional 
stability than the current status quo, and the regime that replaces the Kim 
regime could be even more radical, unpredictable, and hostile toward 
outside powers. Thus, gradual regime transformation must be pursued. 
This cannot occur in a vacuum but must be complemented by increased 
deterrence from all the concerned parties.

Dealing with North Korea’s Nuclear Challenge: Principles and 
Recommended Approaches 

Time is running short for resolving the North Korean nuclear 
problem, given that the completion of a uranium program will heighten the 
possibility of proliferation. Furthermore, North Korea will likely enhance 
both its nuclear and delivery capabilities. If North Korea obtains the ability 
to target the U.S. mainland, it would challenge and potentially invalidate 
the underlying assumption that the United States would be able to retaliate 
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as well as defend its Asian allies.10 These problems are exacerbated by the 
fundamentally unstable and unpredictable nature of the Kim Jong-un 
regime. As the old guard is replaced by a younger generation, the type of 
relationship and structure between the Korean People’s Army and the 
Korean Workers’ Party is increasingly unclear. 

To effectively address the North Korean nuclear challenge, 
policymakers need to recognize that resolving the problem will require a 
long-term outlook. As such, any strategy will require a comprehensive 
approach that also addresses regime transformation. Similarly, countries 
interested in resolving the North Korean problem must agree on 
objectives and establish a common approach. This requires that the other 
five countries in the six-party talks must reach a clear consensus on the 
objectives of negotiations and on the priorities of denuclearization and the 
establishment of a permanent peace regime through the unification of the 
Korean Peninsula. Once these fundamental objectives are shared, the states 
involved can adopt a comprehensive roadmap and plan of action.

The United States and the regional countries should also adopt an 
approach of comprehensive integrated denial that aims to block North 
Korea’s pursuit of its byungjin policy by utilizing various tools in an 
integrated manner. To be effective, however, this policy must be consistent, 
durable, and proactive rather than reactive. This author recommends four 
general strategies: (1) strengthening the current extended nuclear deterrence 
posture to deny North Korea the utility of nuclear weapons, (2) adopting 
a smarter sanctions strategy to make North Korea pay a high price for 
possessing nuclear weapons, (3) adopting a conditional and targeted 
strategy of engagement (especially in terms of humanitarian measures) to 
bring about changes in North Korean society, and (4) maintaining a strong 
coalition among concerned parties to ensure the effectiveness of these 
strategies by denying North Korea any chance of exploiting differences over 
its nuclear ambitions.

First, the United States must strengthen its extended nuclear 
deterrence posture. This requires that policymakers tailor deterrence with 
full-spectrum dominance and escalation controllability. This might include 

 10 During his speech to a military rally in Pyongyang on July 27, 2014, Hwang Pyong-so, 
director of the North Korean military’s General Political Bureau, threatened to strike targets 
on the U.S. mainland with nuclear warheads if the “U.S. imperialists” threaten North Korea’s 
“sovereignty and survival.” Although it is not the first time such rhetoric was made in public 
by a North Korean official, the level of threats recently made by North Korea is rapidly rising. 
See “North Korea Threatens Nuclear Strike on White House,” Agence France-Presse, July 28, 
2014, available from http://www.defensenews.com/article/20140728/DEFREG03/307280014/
North-Korea-Threatens-Nuclear-Strike-White-House.
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upgraded and integrated missile defense systems and enhanced strike 
capabilities. Such an approach would leave all options on the table, thereby 
allowing for considerable strategic ambiguity and, as a result, deterrence, 
dissuasion, and defense. By adopting a more robust deterrence posture 
vis-à-vis North Korea, the United States could convince North Korea that 
nuclear weapons have no political and military utility.

Second, a smart sanctions strategy must be developed to complement 
deterrence. This strategy would require more targeted sanctions, 
implemented in cooperation with other major parties, especially China. 
In this respect, there at least exists the potential for greater coordination 
between Japan, South Korea, and the United States. Introduction of smart 
and targeted sanctions will make life for North Korean elites more difficult, 
causing nuclear weapons to ultimately become a liability rather than an 
asset. In other words, the international community must make North Korea 
pay an unbearable cost for possessing a nuclear option.

Third, any engagement with the North Korean regime must be 
conditional. The door for dialogue must be kept open, but dialogue should 
not occur just for its own sake. Furthermore, it must be pursued through 
multiple channels, including reducing tension through military-to-military 
dialogues. Some forms of assistance can remain unconditional, such as 
the provision of humanitarian assistance. This soft and indirect approach 
would complement military-to-military exchanges. When focusing on 
exchange and cooperation projects between North and South Korea, both 
parties must focus on small, not big, programs, which are more likely to be 
mutually beneficial to both countries. Parallel to this, both sides should seek 
to implement education and training programs in technical areas. Other 
multilateral forums should also be utilized when engaging North Korea. 
Such engagement on humanitarian issues can gradually bring about changes 
in North Korea.

Last, as described above, any approach toward North Korea requires 
enduring cooperation among the coalition of concerned parties on the 
desired resolution of the North Korean nuclear problem. This necessitates that 
the coalition agree on the desirable end state for the Korean Peninsula and 
what the implications would be for Northeast Asia. Adopting a common goal 
would help the coalition identify tangible areas for improving cooperation.
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Conclusion

North Korea’s policies and rhetoric indicate that it has no interest 
in giving up its nuclear weapons. Additionally, the response from the 
concerned parties toward the North Korean nuclear program has been 
undermined because of differences over approach, varying priorities among 
regional powers, and the tendency to view the North Korea problem through 
the lens of the U.S.-China relationship. Therefore, the nuclear problem will 
not likely be resolved in a short period of time. Any solution will require 
addressing the North Korean problem as a whole—keeping in mind that 
the gradual transformation of the North Korean regime may be the only 
enduring solution to the nuclear problem. The current denial strategy must 
be pursued more actively by the parties involved, requiring a well-calculated 
mix of carrots and sticks. The starting point for this strategy is not only to 
develop robust and reliable deterrence. It is also essential to forge greater 
cooperation within the coalition of concerned parties. 
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The India-Pakistan Nuclear Dyad and Regional Nuclear Dynamics

P.K. Singh

N uclear weapons in various stages—in established armories, latent 
capacity, or merely embryonic potential—are alive, well, and thriving 

in Asia. Ashley Tellis has very aptly written that “given the contested 
geopolitics of Asia, which is defined by several enduring rivalries, many 
unresolved territorial disputes, significant local power transitions, and 
now the continent-wide anxieties provoked by the rise of China, it is not 
surprising that nuclear weapons have retained their critical importance.”1 
To put the South Asian dimension of the nuclear environment in its correct 
perspective, it is critical to view the disputes, rivalries, and players involved 
in a historical and regional context. This essay begins with a brief historical 
overview of the regional dimension of India-Pakistan nuclear dynamics and 
then looks more specifically at the perspectives and nuclear policies of India 
and Pakistan, as well as on China’s nuclear policy vis-à-vis India. Finally, 
the essay concludes by asserting that the India-Pakistan nuclear dyad 
must be understood within the context of broader nuclear dynamics in the 
Asia-Pacific region.

The Regional Dimension of India-Pakistan Nuclear Dynamics

Before 1947 the Indian subcontinent was surrounded by the buffer 
states of Afghanistan, Tibet, and Burma, and the external players in the 
region were Britain and Russia. Soon after independence, Pakistan fought a 
war with India and occupied a part of Jammu and Kashmir. Pakistan later 
joined the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) and the Central 
Treaty Organization (CENTO), bringing the United States and its alliances 
into the subcontinent in an effort to resist the influence of the Soviet Union. 
Tibet was taken over by China in the 1950s, introducing China as an 
important actor in the South Asian geopolitical and strategic environment. 

 1 Ashley J. Tellis, “No Escape: Managing the Enduring Reality of Nuclear Weapons,” in Strategic Asia 
2013–14: Asia in the Second Nuclear Age, ed. Ashley J. Tellis, Abraham M. Denmark, and Travis 
Tanner (Seattle: National Bureau of Asian Research, 2013), 14.

p.k. singh  is Director of the United Service Institution of India in New Delhi. He retired from the 
Indian Army as an Army Commander in 2008. He can be contacted at <director@usiofindia.org>.

note u  The views expressed are the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
government of India or the United Service Institution of India.
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In the mid to late 1950s, China also occupied Aksai Chin, a part of Jammu 
and Kashmir, which in 1962 led to the Sino-Indian War. Two additional 
wars between India and Pakistan in 1965 and 1971 ultimately involved both 
the United States and Soviet Union. Then, in the late 1970s and 1980s, the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan met with an insurgency supported by the 
United States and China, among others. 

Consequently, while the Cold War was raging, South Asia experienced 
four major wars. This count excludes the wars in Afghanistan; the breakup 
of Pakistan and creation of Bangladesh; the persistent involvement of the 
United States, the Soviet Union, and China on the subcontinent; and the 
nuclearization of China and its entry into the United Nations and the 
UN Security Council. Was all this due to the creation of the India-Pakistan 
dyad and the India-China dyad, or was it instead the product of the 
“great game” between the United States, Soviet Union, China, India, and 
Pakistan? Can we today forget this recent history and simply look at the 
subcontinent’s dynamics through the lens of the Cold War binary? The 
Cold War superpowers possessed a deep-rooted ideological rivalry, but 
they had no disputed territory between them and no enduring history 
of armed conflict against each other. Can Cold War binary dynamics 
therefore apply to the India-Pakistan-China nuclear trio, which do have 
territorial disputes and have fought wars? For the reasons stated above, it 
would be a misplaced logic to apply the Cold War binary dynamics to the 
India-Pakistan-China triad.

India

India’s tryst with the atomic bomb is almost as old as the bomb itself. 
In 1944, Homi Bhabha submitted a report on nuclear energy, and a year 
later the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research was established. Early 
Indian leaders after independence understood the dual use of atomic 
energy. They established the Atomic Energy Act in April 1948 and later 
created the Bhabha Atomic Research Centre in 1954. In 1956, India’s 
Apsara was the first nuclear research reactor in Asia to be operationalized. 
At that stage, India could have opted to build its nuclear weapons 
program, but its leaders chose to profess nuclear disarmament, little 
realizing that the nuclear genie was already out of the bottle. The 1962 
Sino-Indian War, followed by the Chinese nuclear test of 1964, worried 
both India and the United States. In 1964, U.S. leaders considered “the 
possibilities of providing nuclear weapons under U.S. custody” to friendly 
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Asian countries, including India, and also considered helping India with 
a peaceful nuclear explosion using a U.S. nuclear device.2 Neither of these 
plans came to fruition. Ironically, the United States, having recently 
re-engaged with China, placed sanctions on India just ten years later, in 
1974, when India conducted its first nuclear explosion.

Tellis has rightly described India as an emerging nuclear power with 
low dependence on nuclear weapons. He has further argued that India 
views its nuclear arsenal more as a way to avoid nuclear blackmail than as 
an instrument of active defense.3 India’s policy of maintaining a credible 
minimum nuclear deterrent is not country-specific but takes into account 
the evolving security environment, both regionally and globally. Therefore, 
the question of spelling out a minimum in precise numbers of weapons does 
not arise. India’s nuclear weapons are for deterring a WMD attack on India 
or its troops, and there have never been discussions of substituting nuclear 
weapons for conventional forces. For a country that professes a “no first use” 
policy, however, survivability and credibility are essential. Maintaining a 
secure second-strike capability is thus crucial to stable deterrence. India’s 
nuclear triad of nuclear-capable aircraft, mobile land-based missiles, 
and sea-based assets, as well as its pursuit of ballistic missile defense and 
multiple independently targetable reentry vehicle (MIRV) capabilities, 
needs to be seen in this perspective. India, like all other major nuclear 
weapons states, including the United States and China, will continuously 
upgrade and modernize its nuclear deterrent so as to be credible. 

The evolution of India’s nuclear posture takes into account both the 
regional and global nuclear dynamics. It has been influenced not just by Cold 
War rivalries but also by the interactions of other nuclear weapons states, 
specifically China and Pakistan, which constitute India’s primary security 
concerns. The tensions between India and China are mainly due to China’s 
expansionist designs. However, from an Indian perspective, Sino-Indian 
relations are particularly vexed because of the Chinese “strategic friendship” 
with Pakistan. Similarly, China will view the growing U.S.-India partnership 
with caution. Both relationships—between China and Pakistan and the 
United States and India—have the potential to increase regional mistrust.

In the nuclear domain, each country will decide on how transparent 
it wants to be, keeping in mind its national interests. Camille Grand has 

 2 George Perkovich, India’s Nuclear Bomb: The Impact on Global Proliferation (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999), 91.

 3 Tellis, “No Escape,” 16–17. 
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very aptly stated that “during most of the nuclear era, secrecy and deception 
were perceived as essential strategies to protect technological secrets, to 
protect key assets from pre-emptive strikes and to facilitate the achievement 
of strategic superiority.”4

Pakistan

Pakistan is a country where democracy has not been able to consolidate 
and grow, where the army plays an active (some would say dominant) role 
in domestic politics, religious fanaticism thrives, and the economy is in the 
doldrums. Add in Pakistan’s propensity for military adventurism, which 
includes nuclear brinkmanship, and  it is a toxic mixture. It is difficult for 
many countries to understand the dynamics India faces in living with such 
a neighbor. 

Pakistan has two major strategic assets: its nuclear weapons and 
state-sponsored terrorists. Both are controlled by the army, and more 
specifically by the Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI). 
Although Pakistan’s nuclear weapons were initially described as a 
counter to India’s nuclear arsenal, lately—to justify its tactical nuclear 
weapons—the government also describes them as a counter to India’s 
conventional superiority. Christopher Clary has stated that “Pakistan 
remains one of the most likely sources of nuclear risk globally—through 
theft of Pakistani nuclear material, unauthorized use of weapons during 
conflict, or intentional use in war.”5 

Thomas W. Graham makes an interesting point about Pakistan 
balancing India’s superior conventional forces with nuclear weapons: 

Pakistani writings emphasize the need for nuclear weapons 
to balance India’s superior conventional forces. While this 
logic was compelling for the U.S. in a Cold War, it is a hollow 
concept in terms of justifying how many nuclear weapons 
Pakistan needs to build and deploy to deter only one country, 
India…. If Pakistan feels it must target India’s entire military, 
industrial and research complex, hold India’s major cities at 
risk, and be prepared to fight using nuclear weapons on the 
battlefield, it will require at least 300–500 nuclear weapons.6 

 4 Camille Grand, “Nuclear Weapon States and the Transparency Dilemma,” in Transparency in 
Nuclear Warheads and Materials: The Political and Technical Dimensions, ed. Nicholas Zarimpas 
(Stockholm: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2003), 36.

 5 Christopher Clary, “The Future of Pakistan’s Nuclear Weapons Program,” in Tellis, Denmark, and 
Tanner, Strategic Asia 2013–14, 160.

 6 Thomas W. Graham, “Nuclear Weapons Stability or Anarchy in the 21st Century: China, India, 
and Pakistan,” Nonproliferation Policy Education Center, June 9, 2011 u http://www.npolicy.org/
article.php?aid=621&rid=6.
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Pakistan currently talks of using its tactical nuclear weapons to neutralize 
India’s conventional superiority, and many have believed this argument. But 
the fact is that Pakistan was not deterred by India’s conventional superiority 
in the past and waged wars against its neighbor in 1947, 1965, and 1971, as 
well as its misadventure in Kargil in 1999. Pakistan also continues to push 
terrorists across the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir and wage a 
proxy war there. It now appears that Pakistan has taken steps to raise the 
threshold against any military intervention and is moving away from the 
strategy of nuclear deterrence to one of nuclear warfighting. This may lead 
to nuclear brinkmanship and a nuclear crisis. 

There are also possible linkages between Pakistan’s ISI and terrorist 
organizations. After then president Pervez Musharraf declared Pakistan’s 
support for the U.S.-led war on terrorism, he forced a number of senior and 
junior ISI officers to leave their positions because of ties to the Taliban and al 
Qaeda, and he also placed a smaller number of Pakistani nuclear scientists 
under house arrest. Many worry about the unknown jihadi supporters that 
“still exist inside the shadows of Pakistan’s military intelligence agencies” 
and that we still do not know “how close those shadows fall to nuclear 
weapons storage sites.”7

Feroz Hassan Khan has written that Pakistan will continue to rely on 
China, affecting the larger Asian power balance: “While the China factor 
in South Asian dynamics cannot be dismissed, its inclusion in the regional 
construct skews regional dynamics and dims the prospect of a secure 
nuclear future for the region.”8 Yet surprisingly we continue to focus on 
the India-Pakistan dyad and not the India-Pakistan-China triad. Over the 
long term, China has supported Pakistan’s nuclear and missile programs. 
Not only did China transfer nuclear weapon designs, but it allegedly also 
helped Pakistan test a weapon in Lop Nor well before Pakistan’s 1998 tests. 
Similarly, the Ghazhavi and Shaheen-1 missiles are of Chinese origin, and 
China has also supplied nuclear power plants at Chasma and Karachi. 
Analysts in the nuclear and strategic fields need to ask what assistance will 
follow next: MIRV technology or ballistic missile submarines.9

 7 Scott D. Sagan, “Nuclear Dangers in South Asia,” American Physical Society, Forum on Physics and 
Society, April 2004 u http://www.aps.org/units/fps/newsletters/2004/april/article1.html.

 8 Feroz Hassan Khan, “Pakistan’s Nuclear Future,” in South Asia in 2020: Future Strategic Balances 
and Alliances, ed. Michael R. Chambers (Carlisle: Strategic Studies Institute, 2002), 170.

 9 Duncan Lennox, ed., “Hatf 3 (Ghaznavi),” Jane’s Strategic Weapon Systems, no. 48 (2008): 111–12; 
and S. Chandrashekar, Arvind Kumar, and Rajaram Nagappa, An Assessment of Pakistan’s Ballistic 
Missile Programme: Technical and Strategic Capability (Bangalore: National Institute of Advanced 
Studies, 2006), 14 u http://isssp.in/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/An-Assessment-of-Pakistans-
Ballistic-Missile-Programme.pdf.
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Pakistan’s history of nuclear proliferation, which was overlooked for 
decades by the West until AQ Khan’s black-market network was exposed, 
is now too well documented to ignore. Today, Pakistan is known to have an 
overcapacity of nuclear fissile material production, which it uses for missile 
production. Will this not tempt it to proliferate through the clandestine 
export of nuclear-armed missiles to countries and possibly even to nonstate 
actors? This is a scary but plausible scenario.

China

China considers itself to be increasingly a peer of the United States and 
knows that relations will be collaborative but also competitive and—if not 
managed effectively—even adversarial in certain circumstances. Therefore, 
China’s nuclear doctrines, capabilities, and strategies will be primarily 
focused on deterring the United States. Although India’s nuclear posture 
will not be the primary concern or driver of Chinese nuclear doctrine 
and capabilities development, the China-India dyad is still significant. 
India can be targeted from many missile bases in China, as well as by 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles and air bombers. The only plausible 
targets for nuclear-capable DF-21 missiles located at China’s Delingha and 
Kunming bases are in India. China’s large ballistic and cruise missile forces 
armed with conventional weapons give it a massive break-out potential in 
terms of nuclear-capable delivery systems, given that some Chinese missiles 
can carry both conventional and nuclear warheads.

Yet while China and India have their differences, there are also some 
similarities between the two states’ postures on no first use, separating 
nuclear warheads from delivery systems, and establishing a minimum 
credible deterrence. Realizing this common ground, India has offered to 
talk with China on nuclear confidence-building measures, but China has 
not yet accepted.

Conclusion: The India-Pakistan Dyad and Broader Regional 
Nuclear Dynamics

Will the emerging nuclear dynamics between the Asia-Pacific powers 
contribute to the reordering of the international system? It is unlikely that 
the India-Pakistan nuclear dyad will drive such developments. However, 
the intertwined and overlapping security relationships of the United States, 
Russia, China, India, and Pakistan are likely to do so, particularly as these 
states adapt their nuclear doctrines in response to changing strategic, 
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security, and technological challenges. At present there are no indications 
that India, Pakistan, and China are engaged in a nuclear arms race. Such 
a race, if one occurs, will not be driven by the weaker or smaller nuclear 
powers. The India-Pakistan nuclear dyad will be more influenced by broader 
regional and global factors than the other way around. The interlocking of 
the China-India-Pakistan, U.S.-China-India, and U.S.-Russia-China triads 
will have a greater impact on both South Asian and global nuclear dynamics 
than either the India-Pakistan or even the China-India nuclear dyad. For 
example, traditional hostility between India and Pakistan is far from being 
the only driver of the shift in Pakistan’s nuclear strategy from minimum 
deterrence to seeking a second-strike capability. Additionally, the United 
States and China both have leverage with Pakistan to persuade it to change 
its destabilizing nuclear strategy. Pakistan is not solely India’s problem, and 
no amount of persuasion or confidence-building measures from India alone 
will suffice to change Pakistan’s posture.

Thus, these nuclear dyads do not exist in a vacuum. As Thomas W. 
Graham wrote, 

There are no technical or institutional controls capable of 
preventing China, India and Pakistan from developing 
substantial nuclear forces over the next two decades. Thus, 
the primary driver will be the direction in which the world 
moves in terms of the perceived legitimate function of nuclear 
weapons. If the United States, China and other major powers are 
able to convince the world that the sole legitimate function of 
nuclear weapons is to deter the use of nuclear weapons, then it is 
plausible nuclear forces among China, India and Pakistan could 
stabilize around 150–200.10 

Unfortunately, the holding on to over 1,000 nuclear weapons each by the 
United States and Russia belies this hope that deterrence is sufficient.

Framing the nuclear issues of South Asia as a product of the 
India-Pakistan dyad is therefore flawed and contestable on two counts. 
First, this characterization does not take into account the geopolitical 
realities of the subcontinent in the last six decades, including multiple 
conflicts and interventions from outside regional actors. Second, this 
argument is rooted in the bygone Cold War–era binary logic that has been 
overtaken by nuclear dynamics created by the complex and at times tenuous 
and unpredictable network of nuclear weapons and nuclear-capable states. 
Zia Mian and M.V. Ramana, in describing the U.S.-China-India-Pakistan 
equation, have stated, “It is the dynamics of this four-way interaction, with 

 10 Graham, “Nuclear Weapons Stability or Anarchy in the 21st Century.”
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its many overlapping contradictions, that will shape the future stability of 
South Asia, Asia more generally, and the emerging global order.”11 Keeping 
the geopolitical and strategic realities of South Asia and the broader region 
in mind, I would venture to suggest that the dynamics of the five-way 
interaction between the United States, Russia, China, India, and Pakistan is 
what will shape the stability of the emerging global order. 

 11 Zia Mian and M.V. Ramana, “Imbricated Regional Rivalries and Global Order: South Asia, China 
and the United States,” Nonproliferation Policy Education Center, July 2010, 1.
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The Evolving Nuclear Order:  
Implications for Proliferation, Arms Racing, and Stability

Aaron L. Friedberg

T he 25 years since the end of the Cold War have seen several notable 
shifts in the global distribution of nuclear capabilities:

•	 The Soviet Union (now Russia) and the United States have slashed 
their arsenals by roughly 75% from 20,000–30,000 warheads to 
7,000–8,000.1

•	 France and Britain have also made substantial cuts, reducing their 
nuclear forces from 500 weapons at their peak to roughly 300 and 
200, respectively.

•	 Of the Cold War “big five” (the United States, Britain, France, Soviet 
Union, and China), only China has not reduced its stockpile, which 
is estimated at 250 warheads. Beijing has also made significant 
investments in modernizing its forces, developing new mobile 
intercontinental ballistic missiles as well as submarine-launched 
ballistic missiles.

•	 Three new countries (India, Pakistan, and North Korea) have joined 
the list of acknowledged nuclear weapons states, and one (South 
Africa) has been removed.

•	 Finally, in recent years a series of aspirants (Iraq, Libya, and Syria) 
have seen their nuclear ambitions foiled, while one (Iran) continues to 
press on toward the finish line.

What are the implications of these developments for the conduct of 
international relations, and, in particular, how are they likely to shape events 
in eastern Eurasia, a zone of strategic interaction that extends from the 
Korean Peninsula, down through the South Asian subcontinent, and into 
the Persian Gulf region? The essays in this roundtable have helped shed light 
on three aspects of this question: proliferation, arms racing, and stability.

 1 All figures are from Robert S. Norris and Hans M. Kristensen, “Global Nuclear Inventories, 
1945–2010,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (July/August 2010): 77–83.

aaron l. friedberg  is Professor of Politics and International Affairs at Princeton University. He 
can be reached at <alf@princeton.edu>.
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Proliferation

Regarding the further spread of nuclear weapons, the next chapters 
of the story in the broader Middle East will depend a great deal on what 
happens in Iran. If Tehran succeeds in developing nuclear weapons, other 
states may feel compelled to follow suit, including Saudi Arabia and Turkey. 
If it does not, Israel may remain the region’s only nuclear weapons state.

In East Asia, those states most likely to contemplate pursuing nuclear 
status are also anxious friends and allies of the United States. Japan, South 
Korea, and (albeit implicitly) Taiwan have until now been content to take 
shelter under the U.S. nuclear umbrella. But they could come to doubt the 
reliability of U.S. guarantees in the face of North Korea’s new capabilities, 
China’s nuclear modernization programs, or, especially in the case of Japan, 
both developments taken together.

While this once-taboo topic has been discussed more openly in both 
Japan and South Korea in recent years, neither country shows any overt signs 
of moving to acquire its own nuclear forces. Still, as Noboru Yamaguchi 
explains in his essay, there is nothing in Japan’s “peace constitution” that 
absolutely precludes the possibility, should the nation’s leaders deem 
it necessary for self-defense. Like South Korea and Taiwan, Japan has 
shown an interest in acquiring rocket and cruise missile technology that 
could someday serve as the basis for an independent deterrent force. For 
the moment, however, the potential for further proliferation in East Asia 
remains latent.

Arms Racing

One of the main features of the Cold War competition between the 
United States and the Soviet Union was the interaction between their 
respective armaments efforts, including their offensive and defensive 
nuclear weapons programs. Although there are a number of competitive 
dyads emerging in Asia, and while the possibility exists for even more 
complex arrangements, the degree of interaction among the actors to date 
remains limited. As Benjamin Schreer describes, China’s modernization 
of its long-range nuclear forces appears to be motivated in large part by a 
desire to reduce its vulnerability to a possible U.S. conventional precision 
strike. An increase in the number of weapons deployed, perhaps on multiple 
warhead delivery systems, could also reflect concern over the possible 
thickening of the U.S. national missile defenses. For the moment, however, 
there is no strong evidence to support the view that China aims eventually to 
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achieve nuclear parity with the United States. Nor are there any indications 
to suggest that Washington will respond to Beijing’s limited buildup with 
measures designed to retain (or reacquire) a viable damage-limiting option 
against China.

According to P.K. Singh, India and Pakistan are following distinct paths 
in developing their nuclear capacities, with the former seeking a secure 
second-strike force to deter attack on its troops or territory and the latter 
attempting to acquire weapons that could be used to offset its inferiority 
in conventional ground and air forces. Singh asserts that the two states are 
not currently engaged in a nuclear arms race, but he notes the possibility 
that their programs could become more closely coupled, especially if China 
continues to provide nuclear assistance to Pakistan while its own forces 
expand beyond currently projected levels. This development, in particular, 
would likely have an impact on the United States, and perhaps on Russia as 
well, setting in motion a genuinely multisided rivalry, with Pakistan and 
India responding to one another; China interacting with the United States 
and Russia, as well as India; and Russia and the United States once again 
engaged in an active nuclear competition.

Stability

Ultimately the most important question that must be asked about 
recent developments is whether they will increase or decrease the risk of 
war, including the possibility of nuclear war. As Rajesh Basrur makes clear, 
there are plausible theoretical arguments that can be made on either side 
of this question. On the one hand, it is possible that the mutual possession 
of nuclear weapons will impose extreme caution on states that might 
otherwise be prone to conflict. On the other hand, nuclear-armed nations 
may feel emboldened to engage in provocations or conventional aggression, 
even against other nuclear powers.

The empirical evidence regarding this issue is sparse and subject to 
varying interpretations. North Korea has behaved aggressively toward 
the South on several occasions since conducting its first nuclear tests, but 
it did so often in the past as well. For the most part, as Kang Choi’s essay 
suggests, the North Korean regime seems to regard its small arsenal as the 
ultimate insurance policy rather than a useful new tool with which to fulfill 
its grandiose self-proclaimed ambitions.

Pakistan’s leaders appear to believe that nuclear weapons reduce the risk 
of large-scale conventional retaliation and thus provide a backstop for their 
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continued support of terrorist groups operating against India. But Islamabad 
has not thrown caution to the winds, and, as Basrur suggests, both Pakistan 
and India may at times be tempted to manipulate the risk of escalation to get 
the United States to exert pressure on their behalf.

Even when its own forces were smaller and less secure, Chinese 
strategists appear to have believed that they were sufficient to discourage 
the United States from ever using nuclear weapons against their country. 
Beijing’s modernization programs may be intended simply to bolster that 
confidence in the face of growing U.S. precision-strike capabilities. Now 
that China is developing similar conventional capabilities of its own, 
however, it has options for the use of force that it previously lacked and that 
it may be more likely to exercise if it believes it can deter the United States 
from nuclear escalation. This is a possibility about which U.S. and Japanese 
strategists have begun to worry and to which they will likely devote more 
attention in the years ahead. 

Is the world approaching “critical mass,” a point at which the number 
and size of nuclear arsenals and the dangers associated with them will grow 
with explosive speed? The evidence presented here suggests that the answer 
is mixed. While superpower stockpiles have dwindled, the roster of nuclear 
weapons states has grown, and further horizontal proliferation is a distinct 
possibility in both Asia and the Middle East. At least for the moment, the 
plans and programs of the nuclear powers remain loosely coupled, but this 
too could change quickly, resulting in a truly multisided arms competition 
that is more complex and potentially more difficult to control than the 
Cold War arms race. The acquisition of nuclear weapons (in the case of India, 
Pakistan, and North Korea) and the development of more secure arsenals 
(in the case of China) have not resulted in radically increased recklessness. 
But there are indications that states equipped with such capabilities may 
assess that they provide a backstop for greater assertiveness. Such beliefs 
could raise the risk of conventional conflict and bring the world much closer 
to critical mass than it appears to be at present. 
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executive summary

This essay examines the developments in Japanese security policy that have 
been undertaken by the Abe government since December 2012.

main argument

Challenging the dominant negative analyses of Japanese security policy under 
Shinzo Abe, particularly from China and South Korea, the essay makes two 
key points. First, the security policy developments are not specific to Abe’s 
administration but instead are part of a long-term trajectory that started at 
the onset of the post–Cold War period. Second, Japan’s emergence as an active 
security actor is a source of regional stability, as the measures the country 
has implemented are arguably a defensive response to the rising instability 
in Northeast Asia. Japan’s democratic identity, the resilient pacifism within 
Japanese society, and the continued robustness of the U.S.-Japan alliance 
support this conclusion. 

policy implications
•	 Japan’s	 long-term	 trajectory	 to	 widen	 its	 security	 policy	 in	 the	

post–Cold War period is best understood beyond the notion of 
remilitarization. While the escalating tensions in Northeast Asia have 
motivated Japan to expand its security policy, this process is limited by a 
range of domestic factors that ensure it pursues a defensive policy. 

•	 It	is	important	for	Tokyo	to	recognize	that	any	development	in	its	security	
policy inevitably raises concerns among its neighbors. For Japan to be 
accepted as a responsible actor in security affairs, the leadership must 
refrain from behavior that escalates bilateral tensions as a result of Japan’s 
unresolved historical legacies. 

•	 Defense	 diplomacy	 is	 an	 important	 way	 for	 Japan	 to	 engage	 with	 its	
immediate neighbors, namely China and South Korea. Greater interaction 
between the defense establishments of these three countries at the bilateral, 
trilateral, and multilateral levels will help build trust in the region.
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In a speech delivered at the Center for Strategic and International Studies 
in Washington, D.C., in February 2013, Japanese prime minister Shinzo 

Abe confidently declared that “Japan is back.”1 This was in reference to Abe’s 
goal of reviving Japan’s moribund economy and restoring the country’s 
place in the international community as a responsible contributor to 
global affairs. The reactions to Japan’s “return” have been both positive and 
negative. While Abe’s push to implement a robust economic policy termed 
“Abenomics” has been relatively positively received, even though doubts 
about its success have increasingly dominated the debates in Japan and 
beyond, Abe’s actions in the political and security domains have attracted 
considerable negative attention.2 This essay focuses on this latter area and 
attempts to unpack the implications of the expansion of Japan’s security 
policy for the Asia-Pacific. This issue is important because Abe’s victory in 
the December 2014 elections will certainly result in the continued growth 
of Japanese security policy despite the uncertain growth of the country’s 
economy under the Abenomics program.

Since starting his second tenure as prime minister in December 2012, 
Abe and his team have taken significant steps to expand Japanese security 
policy. For the first time, a National Security Strategy document was 
published, and it was introduced together with an updated National Defense 
Program Guidelines that outlined five- and ten-year targets for Japan’s defense 
policy.3 The strategy in these documents called for the following: augmenting 
Japanese naval capability through the expansion of the submarine fleet and 
destroyer-class ships, including additional Aegis destroyers; strengthening 
Japanese air patrol and surveillance capabilities through the acquisition of 
additional early warning aircraft and Global Hawk unmanned aerial vehicles; 
strengthening aerial refueling and transport aircraft; boosting the country’s air 
force capabilities with the F-35A Joint Strike Fighters; and finally creating an 
amphibious island defense force. To complement Japan’s force modernization, 
Japan and the United States decided to revise the Guidelines for Japan-U.S. 
Defense Cooperation for the first time since 1997. When passed in 2015, the 

 1 Shinzo Abe, “Japan Is Back” (speech delivered at the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, Washington, D.C., February 22, 2013) u http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/pm/abe/
us_20130222en.html.

 2 Abenomics refers to a three-pronged economic booster plan—monetary easing, massive fiscal 
stimulus, and structural reforms to boost Japan’s competitiveness.

 3 Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, National Security Strategy (Tokyo, December 17, 2013) 
u http://japan.kantei.go.jp/96_abe/documents/2013/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2013/12/17/NSS.pdf; 
and Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, National Defense Program Guidelines for FY2014 
and Beyond (Tokyo, December 17, 2013) u http://japan.kantei.go.jp/96_abe/documents/2013/__
icsFiles/afieldfile/2013/12/17/NDPG%28Summary%29.pdf.
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defense guidelines will strengthen bilateral defense cooperation in intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) for maritime security around Japan; 
cyberdefense; missile defense; and United Nations peacekeeping. In addition, 
the revised guidelines call for an expansion of joint military drills and the 
sharing of military installations in Japan.4 As revealed in the documents, these 
measures will be supported by an increase in the Japanese defense budget, 
reversing an eleven-year trend of decline.

Trends in Japanese domestic politics further complicated events in the 
security domain. Most provocatively, Abe and his cabinet moved to eliminate 
constraints that prevented Japan from pursuing an activist security policy, 
including through the decision to reinterpret the Japanese constitution to 
permit collective self-defense roles for the Japanese military and the lifting 
of restrictions on arms exports. The Abe government also displayed worrying 
tendencies related to the unresolved historical legacy of Japan’s imperial past. 
Following attempts by the government to revise the Murayama and Kono 
statements, many concluded that Abe was questioning Japan’s practice of 
using sex slaves (so-called comfort women) during World War II and perhaps 
even reversing Japan’s apology for its behavior in the events leading up to the 
war. The level of suspicion toward Japan reached its peak in December 2013 
when Abe became the first prime minister in seven years to visit the Yasukuni 
Shrine, despite the lack of domestic pressure for such a visit.

The developments in Japan described above were received negatively 
by Beijing and Seoul. Both capitals have expressed “anger,” labelled Abe’s 
actions as “dangerous,” and even likened Japan to the villain Voldemort in the 
Harry Potter series.5 This negative view is characterized by two interrelated 
points. First, these developments are attributed to Abe. His prime ministership 
is seen as momentous in causing a marked expansion in the process of 
normalizing and remilitarizing Japanese security policy. Second, Beijing and 
Seoul view the normalization and remilitarization of Japanese security policy 
as a destabilizing factor in the region. This negative interpretation is reflected 
in the sharp deterioration of Chinese and South Korean attitudes toward 

 4 “Beyond Abenomics: Japan’s Grand Strategy,” Strategic Comments, June 17, 2013; and “Japan, U.S. 
Set to Discuss Revised Defense Guidelines,” Japan Times, January 3, 2013. See also U.S. Department 
of State, “Interim Report on the Revision of the U.S.-Japan Guidelines for Defense Cooperation,” 
Media Note, October 8, 2014 u http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2014/10/232694.htm.

 5 Antoni Slodkowski and Linda Sieg, “Japan’s Abe Visits Shrine for War Dead, China, South Korea 
Angered,” Reuters, December 26, 2013 u http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/12/26/us-japan-
shrine-abe-idUSBRE9BP00Q20131226. For the Voldemort comment, Liu Xiaoming, “Liu Xiaoming: 
China and Britain Won the War Together,” Telegraph, January 1, 2014 u http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
comment/10546442/Liu-Xiaoming-China-and-Britain-won-the-war-together.html.
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Japan under Abe. In a Pew Research Center poll published in July 2013, 85% 
of Chinese and South Koreans viewed Abe unfavorably.6 

This essay moves beyond the simplistic understanding offered by the 
two points highlighted above by making the following two key observations. 
First, though the dramatic shift in Japanese economic policy can be attributed 
to the Abe government, this is not the case for Japanese security policy. The 
developments outlined above are not Abe-specific but continue a long-term 
trajectory that began in the early 1990s as part of efforts to craft a more 
visible and active security policy practice for Japan. Second, the expansion 
of Japanese security policy is not dangerous. Instead, these measures could 
be characterized as a defensive response to the rising instability in Northeast 
Asia. Although Japan’s stronger defense posture arguably motivates the 
country’s neighbors to respond in a similar way (a dynamic known as the 
security dilemma in international relations literature),7 I argue here that a 
strong Japan is actually a source of regional stability. Its democratic identity, 
the resilient pacifism within Japanese society, and the continued robustness 
of the U.S.-Japan alliance support this conclusion. The essay proceeds by 
discussing these two observations in detail. 

japan’s security policy: not “new”

First, the path toward expanding Japanese security policy was not 
initiated by Abe and his government. Rather, it is part of a long-term trend in 
Japanese security policy that began at the onset of the post–Cold War period. 
After the end of the Cold War, the Japanese leadership became cognizant that 
its minimalist security policy, which entailed a dominant focus on economics 
and limited involvement in external security affairs, was inappropriate for the 
new environment. The security policymaking elite took significant strides 
to implement measures both within and outside the U.S.-Japan alliance that 
signaled an expansion of national security policy practice. These measures 
took place alongside continued efforts to strengthen the U.S.-Japan security 
alliance, in recognition of the central importance of the alliance to Japanese 
security policy in the post–Cold War period. 

 6 Philippe de Koning and Phillip Y. Lipscy, “The Land of the Sinking Sun,” Foreign Policy, July 30, 2013.
 7 The security dilemma is a phenomenon by which the actions of one state to strengthen its defense 

are seen as threatening by other states. See Robert Jervis, “Cooperation under the Security 
Dilemma,” World Politics 30, no. 2 (1978): 167–214.
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Outside of the U.S.-Japan alliance, an early measure to expand security 
policy was the incorporation of humanitarian and disaster relief duties, 
including peacekeeping, into the mandate of the Japan Self-Defense 
Forces (SDF). The foundation was laid with the passage of the Law 
Concerning Cooperation for United Nations Peacekeeping Operations 
and Other Operations (also known as the International Peace Cooperation 
Law) in 1992 that authorized the deployment of the SDF to UN-mandated 
peacekeeping operations. Following a successful experience in Cambodia, 
the SDF were successfully deployed in various peacekeeping operations 
and humanitarian missions, including in Mozambique, Rwanda, the Golan 
Heights, East Timor, Nepal, Sudan/South Sudan, and Haiti. These missions 
have increased in frequency, become more complex in terms of duties, and 
spanned a widening geographic area. Another key focus of the SDF has been 
Japan’s contribution to the international antipiracy efforts in the Gulf of 
Aden. Since 2009, in coordination with other states concerned about the rise 
of piracy, Japan deployed Maritime SDF destroyers off the coast of Somalia 
to guard vessels from Japan and other countries. It is important to note that 
the authorized activities of the SDF during all overseas deployments were 
attached with limits. Some of the limits have gradually eased over time: for 
instance, the prohibition on the use of weapons during overseas deployments 
was revised to allow for self-defense and the protection of those under SDF 
control. Nevertheless, all missions still come with strict limits on the terms 
of overseas deployments in accordance with the constitutional limits and the 
expectations of Japanese society.

Japan has also deepened and widened the responsibilities of the SDF in 
the context of the U.S.-Japan security alliance. The government formalized an 
expanded role for the SDF within the alliance from the traditional policy of 
only using the military for self-defense to one that seeks to contribute to the 
maintenance of regional and international peace and even to the resolution of 
military crises. Though first outlined in the 1995 National Defense Program 
Outline, this expanded role for the SDF became the centerpiece of the update 
of the U.S.-Japan alliance following the signing of the 1996 Japan-U.S. Joint 
Declaration on Security by U.S. President Bill Clinton and Prime Minister 
Ryutaro Hashimoto in April 1996. The update called for the institutionalization 
of U.S.-Japan defense cooperation to address regional security challenges of the 
post–Cold War period.8 In response to this call, the decision was made to revise 

 8 “Japan-U.S. Joint Declaration on Security: Alliance for the 21st Century,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(Japan), April 17, 1996 u http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/us/security/security.html.
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the 1978 Guidelines for U.S.-Japan Defense Cooperation. The revised guidelines 
authorized the SDF to provide active rear-area support to U.S. forces not only 
during a direct attack on Japan (as stipulated by the 1978 U.S.-Japan Defense 
Cooperation Guidelines and Article 5 of the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty) but also 
during contingencies in the Asia-Pacific region that have an important impact 
on Japan’s peace and security. This signaled the incorporation of a regional 
security element into U.S.-Japan defense cooperation.

Japanese responsibilities within U.S.-Japan security defense cooperation 
broadened from a regional to global focus in the first decade of the 2000s. 
This mainly occurred in the context of the U.S.-led war on terrorism when 
Japan showed undivided support for the U.S. objectives and operations 
in both Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan and Operation Iraqi 
Freedom. Following the Japanese Diet’s passage of the Anti-Terrorism Special 
Measures Law in 2001, the SDF was deployed to the Indian Ocean for the war 
in Afghanistan to offer noncombat support to the United States and other 
militaries. It was again deployed to Iraq to provide noncombat logistical and 
reconstruction support following passage of the Iraqi Reconstruction Law in 
2003. The commitment to augment the capability of the bilateral relationship to 
address diverse global security challenges expanded following these missions. 
Both Japan and the United States have since pushed for greater integration 
between their militaries in a range of areas that include policy and operational 
coordination during periods of both peace and crisis, information sharing 
and intelligence cooperation, and ballistic missile defense cooperation.9 
These efforts laid the foundation for the ongoing negotiations to revise the 
1997 Guidelines for Japan-U.S. Defense Cooperation—a decision that was 
made before Abe became prime minister.

The above discussion illustrates that Japanese security policy has 
experienced incremental expansion since the onset of the post–Cold War 
period. The SDF’s mandate has expanded from solely focusing on national 
defense to incorporate international roles, such as peacekeeping and 
humanitarian and disaster relief activities, and widened to assist the 
U.S. military in times of both crisis and peace. Japan has supplemented 
these roles by diversifying its strategic partnerships beyond the United States 
to also include Australia (2007), India (2008), Vietnam (2010), and the 
Philippines (2011). In the context of domestic politics, the SDF was regarded 
as a legitimate tool in the formulation of security policy, as was exemplified 

 9 “U.S.-Japan Alliance: Transformation and Realignment for the Future,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(Japan), October 29, 2005 u http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/us/security/scc/doc0510.html.
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by the elevation of the Japan Defense Agency to Ministry of Defense in 2007. 
These long-term efforts laid the foundation for a shift in the normative context 
for Japanese security policymaking that facilitated expanding the country’s 
security policy in the post–Cold War period. Abe and his government have 
benefitted from this shift rather than having been responsible for it. 

japan’s security policy: not “dangerous”

The second observation of this essay is that the developments in Japanese 
security policy described above are not deliberate attempts to destabilize 
the regional security environment. Instead, they are defensive measures 
implemented in response to the rising instability and higher levels of threat 
perception that Japan faces, namely from North Korea and China.

Japan’s Strategic Concerns

For Japan, North Korea’s continued development of nuclear and ballistic 
missile capabilities is a serious short-term strategic concern. With each test 
in 2006, 2009, and 2013 (and possible planning for a fourth test at the time 
of writing), North Korea has consolidated its status as a nuclear state along 
with incrementally expanding its nuclear weapons yield and even reportedly 
miniaturizing the bomb. Complementing its nuclear capability, North Korea 
has made significant advances in its short- and long-range missile arsenal—a 
capability demonstrated through regular missile tests since 1993. Strategic 
planners in Tokyo worry about how these capabilities could be combined. 
The mounting of a miniaturized nuclear warhead on either a short-range or 
long-range missile targeted at Japan is a source of constant concern.10 

North Korea’s repeated acts of belligerence are another source of concern 
for Tokyo. Japan experienced this first-hand through the series of abductions 
of Japanese citizens by North Korean agents in the 1970s and 1980s. In 2002, 
North Korean leader Kim Jong-il admitted to the abduction of thirteen 
citizens. Five of them were allowed to return to Japan, but the rest, according 
to the North Korea authorities, were no longer living. Unsatisfied with this 
response, the Japanese authorities have repeatedly pressured North Korea to 
disclose details on the remaining abductees. Although North Korea recently 
agreed to set up an internal committee to investigate the whereabouts of the 

 10 Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, National Defense Program Guidelines for FY2014 and 
Beyond, 2–3.
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remaining abductees in exchange for the lifting of sanctions by Japan,11 the 
lack of cooperation from Pyongyang over the years has reinforced Japan’s 
high level of mistrust and suspicion toward North Korea. This suspicion is 
further fueled by North Korea’s repeated attempts to destabilize the region. 
Two incidents stand out to illustrate this point—the Cheonan incident on 
March 26, 2010, when a South Korean naval corvette was allegedly sunk by 
a North Korean torpedo, resulting in the deaths of 46 South Korean naval 
servicemen, and the Yeonpyeong incident on November 23, 2010, which 
involved an exchange of artillery fire between the North and South, resulting 
in the deaths of 4 South Koreans. 

China’s rise is another strategic concern for Japan. For a start, the rapid 
increase in and the lack of transparency surrounding Chinese defense 
expenditures is an immediate source of concern. Although China is still a 
distant second after the United States in the list of top spenders on defense, 
the Chinese defense budget dwarfs Japan’s. Based on figures from the 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, China’s defense budget for 
2013 was almost $189 billion, whereas Japan’s budget was only $50 billion.12 
The disparity is also evident from a comparison of the rates of increase in the 
two countries’ defense budgets for the period 2003–13: while Japan’s defense 
budget increased by 5%, China’s rose by a staggering 270%.13 This increase 
has funded the incremental strengthening of Chinese military capability. 
Notable developments include the addition of an aircraft carrier to facilitate 
the Chinese navy’s ability to project power,14 the construction of stealth 
fighter jets (J-20 and J-21) to boost China’s air power, and the acquisition of 
an anti-access/anti-denial (A2/AD) capability to destroy or disable another 
nation’s military assets from afar through reliance on modern hardware such 
as anti-ship missiles, modern submarines, and cyber and antisatellite weapons. 
Though the impact is as yet unclear, the acquisition of these capabilities has 
raised serious questions regarding Chinese strategic intent and, as a result, has 
adversely affected regional security.

China’s behavior in the region is another source of concern. Abe has 
warned that “China is attempting to change the status quo by force, rather 

 11 Martin Fackler, “North Korea Will Investigate Fate of Abducted Japanese,” New York Times, May 29, 2014.
 12 Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), SIPRI Military Expenditure Database u 

http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database.
 13 De Koning and Lipscy, ‘The Land of the Sinking Sun.”
 14 China has one aircraft carrier that is operational and has begun construction of a second aircraft 

carrier. According to reports, its eventual goal is to possess a fleet of four carriers. See “China 
Building Second Aircraft Carrier: Reports,” Reuters, January 18, 2014. 
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than by rule of law.”15 Some examples of its aggressive behavior in the East 
China Sea include the announcement of an air defense identification zone 
in November 2013, the repeated intrusions by Chinese ships and planes into 
Japanese-controlled waters and airspace near the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, 
and the locking of fire-control radar on Japanese military vessels. In the 
South China Sea, such behavior includes the announcement of regulations 
requiring all fishing vessels in disputed water to seek approval from the 
Chinese authorities, the standoff between China and the Philippines near 
the disputed Scarborough Shoal in 2012, and, more recently, China’s transfer 
of an oil rig near the disputed Paracel Islands, escalating tension with 
Vietnam. These actions by China became the focal points of the speeches 
delivered by the Japanese and U.S. representatives at the 2014 Shangri-La 
Dialogue in Singapore. In his keynote speech, Abe called for all states to 
respect international law, a remark targeted at Chinese behavior in the East 
and South China Seas without naming China explicitly.16 Chuck Hagel, then 
U.S. secretary of defense, was more direct in condemning China’s assertive 
actions in his speech at the meeting.17 The Chinese representatives at the 
meeting—Fu Ying, chair of the Foreign Affairs Committee of China’s National 
People’s Congress, and Lieutenant-General Wang Guanzhong, deputy chief 
of general staff from the People’s Liberation Army—strongly criticized both 
speeches and accused them of being provocative.18 The sharp exchange has 
been likened to the Cold War when the United States and Soviet Union 
exchanged similarly strong words and accused each other of raising tensions 
through provocative actions.19

In response to the uncertain regional security environment described 
above, Japan implemented a series of security measures that could be 
regarded as defensive. Against the threat posed by North Korea’s ballistic 
missile capability, Japan has deployed an anti-ballistic missile shield in 
cooperation with the United States—an area in which bilateral cooperation 

 15 “Abe Issues Fresh Warning to China on Isle Row,” Japan Times, October 27, 2013. On China, see 
Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, National Security Strategy, 12–13.

 16 Shinzo Abe, “Peace and Prosperity in Asia, Forevermore, Japan for the Rule of Law, Asia for the 
Rule of Law, and the Rule of Law for All of Us” (keynote address at the Shangri-La Dialogue, 
Singapore, May 30, 2014). 

 17 Chuck Hagel, “The United States’ Contribution to Regional Stability” (address at the Shangri-La 
Dialogue, Singapore, June 1, 2014).

 18 Ling Chang Hong, “China Slams U.S., Japan for ‘Provocative’ Remarks at Singapore Forum,” Straits 
Times, June 1, 2014 u http://www.straitstimes.com/the-big-story/shangri-la-dialogue-2014/story/
china-slams-us-japan-provocative-remarks-singapore-foru.

 19 Barry Desker, “A New Cold War?” S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS),  
RSIS Commentary, no. 112/2014, June 11, 2014. 
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is expected to deepen following the passage of the revised defense 
guidelines in 2015. Against China’s force modernization and increasing 
assertiveness in the maritime domain, Japan has revised its defense strategy, 
shifting the focus from the north to the southwest (Nansei) to counter the 
challenge by China in the East China Sea, and improved its naval, coast 
guard, and ISR capabilities. In addition, Japan has developed an amphibious 
capability to ensure that it is able to resist an invasion by foreign forces 
and even drive out enemy forces that illegally land on Japanese islands, 
strengthened its defense cooperation with the United States, and launched 
an extensive diplomatic strategy. The latter is an important component of 
the Abe government’s strategy that should not be overlooked. The prime 
minister has visited approximately 50 countries, including all 10 ASEAN 
states, and has deepened security ties with Russia, Mongolia, Germany, 
the United Kingdom, and NATO. Even though these policies point toward 
Japan’s normalization process, Japan’s strengthening of its defense posture 
and extensive diplomatic strategy are sources of stability to address the fluid 
nature of the regional balance of power in cooperation with the United 
States and other countries in East Asia and beyond. 

Japan as a Source of Regional Stability

Several reasons support the conclusion that a strong Japan is a 
source of stability. First, Japan is a democratic state—an identity that was 
institutionalized in the 1947 Constitution. This U.S.-inspired constitution not 
only transferred sovereign power from the emperor to Japanese citizens but 
also introduced a system of governance based on diversified power among 
various institutions to serve the critical function of check and balance. What 
this means is that if Japanese political leaders were seen to be guiding Japan 
down a path toward becoming an aggressive militarist state, both the citizens 
and various institutions within the political structure would be able to check 
this development. Moreover, as a democratic state, political leaders are 
answerable to the general populace in regularly held national elections. 

Second, the conclusion that a “normal” Japan is a source of stability is 
also supported by the country’s resilient pacifism, which, though somewhat 
weakened in the post–Cold War period, is still a defining feature of Japanese 
society. The resounding victories of Abe and his Liberal Democratic 
Party (LDP) in both the lower house (September 2012) and upper house 
(July 2013) elections were not based on support of Abe’s nationalist 
agenda but on the belief in his ability to restore economic growth through 
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much-needed reforms. Similarly, Abe’s victory in the December 2014 
elections was not based on the defense and security policies he has pursued 
since 2012 but rather on his making the Japanese economy the centerpiece 
of his campaign message. His pledge to restore sustainable economic 
growth for Japan is seen as crucial to address a range of domestic problems 
that resonate with the electorate—for example, stagnant wages, limited job 
opportunities, high public debt, a rapidly aging population, and increasing 
pension and healthcare costs. 

Abe’s decision to make the Japanese economy the central focus of the 
election, despite the fact that his victory was all but guaranteed by the weak 
and fragmented opposition, is arguably indicative of the resilient and strong 
presence of pacifism in Japanese society. In fact, as revealed by opinion polls, 
Japanese citizens have repeatedly voiced their opposition to statements that 
are nationalist in nature and inconsistent with a peace-based agenda. When 
the popular Osaka mayor Toru Hashimoto made a statement justifying 
the use of comfort women by the Japanese military during World War II, 
70% of those polled saw this statement as inappropriate—leading Hashimoto 
to backtrack from his comments. Even members of the Abe government 
distanced themselves from Hashimoto in recognition of the negative reaction 
of the populace.20 When Abe announced the relaxation of the 1967 ban on 
arms exports in April 2014, a Kyodo News survey showed that 67% of those 
polled opposed lifting this ban while 26% supported it.21 

The response to the Abe government’s attempt to lift the self-imposed 
ban on collective self-defense is another illustration of the resilient pacifism 
within Japanese society. Despite possessing the right under the UN charter, 
Japan was constrained in pursuing measures that would allow it to assist 
the United States and other friendly nations under armed attack due to an 
interpretation of Article 9 of its constitution that prohibits the use of force by 
Japan to settle international disputes. Following a strong push first to revise 
and then to reinterpret Article 9, Abe’s cabinet passed a reinterpretation of 
the constitution on July 1, 2014. Though the details have yet to be finalized, 
this development is widely regarded as an important milestone for Japanese 
security policy. In analyzing this issue, it is easy to conclude that the push 
by Abe and his team to remove the constraints on collective self-defense is 
leading to the unravelling of pacifism within Japan. However, the opposition 
to this reinterpretation both from various groups within Japanese society and 

 20 Jennifer Lind, “Restraining Nationalism in Japan,” International Herald Tribune, July 25, 2013.
 21 “67% Opposed to Relaxing Japan’s Arms Export Controls: Kyodo Poll,” Kyodo News, February 23, 2014. 
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from the LDP’s coalition partner the New Komeito—which is a political party 
backed by a Buddhist group Soka Gakkai—underscores the constraints that 
the Abe government still faces.

According to a Kyodo News survey, 48.1% of the public opposed 
allowing the government to legally exercise Japan’s right to collective 
self-defense and 39% supported it.22 On the question of changing the 
interpretation of the constitution to allow collective self-defense missions, 
an Asahi Shimbun poll showed that 59% disagreed, while only 27% agreed.23 
Even in polls conducted by the more conservative Yomiuri Shimbun that 
show the majority favoring reinterpretation of the constitution to allow 
for collective self-defense, limits are attached to the scenarios and roles for 
the Japanese military.24 The negotiations between Abe’s LDP and the New 
Komeito on the issue revealed that the LDP was forced to compromise 
due to pacifist constraints. For example, the LDP was compelled to back 
down from pursuing a revision of the constitution and to instead seek a 
reinterpretation that would allow the SDF to engage in collective self-defense 
measures.25 In addition, Abe and his team were forced to accept limits on the 
SDF’s roles and missions when they declared that the SDF will not conduct 
missions alongside its allies in combat zones, with the exception of during 
humanitarian search-and-rescue missions.26 

The continued resilience of the U.S.-Japan military alliance is a third 
reason to support the conclusion that the expansion of Japanese security 
policy would be a source of stability. The United States has served as a key 
source of regional stability and provider of security guarantees for Japan 
through the 1951 Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the 
two states (revised in 1960). Buttressed by strong domestic support in Japan, 
this alliance became a pillar of Japanese security policy throughout the Cold 
War, and this continues to be the case today (especially outside Okinawa). 
A key aspect of the treaty was the stationing of U.S. troops in a network of 
military bases in Japan in exchange for the United States’ security guarantee. 
This arrangement has anchored the U.S. military presence in the region and 

 22 “48.1% of Public Opposes Legalizing Use of Collective Self-Defense,” Japan Times, May 18, 2014.
 23 “Asahi Shimbun Regular Opinion Poll,” Asahi Shimbun, August 24, 2013, available at http://

mansfieldfdn.org/program/research-education-and-communication/asian-opinion-poll-database/
listofpolls/2013-polls/asahi-shimbun-tracking-public-opinion-poll-82413.

 24 “Poll on Self-Defense May Help Persuade Cautious Komeito,” Yomiuri Shimbun, May 13, 2014; 
and Kunihiko Miyake, “Tokyo’s Maturing Democracy,” Canon Institute for Global Studies, May 16, 
2014, available at http://www.canon-igs.org/en/column/security/20140520_2578.html.

 25 Jeremy Yellen, “Shinzo Abe’s Constitutional Ambitions,” Diplomat, June 12, 2014.
 26 Ayako Mie, “Abe Drops SDF Combat Mission Proposal,” Japan Times, June 6, 2014.
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provided a critical source of regional stability by reassuring allies, deterring 
adversaries, facilitating the United States’ ability to project force abroad when 
called on to do so, and guaranteeing the freedom of the global commons.27 
Apart from their role in guaranteeing the security of Japan and the region, 
the U.S. military presence in Japan and the U.S.-Japan alliance also serve as 
an important check against any expansion in Japanese security policy that 
could destabilize the region. This is especially important for reassuring Japan’s 
neighbors, who harbor a strong sense of suspicion and mistrust of Japan 
stemming from their colonial history. The United States is cognizant of this 
dynamic. Thus, even though Washington supports Japan implementing a 
more activist security policy, it is also in the U.S. interest to ensure that this 
development contributes positively to regional and global security. 

conclusion

The preceding analysis of the impact of the security policy measures 
undertaken by Prime Minister Abe and his team aims to offer a balanced 
understanding of Japan’s security policy against the negative analyses, 
particularly from China and South Korea, which have dominated headlines. 
The essay makes two key points: First, the security policy developments 
under Abe are not new or particular to his administration. Instead, these 
developments are part of a long-term trajectory of Japanese security policy 
that began with the onset of the post–Cold War period. Second, although 
Japan has advanced significantly from the minimalist security policy it 
practiced in the Cold War, these developments are not destabilizing. Instead, 
they are a source of stability and in fact can be construed as defensive 
responses to the rising instability in the region. This conclusion that a 
strong Japan can be a positive feature of the regional and global balance of 
power is supported by other factors: Japan’s identity as a democratic state, 
the continued and resilient pacifism that checks moves by nationalists that 
could steer Japan into causing instability, and Japan’s continued reliance on 
the U.S.-Japan security alliance. 

Nevertheless, Japan must recognize that its image both regionally and 
internationally has been hurt by seemingly deliberate attempts to destabilize 
the region. This damage to Japan’s reputation has largely resulted from 

 27 Stacie L. Pettyjohn, “For the U.S. Overseas Presence, Access Agreements Are Key,” 
RAND Review 37, no. 1 (2013) u http://www.rand.org/pubs/periodicals/rand-review/issues/2013/
summer/for-the-future-us-overseas-presence.html.
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unresolved historical issues and actions by Japanese leaders that demonstrate 
an insincere attitude toward the country’s past behavior. Abe’s visit to the 
Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013, for example, resulted in not only the 
expected opposition from China and South Korea but also an official statement 
by the United States expressing “disappointment” and an official statement 
from Singapore expressing “regret” about the visit. Abe’s initial attempts to 
question the official sanctioning of the use of comfort women by Japan during 
wartime and to retract the Kono and Murayama statements of apology were 
also criticized by Washington. Following the negative reception, Abe decided 
to retain those statements as they are. 

What is important for Japan is to refrain from behavior that escalates 
the bilateral tensions resulting from the history problem—for example, by 
avoiding prime ministerial and ministerial visits to the Yasukuni Shrine 
and denials of atrocities inflicted in the past. Japan needs to consistently 
maintain an official version of history that is sensitive to its neighbors (not 
just China and South Korea but also Southeast Asian states), recognizing 
the hardship it imposed during the colonial period and demonstrating 
remorse for the past. This would show that Japan is serious about addressing 
the problems resulting from its unresolved historical legacy and can be a 
trusted partner in security and political matters. The history problem is not 
merely a domestic issue, as some in Japan would claim. It is a domestic issue 
that has external repercussions. Until Japan is able to resolve the history 
discussion at home, the country’s efforts to proactively contribute to the 
peace of the Asia-Pacific region and beyond will always be perceived with 
some suspicion. As a result, Japan will be unable to achieve the status of a 
responsible state. 

Along with addressing the history issue head-on, it is important that 
Japan continue to push for engagement with its immediate neighbors, 
namely China and South Korea. The resumption of dialogue between Japan 
and China in November 2014, which included a meeting between Abe and 
Chinese president Xi Jinping, is a very positive development following a 
two-year breakdown of relations. One critical avenue for Japan is defense 
diplomacy. To complement the interaction between the foreign ministries, 
it is important that Japan, China, and South Korea strengthen defense 
diplomacy efforts at the bilateral, trilateral, and multilateral levels. This 
would ensure positive long-term relationships between not only the foreign 
policy establishments but the defense establishments of these countries 
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as well.28 They also need to maintain regular military contacts, including 
annual exchanges of military and civilian personnel from the defense 
establishments, naval ship visits, and annual meetings between the top 
defense leaders. As new generations of diplomats from the three countries 
strengthen their network of interactions, relations among defense officials 
must be expanded as well. Doing so will prove critical for reducing tensions 
originating from the political sphere and building trust between those who 
would be deployed when conflicting interests arise. 

 28 See Tan See Seng and Bhubhindar Singh, “Introduction,” Asian Security 8, no. 3 (2012): 221–31. 
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executive summary

This article examines the origins and conduct of Russia’s Asia pivot, analyzes 
the role Asia plays in Russia’s economic development plans, and assesses 
Russia’s efforts to balance its strategic partnership with China and its ambitions 
to be a more autonomous player in Asia. 

main argument

Recent tensions between Russia and the West highlight Russia’s growing 
ties with Asia, particularly China. Before the Ukraine crisis, this pivot to 
Asia had more to do with Moscow’s assessment that Asia will be the major 
source of future economic growth. Russia seeks Asian, especially Chinese, 
investment to open up new sources of oil and gas, which will in turn allow 
it to play a larger role in regional security and diplomacy. Economic ties 
are the basis for the deepening Sino-Russian partnership, while Beijing has 
also provided important diplomatic support as the West has sought Russia’s 
isolation. Yet to avoid excessive dependence on China, Russia has worked to 
cultivate relations with other Asian powers, especially India, Vietnam, and 
Japan. This interest in harnessing Asian economic growth gives Moscow 
and Washington a common interest in regional stability, but one that is 
unlikely to be fully realized as long as bilateral relations remain focused on 
Europe and Eurasia.

policy implications
•	 While	Russia	has	been	pursuing	a	more	revisionist	approach	in	Europe	and	

Eurasia, in the Asia-Pacific it remains largely a status quo power, whose 
interests in continued economic growth and stability mostly parallel those 
of the U.S.

•	 While	 China	 is	 Russia’s	 most	 important	 partner	 in	 Asia,	 the	 growing	
disparity between Russian and Chinese power has encouraged Moscow to 
hedge. Western efforts to isolate Russia risk undermining this balancing act 
and pushing Russia closer to China.

•	 Russia’s	efforts	to	play	a	larger	role	in	Asia	create	opportunities	for	the	U.S.	
to seek deeper engagement on issues of mutual interest, including North 
Korea, nuclear security, economic development, and trade.



[ 67 ]

mankoff • russia’s asia pivot

E specially since the United States and Europe imposed sanctions on 
Russia over the annexation of Crimea, Moscow has emphasized the 

shift of its political and economic priorities to Asia. The crisis has spawned 
a narrative in some quarters that Russia is turning to China to compensate 
for its growing isolation from the West.1 Many Western analysts see the 
development of this Sino-Russian partnership as the first step toward the 
emergence of a new revisionist axis aiming to challenge the West’s economic 
and geopolitical dominance.2

The reality though is more complex. While the Ukraine crisis may have 
given Russia’s turn to Asia greater significance, Russian focus on Asia and the 
Pacific has been growing for several years. Driven less by geopolitical animus 
toward the West than by an interest in developing its own resources, taking 
advantage of Asia’s growing dynamism, and limiting the potential for regional 
conflict to jeopardize these aims, Russia’s pivot began as a gradual process 
of economic and political integration with Asia. Yet as the crisis in relations 
between Russia and the West over Ukraine has accelerated, Moscow has 
increasingly fallen back on an old habit of seeing Asia in general, and China 
in particular, as an alternative to dependence on the West.

The major goal of this shift has long been to attract investment for the 
development of Siberia and the Russian Far East, where a combination of 
natural riches and sparse populations imperils Moscow’s long-term control. 
Geographic proximity between Russia’s vast reserves of oil and gas and China’s 
huge market creates a natural synergy that has seen China become Russia’s 
largest trading partner in recent years. Like Russia, China is also ambivalent 
about the existing international security order dominated by the United States. 
The two countries consequently find themselves on the same side of many 
international disputes. For many Russian nationalists of a conservative bent, 
China also offers an attractive model of development without democratization 
and is a potential superpower whose rise will inevitably come at the expense 
of the United States.

Yet as Moscow well understands, Russia’s great-power aspirations are 
incompatible with excessive dependence on China. Given the disparities 
between a rapidly growing China and a stagnant Russia, their partnership 
is an unequal one, and Russia’s freedom of action is compromised by being 

 1 Neil MacFarquhar and David M. Herszenhorn, “Ukraine Crisis Pushing Putin toward China,” New 
York Times, May 19, 2014.

 2 On the Sino-Russian partnership, see, for instance, Dimitri K. Simes, “How Obama Is Driving 
Russia and China Together,” National Interest, June 24, 2014 u http://nationalinterest.org/feature/
how-obama-driving-russia-china-together-10735.
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overly dependent on China. Moreover, by identifying its interests at the 
global level with those of China, Russia undermines its ability to become a 
full-fledged Asian power by sowing distrust among the large number of Asian 
states that see China as a potential threat to their own interests. 

For that reason, an important component of Russia’s Asia pivot has been to 
cultivate ties with Asian powers such as Vietnam and India, in part to balance 
its relationship with China. More recently Russia has also begun seeking a 
rapprochement with Japan. Even as these bilateral relationships develop, the 
perception of Russia as a proxy for China inhibits Moscow’s influence in the 
region more broadly, including in the multilateral organizations that Russia 
seeks to engage.3 

Russia’s resulting support for maintaining balance and stability in Asia is 
largely compatible with U.S. interests in the region, as long as the confrontation 
over Ukraine does not become the basis for a global stand-off on the model 
of the Cold War. Even as the United States and Russia continue to spar over 
European and Eurasian security, Washington has an opportunity to pursue 
limited engagement with Moscow in the Asia-Pacific. Doing so would allow 
the United States to maintain a working relationship with Russia at a time 
when tensions over Ukraine threaten to unleash a protracted confrontation in 
Europe. Such engagement can also help address some of Asia’s major security 
challenges, including the nuclear stand-off on the Korean Peninsula, territorial 
disputes in the East and South China Seas, and the formation of a new regional 
security architecture, while minimizing the chances of a Sino-Russian strategic 
axis emerging. Combining containment of Russia in Europe with any degree of 
engagement in Asia will present a major challenge for U.S. diplomacy. But given 
the region’s growing significance for the global economy and the potential for 
geopolitical tensions to undo the Asian economic miracle, Washington has a 
strong interest in Russia being a constructive player in Asia, regardless of what 
happens in Europe and Eurasia.

This article is organized as follows:

u pp. 69–74 describe Russia’s slow pivot toward Asia resulting from its 
interest in building trade, investment, diplomatic, and security links with 
the region.

 3 On Moscow’s interest in Asian multilateral organizations, see Sergey Lavrov, “K miru, stabil’nosti i 
ustoichivomu ekonomicheskomu razvitiyu v Aziatsko-Tikhookeanskom regione” [Toward Peace, 
Stability and Stable Economic Development in the Asia-Pacific Region], Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(Russia), October 5, 2013 u http://www.mid.ru/bdomp/ns-rasia.nsf/3a0108443c964002432569e70
04199c0/44257b100055e10444257bfb002574f0!OpenDocument. 
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u pp. 74–78 examine specifically the relationship between Russia and China 
and discuss the obstacles to a deeper partnership between the two states.

u pp. 78–84 analyze Russia’s efforts to develop its relationships with other 
Asian states, notably South Korea, Japan, Vietnam, and India, through 
closer energy and security ties.

u pp. 84–87 assess the implications of Russia’s pivot toward Asia for the 
United States and consider what Washington can do to encourage 
positive U.S.-Russian interaction in the Asia-Pacific.

russia pivots to asia, slowly

Russia’s Asia pivot predates the crisis over Ukraine but remains very 
much a work in progress. Although Russia’s Pacific coastline extends more 
than 2,800  miles from the Bering Strait to the Sea of Japan, its center of 
gravity remains in Europe and the post-Soviet states of Eurasia, while the 
West remains the main prism through which Russia’s elite views the world.4 
For much of its post-Soviet history, Russia’s engagement with Asia was 
mostly instrumental, with Moscow seeing Asia as an idealized alternative 
to the moralizing, sometimes hypocritical West. While elements of this 
instrumental approach remain, and indeed have become more prominent 
since the onset of the Ukraine crisis, Russia began increasingly looking to Asia 
for its own sake in the years before the crisis over Crimea. Russian attention 
to Asia has grown in particular since the onset of the West’s financial crisis in 
2008–9, which reinforced Moscow’s belief that Asia had become the world’s 
“fastest-developing geopolitical zone, toward which the center of world 
economy and politics is gradually shifting.”5

According to its official Foreign Policy Concept, Russia’s major objectives 
in Asia include establishing itself as a key transit country between Europe and 
Asia, harnessing Asia’s growth to develop Siberia and the Russian Far East, 
participating in and shaping regional integration processes, and improving 
the regional security environment.6 Underlying all these aims is Russia’s quest 
to remain a global power at a time when Asia and the Pacific are increasingly 
central to the global economy and international security. 

 4 On Russia’s worldview, see Bobo Lo, “Russia’s Eastern Direction—Distinguishing the Real from the 
Virtual,” Russie.Nei.Reports, January 2014, 32 u http://www.ifri.org/en/enotes/russieneivisions/
russieneireports/russias-eastern-direction-distinguishing-real-virtual. 

 5 Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Russia), Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation 
(Moscow, February 12, 2013) u http://www.mid.ru/bdomp/ns-osndoc.nsf/e2f289bea62097f9c3257
87a0034c255/0f474e63a426b7c344257b2e003c945f!OpenDocument.

 6 Ibid.
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One clear sign of Russia’s growing focus on Asia is the higher diplomatic 
profile assigned to the region in recent years. Following his return to the 
Kremlin in May 2012, President Vladimir Putin made official visits to China, 
India, Indonesia, South Korea, and Vietnam. He met with Chinese president 
Xi Jinping five times and Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe four times in 
2013; Putin and Xi met five times in 2014 as well. In the span of just three 
weeks in late 2013, Indian prime minister Manmohan Singh visited Moscow, 
while President Putin traveled to Vietnam and South Korea and Russia’s 
foreign and defense ministers met with their Japanese counterparts for the 
first time in the 2+2 format.

Russian leaders have also become more visible in regional forums, especially 
the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), whose annual summit Russia 
hosted in 2012 in Vladivostok (at a cost of more than $18 billion), but also the 
East Asia Summit (EAS), which Russia joined in 2010; the ASEAN Regional 
Forum; the Asian Defence Ministers’ Meeting-Plus; and the Asia-Europe 
Meeting.7 This multilateral engagement comes as Russia has begun championing 
a more effective and comprehensive regional architecture.8

Trade with Asia is increasing rapidly as well, growing by a factor of more 
than fifteen in the decade from 2001 to 2011.9 China has been Russia’s largest 
single trade partner since 2010, accounting by itself for more than 10% of 
Russian trade turnover.10 Both bilaterally and through its customs union 
with Belarus and Kazakhstan, Moscow is pursuing trade agreements with 
several Asia-Pacific states, including Vietnam, India, Pakistan, Singapore, 
and New Zealand. 

With the opening of the East Siberia–Pacific Ocean (ESPO) oil pipeline 
in 2009 and of a second phase in 2012, Russia is now able to export more than 
30 million tons of oil per year to Asian markets, thereby positioning itself to 
become a key transit point for oil going to Japan, China, Korea, and elsewhere. 
Though slow to recognize how liquefied natural gas (LNG) is reshaping global 
gas markets, Russia is also moving to expand its LNG production facilities 
on Sakhalin Island and potentially at Vladivostok, both of which lie close to 

 7 “Probe Shows Multi-Million Dollar Fraud in Vladivostok APEC Summit,” RIA Novosti, 
December 27, 2013. See also Andrew C. Kuchins, “Russia and the CIS in 2013: Russia’s Pivot to 
Asia,” Asian Survey 54, no. 1 (2014): 129–37.

 8 Alexander Borodavkin, “The Asian Vector of Russia’s Policy and Modernization,” International 
Affairs: A Russian Journal of World Politics, Diplomacy and International Relations 56, no. 5 
(2010): 23–30. See also Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Russia), Concept of the Foreign Policy of the 
Russian Federation.

 9 See International Monetary Fund (IMF), Direction of Trade Statistics Database, 2012.
 10 “BRICS Joint Statistical Publication 2013,” report prepared by the National Statistics Offices of the 

BRICS Group, 2013 u http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/m-sotrudn/eng_site/brics_2013.pdf. 
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Japan and South Korea, the world’s two largest importers of LNG. A 30-year, 
$400 billion deal for supplying pipeline gas to China signed in May 2014 will 
allow Russia to unlock new sources of gas in Eastern Siberia while opening up 
a channel for sales not only to China but, in time, potentially to other Asian 
customers as well. This expanded energy production is critical not only for the 
development of Siberia and the Russian Far East but also for Russia’s ability to 
expand its economic and hence political weight in Asia.

Of course, Russia’s importance to Asia should be kept in perspective. 
In 2011, Russian trade with the Asian members of APEC totaled just 
$136.6 billion, a small fraction of APEC’s $16 trillion total trade turnover.11 
These raw numbers also conceal a highly unbalanced trading relationship, 
with Russia exporting primarily energy and other raw materials, and 
importing finished goods. Natural resources constitute more than 98% of 
Russian exports to Japan, for instance.12 

Though Moscow increasingly demands a seat at the table in Asian security 
forums, its contributions have been limited here too. Its role in the six-party 
talks on North Korea has been described as “more nuisance than value.”13 

Russia’s Foreign Ministry calls the EAS “the main platform for strategic 
dialogue between leaders on key [Asia-Pacific] security and cooperation 
issues,” yet the Russian president has skipped four consecutive EAS meetings, 
to the annoyance of other members.14 Nor does Russia have a full-time 
ambassador to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).15 These 
limitations reinforce many regional states’ skepticism and concern that, 
notwithstanding rhetoric to the contrary, Russia still sees Asia mainly as a 
tool for balancing against the West and checking U.S. leadership at the global 

 11 See IMF, Directory of Trade Statistics Database, 2012; and David Trilling, “Russia Begins Its Slow 
Pivot to Asia,” Financial Times, September 12, 2012. 

 12 “Economic Relations between Russia and Japan,” Embassy of the Russian Federation to Japan u 
http://www.russia-emb.jp/english/embassy/economic.html.

 13 Quoted in Fiona Hill and Bobo Lo, “Putin’s Pivot: Why Russia Is Looking East,” Foreign 
Affairs, July 31, 2013 u http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/139617/fiona-hill-and-bobo-lo/
putins-pivot. 

 14 Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Russia), Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation; 
Jeffrey Mankoff, “Putin’s Puzzling EAS Snub and Russian Ambitions in Asia,” Center for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS), CogitAsia, December 14, 2012 u http://cogitasia.com/putins-
puzzling-eas-snub-and-russian-ambitions-in-asia; and Oliver Backes, “Putin’s Absence Defines 
Russia’s Relationship with EAS,” CSIS, CogitAsia, December 8, 2014 u http://cogitasia.com/
putins-absence-defines-russias-relationship-with-eas. 

 15 Russia’s ambassador to Indonesia also represents Moscow at ASEAN’s headquarters in Jakarta.
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level. The incautious rhetoric of Russian commentators only reinforces these 
fears, particularly since the beginning of the Ukraine crisis.16

russia’s asia strategy and  
the development of siberia and the far east

Russia’s growing attention to Asia was initially driven in large part by a 
recognition that the underdevelopment of Siberia and the Russian Far East 
represents a serious financial and security challenge, and that the only realistic 
solution is to increase trade and investment ties with the dynamic economies 
of East Asia, something Putin acknowledged as early as 2006.17 The Far Eastern 
and Siberian Federal Districts constitute more than 72% of Russia’s territory. 
Yet the Far East only accounts for 5.6% of the country’s GDP and 4.4% of its 
population, while Siberia’s share is 10.6% of GDP and 13.5% of the population.18 
In an increasingly strained fiscal environment, Moscow fears that these regions 
will remain a long-term drain on the federal budget. It also worries that the 
paucity of ties to European Russia will lead them to fall increasingly into the 
economic and political orbit of China, which already invests far more in the 
Russian Far East and Siberia than does Moscow and which is eagerly snapping 
up energy, agricultural land, timber, and other resources.19 

Increasing production of energy, especially for sale in Asian markets, 
is the centerpiece of Moscow’s approach to developing Siberia and the Far 
East. Russia’s Energy Strategy for the Period up to 2030 calls for increasing 
the share of liquid hydrocarbon exports to Asia from 8% of the total in 2010 
to 22%–25% by 2030 and for increasing natural gas exports from zero to 
19%–20% of the total.20 Output from Russia’s main oil and gas fields in West 
Siberia is declining, and maintaining current levels of production—much 
less reaching the goals set by the Energy Strategy—will require significant 

 16 Lo, Russia’s Eastern Direction, 10. See also “Ekspert: ucheniya Rossii i Kitaya pomeshayut 
SShA ‘vershit’ sud’by mira’ ” [Expert: Russia and China’s Exercises Will Interfere with the 
USA “Controlling the Fate of the World”], RIA Novosti, May 20, 2014 u http://ria.ru/
world/20140520/1008584261.html. 

 17 “Isolation of Russian Far East Threat to National Security—Putin,” RIA Novosti, December 20, 
2006 u http://en.ria.ru/russia/20061220/57396954.html. 

 18 “Natsional’nye scheta” [National Accounts], Russian Federal State Statistics Committee, 2011 u 
http://www.gks.ru/wps/wcm/connect/rosstat_main/rosstat/ru/statistics/accounts.

 19 Kitaitsy vkladyvayut v Rossiiskie regiony bol’she, chem Moskva” [Chinese Invest More in Russian 
Regions than Moscow Does], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, February 9, 2011; and David Stanway, “Insight: 
For Chinese Farmers, a Rare Welcome in Russia’s Far East,” Reuters, December 22, 2013.

 20 Ministry of Energy (Russia), Energy Strategy of Russia for the Period up to 2030 (Moscow, 2010) u 
http://www.energystrategy.ru/projects/docs/ES-2030_%28Eng%29.pdf. 
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investment to ramp up production from new fields in Eastern Siberia and the 
Far East.21 

Talks that lasted over a decade appeared to finally come to fruition 
with the May 2014 gas deal with China. Worth a reported $400 billion, the 
agreement calls for developing new gas fields in Eastern Siberia for sale to 
China through the planned Power of Siberia pipeline. The deal is important 
largely because it secures Chinese investment (reportedly $20 billion) for 
developing reserves from the Chayanda and Kovykta gas fields in Eastern 
Siberia, as well as Chinese financing for construction of the pipeline.22 Moscow 
and Beijing also signed a memorandum of understanding for a second gas 
pipeline in November 2014, planned to run from Western Siberia to western 
China, though the economics of this project are still more questionable than 
those behind the Power of Siberia pipeline.23

The International Energy Agency estimates that Asia’s natural gas use 
will increase by a factor of more than 2.6 by 2035 (and that China’s will 
quadruple), while demand in Russia’s traditional European markets will 
grow only slightly. There is thus clear synergy between Russia’s search for 
investment capital and East Asia’s search for new volumes, not to mention 
Europe’s interest in diversifying away from Russian gas in response to the 
vulnerabilities highlighted by the Ukraine crisis.24 

China is the readiest source of capital for developing Siberia and the Far 
East, but large-scale Chinese investment also creates a dilemma for Moscow. 
While 1990s-era concerns about massive Chinese migration have not been 
borne out, the presence of a dynamic China just across the border promotes 
fears about the gradual erosion of Moscow’s control and the region’s eventual 
“Finlandization” between Russia and China.25 Chinese banks provided more 
than $25 billion to finance construction of ESPO’s spur to China, in exchange 
for highly favorable price terms, and Beijing is the main customer for oil from 

 21 Thane Gustafson, “Russian Oil Industry at a Crossroads as Infrastructure Ages,” New York Times, 
December 4, 2012.

 22 “Factbox: Details of Russia-China Gas Deal,” Reuters, May 22, 2014 u http://uk.reuters.com/
article/2014/05/22/gas-russia-china-pipeline-idUKL6N0O81TU20140522. 

 23 Leonid Homeriki, “Russia to Build Second Gas Pipeline to China after Beijing Agreement,” Russia 
Beyond the Headlines, November 13, 2014 u http://rbth.com/business/2014/11/13/russia_to_
build_second_gas_pipeline_to_china_after_beijing_agreement_41393.html. 

 24 International Energy Agency (IEA), World Energy Outlook 2013 (Paris: OECD/IEA, 2013), 103.
 25 Sergey Karaganov, “Xi in Russia,” Russia in Global Affairs, March 19, 2013 u http://eng.

globalaffairs.ru/pubcol/Xi-in-Russia-15898. During the Cold War, Finland followed a policy of 
enforced neutrality between NATO and the Warsaw Pact. In exchange for staying out of NATO, 
Finland enjoyed close political and economic ties with the West. Some Russian analysts have 
developed an analogy between Finland’s special status during the Cold War and the possible future 
development of a Siberia and the Far East that would maintain close political and economic ties 
with Russia but be neutralized in strategic terms.
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the ESPO pipeline. Similarly, China agreed to provide $25 billion in advance 
payments to finance construction of the Power of Siberia.26 In December 2014, 
Beijing also announced a willingness to provide what amounted to a bailout 
as Russia’s economy teetered on the brink of crisis (due to a combination of 
falling oil prices, Western sanctions, and a perception of rising political risk).27

While the Sino-Russian gas deal had been in the works for a decade, the 
Ukraine crisis and Russia’s fear that Western sanctions would limit its access 
to European markets made consummating the agreement a higher priority for 
Moscow. Consequently, Russia was forced to accept a lower price than it had 
sought, spend money from its own National Welfare Fund to inject capital 
into Gazprom to pay for the construction, and allow the Chinese a stake in 
Russian state oil company Rosneft.28 Even before the May 2014 agreement, 
China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) had acquired an equity 
stake in Rosneft, as well as in a planned LNG plant on the Yamal Peninsula 
from private Russian energy company Novatek.29 Chinese companies are 
thus increasingly prominent in the Russian energy sector, even though they 
lack the technology possessed by Western firms that is needed to expand 
production from difficult sites in Eastern Siberia, the Far East, and the Arctic. 
As Western sanctions continue to target Russia’s energy sector, Chinese 
investment is likely to become even more important to Russia’s energy future, 
at the cost of locking Russia increasingly into dependence on the Chinese 
market as Europe seeks to reduce its exposure to Russian gas.

russia and china: what kind of partnership?

Since the last days of the Soviet Union, relations between Moscow and 
Beijing have experienced a profound improvement, which Moscow regards 

 26 Elena Mazneva and Stepan Kravchenko, “Russia, China Sign $400 Billion Gas Deal after Decade 
of Talks,” Bloomberg, May 21, 2014 u http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-05-21/russia-signs-
china-gas-deal-after-decade-of-talks.html. 

 27 “China Offers Enhanced Cooperation as Russia Struggles,” Bloomberg, December 19, 2014 u  
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-12-19/did-china-float-a-bailout-offer-for-crisis-hit-russia-.html. 

 28 “Why China Is Driving a Hard Bargain with Russia over Gas,” China Real Time, Wall Street Journal, 
May 19, 2014; “Natsional’noe blagosostoyanie—Kitayu” [National Welfare—to China], Gazeta.ru, 
June 3, 2014 u http://www.gazeta.ru/business/2014/06/03/6057661.shtml; and Yelena Khodyakova, 
“Minfin ne videt smysla v dokapitalizatsii ‘Gazproma’ pod stroitel’stvo gazoprovoda ‘Sila Sibiri’ ” 
[Minfin Sees No Point in Recapitalizing “Gazprom” over Construction of the “Power of Siberia” 
Pipeline], Vedomosti, June 19, 2014.

 29 Isabel Gorst, “Rosneft-CNPC: Getting Cosy,” beyondbrics, Financial Times, October 21, 2013 u 
http://blogs.ft.com/beyond-brics/2013/10/21/rosneft-cnpc-getting-cosy.
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as one of the great achievements of its post-Soviet Russian foreign policy.30 
This rapprochement has allowed Russia to secure its long land border 
with China, dramatically boosted trade and investment cooperation, and 
strengthened Russia’s voice on the international stage—including in the 
UN Security Council, where Russia and China have pursued a common 
vision of international order based on the principles of state sovereignty and 
noninterference.31 Trade turnover exceeded $90 billion in 2014, and the two 
sides have pledged to raise this figure to $200 billion by 2020.32 Chinese FDI 
in Russia totaled a relatively modest $4.08 billion in 2013, though that figure 
represented an increase from $2.53 billion the previous year.33

Especially for Russian officials and thinkers of a more conservative bent, 
China has become attractive as both a potential counterweight to the United 
States and a model of a developing country that achieved rapid growth without 
political liberalization. Engagement with China, in other words, has often had 
less to do with Russia’s goals in Asia than with its continued ambivalence 
about the West and interest in creating a more multipolar world order 
encapsulated in groups like the Group of Twenty (G-20), the BRICS forum, 
and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO).34 Of course, Russian 
interest in a less Western-centric world order has grown since the start of the 
Ukraine crisis, which among its other effects has empowered precisely those 
anti-Western voices who have long called for steps such as reducing the role 
of the U.S. dollar in the global economy.

Nevertheless, the Sino-Russian partnership lacks trust and conceals 
tensions that complicate the potential emergence of a strategic axis between 

 30 On Sino-Russian relations, see Andrew C. Kuchins, “Russia’s China Challenge in a Changing 
Asia: An American Perspective,” ASAN Forum 1, no. 3 (2013) u http://www.theasanforum.org/
russias-china-challenge-in-a-changing-asia-an-american-perspective. 

 31 These principles were reinforced by Chinese leader Xi Jinping during his March 2013 visit to 
Russia. See “Xi Jinping Calls for the Building of New Type of International Relations with Win-Win 
Cooperation at the Core in a Speech at the Moscow State Institute of International Relations,” 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, March 23, 2013 u http://www.fmprc.
gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/xjpcf1_665694/t1024781.shtml.

 32 “Trade Turnover with China Grows Despite Difficulties,” ITAR-TASS, December 18, 2014 u 
http://itar-tass.com/en/russia/767823. See also Igor Naumov, “Shëlkovyi put’ kak zashchita ot sanktsii 
SShA” [Silk Road as a Defense against U.S. Sanctions], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, April 21, 2014. 

 33 Figures for 2013 are from John Liu, “Chinese Investments in U.S., Russia See Big Jump,” China 
Post, January 17, 2014. Figures for 2012 are from IMF, “Coordinated Direct Investment Survey” u 
http://cdis.imf.org. 

 34 Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Russia), “Vstupitel’noe slovo i otvety Ministra inostrannykh del Rossii 
S.V. Lavrova na voprosy SMI v khode press-konferentsii po itogam peregovorov s ministrom 
inostrannykh del KNR Yang Jiechi” [Russian Foreign Minister S.V. Lavrov’s Introduction and 
Answers to Journalists’ Questions at a Press Conference Following the Conclusion of Talks with 
PRC Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi], February 22, 2013 u http://www.mid.ru/bdomp/ns-rasia.nsf/1
083b7937ae580ae432569e7004199c2/c32577ca0017458644257b1a0042813b!OpenDocument. 
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Moscow and Beijing. The potential for Chinese investment to reorient 
Siberia and the Far East away from Moscow is one significant concern. So 
too is China’s rapid penetration of post-Soviet Central Asia, whose own 
hydrocarbon riches have allowed Beijing to drive a hard bargain with 
Moscow over gas sales. While Russia tolerates Central Asian gas going 
to China (where it does not compete with Russian sales in Europe), the 
resulting economic and political reorientation of post-Soviet Central Asia is 
a source of concern. Even with the agreement to build the Power of Siberia 
pipeline, China continues boosting its supplies of Central Asian gas, which 
are now planned to reach 65 billion cubic meters as early as 2016. The 
availability of cheap Central Asian gas was a principal reason Beijing could 
hold out for a lower price in its gas talks with Moscow.

Russia has also blocked Chinese initiatives to create a development 
bank and free trade zone under the auspices of the SCO because of fears that 
Beijing would dominate them—though Moscow has signaled a new openness 
recently, in part because of Western sanctions.35 In July 2014, Russia did agree 
to set up a BRICS development bank, where the capitalization will be equally 
shared among the five stakeholders.36 Putin’s plans to develop a Eurasian 
Union also appeared driven in part by a desire to maintain Russia’s leading 
role in the post-Soviet space by imposing barriers to economic relations 
between its post-Soviet neighbors and China, though both Putin and Xi have 
declared that the Eurasian Union is compatible with China’s vision of a new 
Silk Road economic belt.37 

Despite their reluctance to say so publicly, many Russian officials also 
see China’s growing power and assertiveness as a potential security threat, 
notwithstanding the growing confrontation between Russia and the West. 
Partially due to Moscow’s concerns about arming a potential rival, Russian 
weapons sales to China plummeted from a peak of more than $3 billion in 

 35 “Russia Proposes to Create SCO Development Bank,” ITAR-TASS, July 31, 2014 u http://en.itar-
tass.com/russia/743057. 

 36 “Russia Says BRICS Development Bank Ready to Launch,” Moscow Times, July 9, 2014.
 37 While Chinese attitudes toward the Eurasian Union seem mixed, trade diversion is a nearly 

certain, and deliberate, consequence. For balanced assessments, see Sergey Zhiltsov, “Aziatskii 
integratsionnyi treugol’nik” [Asian Integration Triangle], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, December 10, 
2013; and Wan Shuchun and Wen Xinsun, “Perspektivy Evraziiskogo integratsionnogo proekta i 
Kitai” [Perspectives on the Asian Integration Project and China], Svobodnaya Mysl’, October 2013. 
See also “Kyrgyzstan’s Dilemma over Russian-led Customs Union,” BBC News, January 20, 2014 
u http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-25718770. Chinese President Xi Jinping has publicly 
stated that the Eurasian Union does not contradict China’s plans for regional cooperation. See 
“President Xi Jinping Proposes to Build a Silk Road Economic Belt with Central Asian Countries,” 
China.org.cn, November 1, 2013 u http://www.china.org.cn/travel/revitalize_the_silk_road_in_
Shaanxi/2013-11/01/content_30468580.htm; and “APEC Economic Leaders’ Meeting,” Kremlin, 
November 11, 2014 u http://eng.kremlin.ru/transcripts/23220. 
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2005 to less than $700 million in 2012.38 While the two sides signed new 
agreements amid the Ukraine crisis, these had been under negotiation for 
some time and covered only the S-400 system, which China would be unlikely 
to deploy against Russia, and Su-35 fighter planes, which Beijing regards 
mostly as a bridge capability until the rollout of its own fifth-generation 
fighter at the end of the decade.39

For several years, some Russian officers have even been speaking of 
China as a possible military threat.40 In 2010 and again in 2013, Russia held 
large-scale maneuvers on its own territory, testing the ability of its military to 
repel a foe designed to look much like the People’s Liberation Army. Russia’s 
reluctance to reduce its holdings of nonstrategic (tactical) nuclear weapons 
or to negotiate another strategic arms reduction agreement with the United 
States following the ratification of the New START Treaty is also due in part 
to concerns about China’s military potential.41

Similarly, the size and scope of Sino-Russian military exercises has 
declined for many years even as Russia pursues opportunities to train 
with militaries from China’s Asia-Pacific rivals. For example, the annual 
Sino-Russian Peace Mission exercises, held under the auspices of the SCO, 
have become progressively smaller in recent years. In 2013, for example, only 
1,200 troops took part, compared with more than 10,000 eight years earlier.42 
Peace Mission 2014 was larger but primarily reflected Chinese concerns. 
Held in Inner Mongolia with mostly Chinese forces, the exercise focused 
on separatist threats along China’s western periphery rather than on the 
U.S.-backed “color revolutions” that Russia fears.43 

In addition, Moscow insisted that bilateral naval exercises held with 
China in July 2013 stay confined to Russian territorial waters. This decision 
apparently was motivated by alarm at recent Chinese incursions into the Sea 

 38 Data from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), Arms Transfer Database, 
available at http://portal.sipri.org/publications/pages/transfer/splash.

 39 Paul N. Schwartz, “Russia Announces Sale of S-400 to China,” CSIS, Russia and Eurasia Program, 
June 30, 2014 u http://csis.org/blog/russia-announces-sale-s-400-china. 

 40 Simon Saradzhyan, “The Role of China in Russia’s Military Thinking,” International Relations and 
Security Network, May 4, 2010, available at http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/publication/20129/
role_of_china_in_russias_military_thinking.html.

 41 “Addressing Nonstrategic Nuclear Forces,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
Euro-Atlantic Security Initiative, February 2012 u http://carnegieendowment.org/files/WGP_
AddressingNSNW_FINAL.pdf. On strategic arms, see Lora Saalman and Alexei Arbatov, “Russia-
U.S.-China: Trilateral Strategic Stability,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, April 24, 2012 
u http://carnegieendowment.org/2012/04/24/russia-u.s.-china-trilateral-strategic-stability/bzha.

 42 People’s Liberation Army, “Peace Mission 2013,” http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/special-reports/
node_60757.htm. On Peace Mission 2005, see “Exercise of Power,” Financial Times, August 19, 2005.

 43 Joshua Kucera, “SCO Exercises to Be Biggest in Ten Years,” Bug Pit, EurasiaNet.org, August 11, 
2014 u http://www.eurasianet.org/node/69486. 
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of Okhotsk, as well as by a desire to improve relations with Northeast and 
Southeast Asian states that themselves have maritime territorial disputes with 
China.44 In 2014, Russia moved these bilateral exercises to the Mediterranean, 
far away from China’s wary neighbors. Meanwhile, in 2012 Russia participated 
for the first time in the Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) exercises with the United 
States and its partners from both sides of the Pacific, and in late 2013 the 
Russian navy held search and rescue exercises with Japan.45 While the Russian 
and Chinese navies held joint exercises in the East China Sea in May 2014 (near 
the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands that are the subject of a Sino-Japanese dispute) 
following Japan’s decision to participate in group of seven (G-7) sanctions 
over Crimea, Moscow signaled to Tokyo through diplomatic channels that it 
had little choice, given the timing and Chinese pressure, but remains eager to 
improve relations.46 

To some extent, the Ukraine crisis appears to have encouraged Moscow 
to swallow its concerns about Chinese power out of a real fear that Western 
sanctions, coupled with efforts by the European Union to reduce dependence 
on Russian energy, could deepen Russia’s isolation. The conclusion of the 
long-stalled Sino-Russian gas deal, agreements to sell China advanced 
weapons such as the S-400 air defense system, currency swap agreements, 
and joint naval exercises in the volatile East China Sea are all cases of 
Moscow overcoming long-standing concerns about its own vulnerability to 
Chinese power in order to sign off on deals that may prove to be damaging 
to Russian interests in the longer term. Whether the potential for Russia’s 
enduring alienation from the West as a result of the Ukraine crisis leads 
Moscow to more thoroughly embrace Beijing remains to be seen, but such 
an embrace would have significant costs for Russia, especially in terms of 
the strategic independence that it has long emphasized as the centerpiece 
of its foreign policy. 

new partners for a new era

Concerns in Moscow that Chinese economic power will pull the 
Russian Far East out of its orbit have led Russia to prioritize diversifying the 

 44 Hyodo Shinji, “Japan-Russia Relations in Triangular Context with China,” ASAN Forum 1, no. 3 
(2013) u http://www.theasanforum.org/japan-russia-relations-in-triangular-context-with-china/. 

 45 John Hofilena, “Russian Naval Group Arrives Off Japanese Islands for Joint Exercises,” Japan Daily 
Press, December 16, 2013 u http://japandailypress.com/russian-naval-group-arrives-off-japanese-
islands-for-joint-exercises-1641020. 

 46 Author’s conversation with a Japanese journalist, Washington, D.C., June 4, 2014.
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sources of investment in its energy sector—even as it rushed to complete 
its gas deal with Beijing. Moscow is also seeking both to deepen security 
ties with traditional partners such as Vietnam and India and to develop 
relationships with other Asian powers, including Japan. Notably, all these 
states have territorial disputes with China and worry about the potential for 
Chinese hegemony in Asia.

Because of their proximity to the Russian Far East, Japan and South 
Korea are natural markets for Russian LNG, especially with Japan’s decision 
to shut down its nuclear power plants following the 2011 Fukushima disaster. 
Russia’s market share in both countries is currently small—constituting 9.6% 
of Japan’s total gas consumption and around 6% of South Korea’s—because 
Russia long prioritized supplying the European market. For now, Russia has 
only a single operational LNG plant, which is part of the Sakhalin-2 oil and 
gas project.47 

Helped by recent legislation to relax Gazprom’s export monopoly, 
Moscow, Seoul, and Tokyo would all like to increase production of Russian 
LNG for sale in Asia, by both expanding Sakhalin-2 and building new LNG 
plants, though sanctions and the massive gas deal with Beijing complicate 
these aspirations. Novatek, which owns a majority stake in the Yamal 
LNG project in Russia’s far north, is looking to bring in Japanese (as well 
as Indian and South Korean) investment after selling part of its stake to 
CNPC in 2013.48 Rosneft agreed in June 2013 to sell Japan 2.5 million tons 
of LNG from a planned LNG plant at Sakhalin-1, while Gazprom is courting 
Japanese investment for another new LNG plant at Vladivostok. However, 
Japan questions the plant’s financial viability, and its participation in the 
G-7 sanctions has put this project on hold for the time being.49 Meanwhile, 
the May 2014 Sino-Russian gas deal could over the longer term facilitate 
the development of Russia’s LNG capacity, since the promised Chinese 
investment will help unlock the new fields in Eastern Siberia. If supplies 
are sufficient and sanctions do not interfere, these fields could eventually 
supply LNG plants in the Far East. In the short to medium term, though, the 

 47 “Sakhalin-2,” Shell Global u http://www.shell.com/global/aboutshell/major-projects-2/sakhalin.html. 
 48 “Yamal dlya Yapontsev” [Yamal for the Japanese], Vedomosti, March 14, 2013; and Lyubov 

Pronina and Anna Shiryaevskaya, “Novatek Courts Gunvor for Yamal LNG Sales to Target Asia,” 
Bloomberg, January 27, 2014.

 49 Tsuyoshi Inajima and Yuriy Humber, “Russia’s LNG Rush Gives Japan Strongest Bargaining Chip,” 
Bloomberg, June 13, 2013 u http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-06-12/russia-s-lng-rush-
gives-japan-strongest-bargaining-chip.html; and Ekaterina Drobinina, “Russian LNG producers 
and Japanese LNG Consumers Awaiting Market Liberalization,” Russia Beyond the Headlines, 
October 10, 2013 u http://rbth.asia/economy/2013/10/10/russian_lng_producers_and_japanese_
lng_consumers_awaiting_market_libe_48923.html. 
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need to fulfill Gazprom’s contracts with China will leave less gas available 
for conversion to LNG and could scare away potential investors.50

Perhaps more important for Russia’s role in shaping the regional balance 
of power is the web of security relationships the country is developing across 
Asia. Moscow continues expanding military and technical cooperation with 
other important Asian powers, particularly India and Vietnam, which also 
view China’s rise as destabilizing. Along with Bangladesh, Vietnam and India 
are the main Asian customers for Russia’s nuclear power industry. Both are 
also increasing their already significant purchases of Russian armaments, 
and Russia is seeking to expand weapons sales to new markets in the region, 
including Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Thailand, and (to 
India’s frustration) Pakistan.51

Already, India accounts for 31% of Russia’s arms exports, and 75% of 
India’s arms imports come from Russia.52 Not only is the volume of Russian 
military sales to India rising, but Russia is co-developing advanced systems 
with India and providing New Delhi with capabilities that Moscow continues 
to withhold from Beijing. The BrahMos joint venture is producing a new 
ultrafast cruise missile capable of sea, air, or land launch.53 Russia’s Sukhoi 
and India’s Hindustan Aeronautics Limited (HAL) are also collaborating 
to manufacture the Su-30MKI fighter plane (which is reportedly more 
advanced than the Su-30MKK model being sold to China) and to design a 
fifth-generation fighter aircraft.54 These ties leave Moscow tilting toward 
New Delhi’s camp in its strategic confrontation with Beijing and serve as a 
platform for the more extensive political and security ties both partners are 
seeking to build—even if India is dissatisfied with Russia’s decision to begin 

 50 See Gilbert Rozman, “The Russian Pivot to Asia,” Asan Forum, December 1, 2014. 
 51 Ivan Matsarsky, “Russia Shows Weapons Systems in Thailand,” Russia and India Report, March 14, 

2012 u http://indrus.in/articles/2012/03/14/russia_shows_weapon_systems_in_thailand_15140.
html; “Russian-Laotian Partnership Develops Effectively—Medvedev,” Voice of Russia, November 
5, 2012 u http://voiceofrussia.com/2012_11_05/Russian-Laotian-bilateral-partnership-develops-
effectively-Medvedev/; and Yan Pai, “Burma and Russia to Increase Military Cooperation,” 
Irrawaddy, November 21, 2013 u http://www.irrawaddy.org/politics/burma-russia-increase-
military-cooperation.html. 

 52 Oliver Backes, “The Traditional Friend: Russia-India Military-Technical Cooperation and Defense 
Procurement Ties Post-DPP-2013,” CSIS, Russia and Eurasia Program, October 28, 2013 u 
http://csis.org/blog/traditional-friend-russia-india-military-technical-cooperation-and-defense-
procurement-ties-pos. See also Gardiner Harris, “World’s Biggest Arms Importer, India Wants to 
Buy Local,” New York Times, March 6, 2014. 

 53 “Missile System,” BrahMos Aerospace u http://www.brahmos.com/content.php?id=10. 
 54 Jay Menon, “Su-30MKI Delivery to Indian Air Force Slips,” Aviation Week, March 6, 2013 u 

http://www.aviationweek.com/Article.aspx?id=/article-xml/awx_03_06_2013_p0-555592.xml; 
and Ajai Shukla, “India, Russia to Ink Gen-5 Fighter Pact,” Business Standard, September 11, 2010 
u http://www.business-standard.com/article/economy-policy/india-russia-to-ink-gen-5-fighter-
pact-110091100058_1.html. 
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selling weapons to Pakistan (likely in response to India’s efforts to diversify 
suppliers).55 Russia is also seeking to bring India into the SCO, mainly to 
dilute Chinese influence in the group.

Vietnam is another longtime partner with which Russia is trying to boost 
relations. Gazprom and Rosneft both have concessions for gas exploration 
off Vietnam’s coast in the South China Sea.56 These concessions give Russia 
a de facto stake in the dispute between Vietnam (and by extension, other 
Southeast Asian states) and China over maritime borders. Despite pressure 
from Beijing, Russia has refused to pull out of these production agreements. 
During Putin’s November 2013 visit to Hanoi, several Russian firms signed 
deals for new projects, including Rosneft’s expansion of its stake in Vietnam’s 
offshore gas blocks and Gazprom Neft’s acquisition of a stake in Vietnam’s 
largest oil refinery, while in 2014 Hanoi agreed to purchase oil from Russia’s 
ESPO pipeline.57 

Like India, Vietnam is also a major purchaser of Russian weaponry, 
especially naval platforms that allow it to balance China’s growing strength 
in the South China Sea.58 In 2009, Hanoi agreed to pay $2 billion for 
six Kilo-class attack submarines, which feature advanced stealth technology 
that makes them virtually invisible to sonar.59 Just since 2012, Vietnam has 
contracted to purchase advanced frigates and attack boats, as well as additional 
Su-30 fighter planes and coastal defense missile batteries. In November 2014, 
Moscow and Hanoi signed an agreement for Russian warships to resume 
port visits to Cam Ranh Bay naval base, which Russia leased from Vietnam 
until 2002, while Putin and Vietnamese president Truong Tan Sang signed a 

 55 Dean Cheng and Ariel Cohen, “How Washington Should Manage U.S.-Russia-China Relations,” 
Heritage Foundation, Backgrounder, no. 2841, September 12, 2013 u http://www.heritage.org/
research/reports/2013/09/how-washington-should-manage-usrussiachina-relations. On Indian 
complaints, see “Indiya raskritikovala stroitel’stvo Rossiei istrebitelya” [India Criticized Russia’s 
Construction of Fighter], RT, June 27, 2014 u http://russian.rt.com/inotv/2014-06-27/Indiya-
raskritikovala-stroitelstvo-Rossiej-istrebitelya. On Pakistan, see Rahul Bedi and James Hardy, 
“India Unhappy at Russia’s Mi-35 Sale to Pakistan,” IHS Jane’s, June 23, 2014 u http://www.janes.
com/article/39894/india-unhappy-at-russia-s-mi-35-sale-to-pakistan. 

 56 “Gazprom and Vietnam Strengthening Long-Term Partnership,” Gazprom, Press Release, 
October 7, 2013 u http://www.gazprom.com/press/news/2013/october/article173424. 

 57 “Update 1-Russia’s Gazprom, Rosneft Sign Vietnam Energy Deals on Putin Visit,” Reuters, 
November 12, 2013. 

 58 For an overview, see Stephen Blank, “Russia and Vietnam Team Up to Balance China,” National Interest, 
April 7, 2014 u http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/russia-vietnam-team-balance-china-10195. 

 59 “Russia to Deliver 2 More ‘Black Hole’ Subs to Vietnam in ‘14,” RIA Novosti, November 7, 2013 u 
http://en.ria.ru/military_news/20131107/184573923/Russia-to-Deliver-2-More-Black-Hole-Subs-
to-Vietnam-in-14.html. Russia is also training Vietnamese naval crews and building a base and 
dockyard for the submarines.



[ 82 ]

asia policy

defense cooperation agreement in November 2013 that lays a foundation for 
joint weapons production.60

Ties with Vietnam and India are based on relationships dating to the Soviet 
era, but concern about China is also behind a more significant rapprochement 
between Russia and Japan—notwithstanding the unresolved territorial dispute 
over the Southern Kuril Islands/Northern Territories, which were captured by 
the Soviet Union in the final days of World War II. Although Russia has long seen 
Japan as a promising source of investment, as well as a market for hydrocarbon 
exports, both economic cooperation and security cooperation have lagged. 
Economic relations have underperformed largely because of Japanese concerns 
about the Russian investment climate, whereas security cooperation has 
foundered as a result of the territorial disputes. Japan’s participation in the G-7’s 
sanctions over the Ukraine conflict has created additional complications. Since 
Putin’s return to the Kremlin in May 2012, however, Moscow has prioritized 
improving relations with Tokyo as it seeks trade and investment in the Far East 
and security on its Asian flank. At the same time, Japan has sought Russian 
support not only for its search for new energy supplies but also in the context of 
its strategic rivalry with China.61

With respect to economic cooperation, during Abe’s April 2013 visit 
to Moscow, the first by a Japanese leader in a decade, the two sides agreed 
to channel investment into high-priority sectors of the Russian economy, 
especially in Siberia and the Far East.62 Abe then traveled to Russia a second 
time for the opening of the Sochi Winter Olympics in February 2014, even as 
most Western leaders boycotted the games. Despite Japan’s participation in 
the G-7’s sanctions, Moscow continues its efforts to cultivate economic ties 
with Tokyo.63 Speaker of the State Duma and Putin ally Sergey Naryshkin 
visited Tokyo in early June 2014, and discussions continue about a possible 

 60 “President Putin: Russia-Viet Nam Must Work Together to Reach Goals,” Viet Nam News, 
November 11, 2013 u http://vietnamnews.vn/politics-laws/247448/president-putin-russia-viet-
nam-must-work-together-to-reach-goals.html; and “Russia, Vietnam Agree on Simplified Cam 
Ranh Port Entry for Russian Warships,” ITAR-TASS, November 27, 2014 u http://itar-tass.com/en/
world/763988. 

 61 Celine Pajon, “Japan-Russia: Toward a Strategic Partnership?” Russie.Nei.Visions, no. 72, September 
2013, 5 u http://www.ifri.org/en/publications/enotes/russieneivisions/japan-russia-toward-
strategic-partnership; and Rozman, “The Russian Pivot to Asia.”

 62 “Russia and Japan Create Joint Investment Pot with $1bn Entry Ticket,” RT, April 29, 2013 u  
http://rt.com/business/russia-japan-investment-plans-576. 

 63 “Japan’s Sanctions on Russia Result from US Pressure—Naryshkin,” Voice of Russia, May 30, 2014  
u http://voiceofrussia.com/news/2014_05_30/Japans-sanctions-on-Russia-result-from-US-
pressure-Naryshkin-8887/.
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2015 Putin visit, notwithstanding Japan’s participation in sanctions and 
Russia’s decision to hold naval maneuvers around the disputed islands.64

On the security front, Russia and Japan are increasingly concerned 
about the potential for conflict in East Asia. Both sides have devoted new 
attention to resolving their territorial dispute, culminating in an agreement 
reached during Abe’s April 2013 visit to accelerate efforts to reach a peace 
treaty to settle the Southern Kuril Islands/Northern Territories dispute and 
formally end hostilities from World War  II.65 These talks have continued 
notwithstanding the fallout over the Ukraine crisis.66 

While prospects for such a treaty are uncertain, both sides are pursuing 
enhanced security cooperation even without a treaty. During the 2012 APEC 
summit in Vladivostok, for example, Russia and Japan agreed to boost 
cooperation against maritime poaching and in the Arctic.67 At the 2+2 meeting 
in November 2013, the two sides reached further agreements on deepening 
cooperation between their respective maritime staffs on counterterrorism and 
counterpiracy. Moscow is likewise mulling joint search-and-rescue drills with 
Japanese naval forces in the Sea of Okhotsk and Arctic Ocean.68 Discussions 
on more far-reaching security cooperation have also begun, and have raised 
the possibility of an expanded Russian role in East Asian groupings such as 
the ASEAN Regional Forum and the EAS.69 Even without a resolution to the 
territorial dispute, such Russo-Japanese security cooperation reflects the new 
alignments developing in East Asia in response to what many states see as 
a more uncertain strategic landscape, even though Japan’s alliance with the 
United States represents an obstacle insofar as Russia comes to view its Asia 
pivot as a means of checking U.S. power.

As its economic footprint in Asia grows, Russia is being forced to confront 
the range of security challenges that give Asia of the early 21st century an 

 64 “Abe, Putin Agree to Prepare for Japan Visit Next Year,” Japan Times, November 10, 2014.
 65 “Sovmestnoe zayavlenie Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsii i prem’er-ministra Yaponii o razvitii 

rossiisko-yaponskogo partnerstva” [Joint Statement of the President of the Russian Federation and 
the Prime Minister of Japan on the Development of the Russo-Japanese Partnership], Kremlin, 
April 29, 2013 u http://www.kremlin.ru/ref_notes/1446.

 66 “Russia Says Begins Military Exercises in Pacific Islands Also Claimed by Japan,” Reuters, August 12, 
2014 u http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/08/12/us-russia-japan-kuril-idUSKBN0GC0O020140812.

 67 “Japan-Russia Summit Meeting on the Occasion of APEC Leaders’ Meeting in Vladivostok 
(Overview),” Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Japan), September 8, 2012 u http://www.mofa.go.jp/
announce/jfpu/2012/09/0908-03.html. Regarding cooperation in the Arctic, Russia supported Japan’s 
presence as an observer in the Arctic Council, after trying and failing to prevent China’s inclusion.

 68 Hyodo, “Japan-Russia Relations.”
 69 “Lavrov to Take Part in the First Ever Russian-Japanese Relations Round of Consultations in 

‘2+2’ Format,” Voice of Russia, November 1, 2013 u http://voiceofrussia.com/news/2013_11_01/
Lavrov-to-take-part-in-the-first-ever-Russian-Japanese-relations-round-of-consultations-in-2-2-
format-9693/.
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uncomfortable resemblance to Europe of the early 20th century. For example, 
Russia has an obvious interest in limiting instability on the Korean Peninsula, 
as it both shares a border with North Korea and is actively pursuing greater 
trade with and investment from South Korea. Much of the oil and gas 
exported by sea from the Russian Far East, meanwhile, must cross the East 
China Sea, and energy deals with Vietnam give Russia an interest in the South 
China Sea as well. Russia is therefore largely a status quo power in Asia, in 
contrast with Europe and Eurasia, where the Ukraine crisis has highlighted 
Moscow’s revisionist ambitions. Yet its eagerness to embrace China in the 
aftermath of the Ukraine crisis risks dragging Russia into China’s own efforts 
at revisionism in Asia, thereby damaging ties with states like Vietnam and 
Japan while leaving Moscow ever more bound to Beijing.70 Maintaining this 
balance between a globally oriented partnership with China and ambitions to 
maintain a stable security environment in Asia remains the major dilemma 
for Russian policy in the region.

implications for the united states

As the United States seeks to strengthen regional alliances and ties 
with emerging partners like Vietnam and India, support effective regional 
institutions, and boost trade, investment, and growth, it will increasingly need 
to take account of Russia as a factor in Asian diplomacy.71 Notwithstanding 
the crisis in relations precipitated by Russia’s intervention in Ukraine, U.S. 
and Russian interests in Asia continue to coincide more than in other parts 
of the world. Sustaining any degree of bilateral U.S.-Russian cooperation over 
the longer term will likely require shifting the focus of the relationship away 
from Europe and Eurasia to areas where the two sides’ interests continue to 
coincide, including the Asia-Pacific. 

What then would U.S. engagement of Russia in Asia look like? First, 
it would require something of a conceptual leap. Partially owing to the 
organizational structure of the State Department, Defense Department, and 
National Security Council staff, the United States’ Asia strategy is conducted 
on an almost entirely separate track from its relationship with Russia, 

 70 On Russia’s Asian focus, see Alexander Gabuev, “How Russia Is Misreading Asia,” Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, Eurasia Outlook, June 3, 2014 u http://carnegieendowment.
org/2014/06/03/how-russia-is-misreading-asia.

 71 Objectives of the U.S. pivot to Asia are discussed in U.S. Department of State, “The East Asia-Pacific 
Rebalance: Expanding U.S. Engagement,” Bureau of Public Affairs, Fact Sheet, December 16, 2013 
u http://www.state.gov/r/pa/pl/2013/218776.htm. 



[ 85 ]

mankoff • russia’s asia pivot

which remains under the purview of the respective European and Eurasian 
bureaus. Washington’s agenda for U.S.-Russian relations meanwhile remains 
dominated by traditional security issues such as arms control and missile 
defense, European security, the future of the post-Soviet region, and especially 
in recent years the Middle East—but with little consideration of how Russia 
fits into Washington’s emerging Asia strategy. Russia is not even mentioned in 
most official discussions of U.S. strategy in the Asia-Pacific.72

Apart from the escalating crisis over Ukraine, China will be the biggest 
obstacle to U.S.-Russian cooperation in Asia. Western efforts to isolate Russia 
risk undermining Moscow’s balancing act and pushing the country closer to 
China. To be sure, Moscow wants to avoid finding itself in a position where 
it is forced to choose between Washington and Beijing.73 More and more 
Russian elites, however, have come to believe that the West itself has forced 
Moscow to choose Beijing by seeking to isolate and contain Russia over the 
Ukraine crisis. While Sino-Russian energy cooperation is not necessarily 
problematic from the perspective of the United States, deeper strategic 
cooperation is potentially troubling—for instance, if increased Russian arms 
sales boost China’s capacity to deter U.S. intervention in the South China Sea 
or the Taiwan Strait.74

The major challenge for the United States will be to segment its efforts 
to push back against Russian expansionism in Europe and Eurasia while 
pursuing limited engagement with Russia in Asia. Given the role China plays 
in Russia’s Asia strategy, the United States would be wise to focus on areas 
of trilateral interest, which has the benefit of limiting Moscow’s ability to 
play Washington and Beijing off one another. One obvious area for trilateral 
cooperation is nuclear security. Both the United States and Russia would 
like greater transparency about China’s arsenal, and all three powers would 
benefit from discussions about strategic stability, including U.S. plans for 
missile defense in Asia. Another area of clear trilateral interest is security in 
Afghanistan and Central Asia following the drawdown of U.S. and NATO 
forces in 2014. 

 72 See, for example, Hillary Clinton, “America’s Pacific Century,” Foreign Policy, October 11, 2011 u 
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/10/11/americas_pacific_century; U.S. Department 
of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense (Washington, 
D.C., January 2012) u http://www.defense.gov/news/defense_strategic_guidance.pdf; and U.S. 
Department of State, “The East Asia-Pacific Rebalance.”

 73 “Russia’s Interests in the Context of Asia-Pacific Region Security and Development,” Russian 
International Affairs Council, Report, no. 1, 2012, 18.

 74 For a sober assessment of the risks, see Andrew Small, “Ukraine, Russia, and the China Option: 
The Geostrategic Risks Facing Western Policy,” German Marshall Fund of the United States, Europe 
Policy Paper, no. 2, 2014. 
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Trilateral U.S.-Russian-Chinese cooperation also offers the best prospects 
for coping with the North Korean nuclear challenge. The United States could 
be open in theory to Russian ideas for trans-Korean infrastructure (railways 
and pipelines) as a carrot to dangle in front of Pyongyang in the event of a 
final nuclear deal. Looking to expand its opportunities for transcontinental 
trade, South Korea has also expressed interest in this prospect.75

The United States should also keep open the possibility of Russia someday 
joining the nascent Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). The TPP is Washington’s 
effort to create a deep, high-quality Asia-Pacific trade bloc that rationalizes 
the existing “spaghetti bowl” of subregional agreements. Although Russia 
remains far from meeting the TPP’s membership criteria, this possibility is 
no more far-fetched than Chinese membership, to which the United States 
has confirmed it is open. Russia in any case is already pursuing trade deals 
with TPP members New Zealand and Vietnam. Implementing the TPP’s 
liberalizing criteria, moreover, would help with Moscow’s push to attract 
foreign investment to Siberia and the Far East, while Russian interest would 
reinforce Washington’s effort to convince other regional players to throw in 
their lot with the TPP. Sanctions and Russia’s turn inward make this prospect 
more remote, but it remains important for Washington to keep the door 
open to Russia, as well as China, as it seeks to build a more liberal and open 
Asia-Pacific economic order.

While resolving the lingering dispute over the Southern Kuril 
Islands/Northern Territories will ultimately fall to Moscow and Tokyo, 
Washington can also help create a conducive environment for negotiations 
and encourage flexibility on the part of its Japanese ally. At the very least, the 
United States should be more indulgent of Japan’s efforts to cultivate Moscow 
as a partner in spite of the press to impose sanctions over Russian actions in 
Ukraine.76 For the United States, a lasting Russo-Japanese rapprochement that 
contributes to a more fluid Asian strategic balance should be a higher priority 
than gaining Tokyo’s assent for sanctions. 

Russia has been understandably reluctant to wade into either the South 
China Sea or the East China Sea disputes. Nevertheless, Gazprom’s exploration 
agreements with Vietnam and Russia’s reliance on maritime transit for energy 
sales in Asia, along with its interest in expanding trade through the Northern 

 75 Simon Mundy, “Russia–South Korea Pipeline Talks Revived,” Financial Times, October 16, 2013. 
See also “Yevraziiskaya integratsiya po-koreiski” [Eurasian Integration Korean Style], Kommersant, 
June 23, 2014.

 76 Shinya Sugizaki and Yoshihiro Makino, “Tokyo’s Soft Stance toward Moscow Irritates 
Washington,” Asahi Shimbun, June 3, 2014 u http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/politics/
AJ201406030051.
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Sea Route in the Arctic, mean that Russia is concerned with protecting 
freedom of navigation. The United States would be wise to cultivate this 
shared interest, especially in multilateral settings where tensions over Ukraine 
are likely to be less prominent.

Thanks in part to Russia’s own historical ambivalence about Asia, 
Washington is accustomed to seeing Russia primarily as a European and 
Eurasian state, not as an Asian or, as some Russian strategists have described 
it, a “Euro-Pacific” power.77 Since late 2013, Europe and Eurasia have been 
focal points for a level of U.S.-Russian confrontation unseen since the Cold 
War. These tensions have spilled over into Asia as well, with Russia looking 
to China to ease the strategic isolation the United States is thrusting upon 
it. Once immediate passions cool, though, Russia is likely to recognize the 
need to adopt a wider view of its interests and role in Asia. When it does, the 
United States should be ready to pursue limited engagement as a means of 
shaping Russia’s involvement in Asia and creating a platform for managing 
the tensions emerging from the Ukraine crisis. 

 77 Dmitry Trenin, “Euro-Pacific Nation,” Russia in Global Affairs, March 24, 2003 u http://
eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/n_639. See also Russian National Committee of the Council 
for Security Cooperation in Asia Pacific, “Going East: Russia’s Asia-Pacific Strategy,” 
Russia in Global Affairs, December 25, 2010 u http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/
Going-East-Russias-Asia-Pacific-Strategy-15081.
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executive summary

This article examines India’s foreign policy response to the U.S. pivot toward 
Asia and investigates New Delhi’s strategy for dealing with the changing 
balance of power in the region. 

main argument

India has emerged as an important constituent of the U.S. strategy of pivoting 
toward the Asia-Pacific region, aimed at balancing China’s growing power. 
For India, too, China’s growing military and economic prowess poses a 
strategic challenge. Yet rather than endorse the pivot, Indian foreign policy 
shows signs of pursuing a hedging strategy in three distinct realms. First, New 
Delhi is recalibrating its strategic closeness with the U.S., evident in the drift 
in the U.S.-India defense relationship over the last few years. Second, rather 
than balancing China through external help, New Delhi has been trying 
to normalize its relationship with Beijing, without much apparent success. 
Third, India is encouraging a more localized form of balancing by increasing 
its defense partnerships with other regional powers. 

policy implications
•	 The	U.S.	must	be	consistent	in	signaling	its	commitment	and	strategy	in	the	

Indo-Pacific to help regional powers, including India, shed their reluctance 
to commit to shaping a more stable regional balance of power.

•	 The	 U.S.	 should	 encourage	 greater	 regional	 cooperation	 by	 pushing	
for a more substantive Indian presence in the economic and security 
organizations in East and Southeast Asia. A local balance of power would 
not only decrease the financial and military burden on the U.S. but also 
allow regional powers to stand up to Beijing without the U.S. being accused 
of trying to contain China. 

•	 To	 fully	 confront	 the	 implications	 of	 China’s	 rise	 and	 the	 U.S.’s	 relative	
decline in the region, India needs to augment its strategic partnership with 
the U.S. while increasing its engagement with Asia’s regional powers. In 
particular, New Delhi needs to rid itself of its continuing ambivalence about 
strong defense and security cooperation with Washington. 
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F acing an assertive China in the Asia-Pacific, President Barack Obama 
announced in late 2011 his strategy of pivoting toward the region. India 

has emerged as an important constituent of this new policy framework. 
This article argues that the Indian foreign policy response to U.S. “strategic 
rebalancing” has taken the form of strategic hedging. 

Hedging has made inroads into India’s foreign policy for two main 
reasons. First, during the early years of Obama’s presidency, Indian foreign 
policy elites viewed U.S. outreach to Beijing as a grand accommodation. This 
perception of a possible Washington-Beijing rapprochement made India feel 
both vulnerable and ignored. Therefore, even after the more robust pivot 
strategy was announced in late 2011, doubts about its credibility continued 
to pervade Indian perceptions. Concerns that the United States’ continuing 
economic woes and military sequestration will render the pivot unsustainable 
have only reaffirmed India’s reluctance. Reinforcing such skepticism are the 
multiple crises in the Middle East and Europe that seem to have once again 
taken the United States’ focus away from Asia, as was evident in Obama’s 
speech at West Point in January 2014, where uncertainty about the U.S. 
commitment to Asia was conspicuous by the absence of any mention of the 
pivot. In a period where the United States is struggling to find resources to 
support its foreign and military commitments, such distractions are bound to 
adversely affect the efficiency of the pivot strategy. Second, the Indian sense 
of vulnerability has also brought to the fore the country’s default foreign 
policy posture of nonalignment. Strategic confusion in U.S. foreign policy 
has strengthened the hands of those in India who seek greater distance from 
the United States, thereby renewing a debate on the nature and depth of the 
interactions New Delhi desires with Washington given the challenge posed 
by a rising China. India’s hedging vis-à-vis the U.S. pivot is a reflection of the 
unsettled nature of this debate. 

India’s approach to the new U.S. strategy is therefore punctuated by 
reluctance and caution, aiming to avoid any entrapment in the great-power 
tussle between Beijing and Washington. This hedging strategy is manifest in 
three distinct realms. First, India has been recalibrating its strategic closeness 
with the United States, which is evident in the drift in the U.S.-India defense 
relationship over the last few years. Second, rather than balancing China 
through external help, New Delhi has attempted to normalize its relationship 
with Beijing by making a substantive change in ground realities. Third, India 
has pursued a localized form of balancing by increasing defense partnerships 
with other regional powers.
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This article is organized as follows:

u  pp. 92–96 discuss the U.S. pivot and examine India’s important role in 
this strategy, highlighting opportunities for Indian foreign policy. 

u  pp. 96–110 explicate India’s hedging strategy by examining the country’s 
stagnating relationship with the United States, attempts at stabilizing 
relations with China, and efforts to build regional partnerships in the 
Asia-Pacific. 

u  pp. 111–14 consider the implications of this hedging strategy and chart 
out scenarios under which India may opt to be a more active participant 
in the U.S. rebalancing strategy. 

the pivot as an opportunity for india

The U.S. Pivot and India’s Projected Role

To arrest China’s increasingly assertive behavior in the Asia-Pacific 
and the perception of the United States’ relative decline, in November 2011 
President Obama announced the U.S. strategy of pivoting toward Asia. This 
strategy represented “a simultaneous attempt to warn China away from 
using heavy-handed tactics against its neighbors and provide confidence to 
other Asia-Pacific countries that want to resist pressure from Beijing now 
and in the future.”1 The pivot, in essence, is primarily an effort to address 
the regional insecurity engendered by China’s rising military power and 
aggressive intentions. 

Two elements define the new U.S. strategy. First is the reallocation of U.S. 
military resources to Asia. During his visit to Australia in November 2011, 
Obama announced the formation of a new marine base in North Australia, 
the first among many steps in the U.S. recalibration of its military resources 
to the Asia-Pacific. In January 2012 the Pentagon released a vision document, 
Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense, 
reiterating the U.S. military commitment to the region.2 The Department of 
Defense subsequently announced that 60% of U.S. naval assets will be shifted 
to the Pacific Command, a realignment that is still underway.3 The military 
transformation continued with U.S. secretary of defense Chuck Hagel 

 1 Mark E. Manyin et al., “Pivot to the Pacific,” Congressional Research Service (CRS), CRS Report to 
Congress, R42448, March 28, 2012, 8. 

 2 U.S. Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense 
(Washington, 2012).

 3 Leon E. Panetta, “Shangri-La Security Dialogue,” U.S. Department of Defense, June 2, 2012 u 
http://www.defense.gov/speeches/speech.aspx?speechid=1681.
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declaring in June 2013 that 60% of U.S. Air Force assets would also be located 
in the region.4 In addition, to satisfy anxieties among its alliance partners, 
the United States increased its military commitments in South Korea, the 
Philippines, and Singapore.5 The United States and Japan have also taken steps 
to strengthen their military alliance. In April 2014, Obama visited a number 
of key countries in the Asia-Pacific to underscore Washington’s continued 
commitment to the policy of strategic rebalancing. In Tokyo, for example, 
Obama categorically stated that the contentious Senkaku Islands (known as 
the Diaoyu Islands in China) fall under the ambit of the U.S.-Japan security 
treaty.6 He also signed a ten-year defense pact in Manila, paving the way for a 
greater U.S. military presence in the Philippines.

Second, the pivot strategy is premised on the need to cultivate strategic 
partners in the region in order to minimize the impact of cuts to the defense 
budget. Owing to its large debt burden, the United States is going through 
a period of austerity. The impact can be seen in U.S. military spending: 
2012 saw the greatest decline in the country’s military budget since the end 
of the Cold War.7 Cuts in defense outlays have ranged from $450 billion to 
$1 trillion over a period of ten years.8 In fact, the current economic plan of 
the Obama administration underscores that U.S. spending on defense may 
see a continuous decrease to a level of only 2.3% by 2020.9 This trend was 
evident in the defense cuts announced in February 2014, which included 
cuts both to force structures, such as littoral combat ships in the navy, and to 
troop strength in the army.10 Faced with a parlous economic situation and a 
growing domestic divide on the United States’ role in the world, the Obama 
administration has attempted to cultivate strategic partners to help take up 
the responsibility of maintaining regional stability. As a consequence, India is 
an important part of the new U.S. strategic posture. 

 4 Chuck Hagel, “U.S. Approach to Regional Security,” International Institute for Strategic 
Studies, June 1, 2013 u http://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri%20la%20dialogue/archive/
shangri-la-dialogue-2013-c890/first-plenary-session-ee9e/chuck-hagel-862d. 

 5 Kristina Wong, “U.S., South Korea Eye Closer Military Cooperation,” Washington Post, October 24, 2012 u 
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2012/oct/24/us-south-korea-eye-closer-military-cooperation.

 6 Mizuho Aoki, “Obama Assures Abe on Senkakus,” Japan Times, April 24, 2014 u http://www.
japantimes.co.jp/news/2014/04/24/national/obama-tells-abe-security-treaty-covers-senkakus. 

 7 Dinah Walker, “Trends in U.S. Military Spending,” Council on Foreign Relations, July 30, 2013 u 
http://www.cfr.org/defense-budget/trends-us-military-spending/p28855.

 8 Peter Baker, “Panetta’s Pentagon, Without a Blank Check,” New York Times, October 23, 2011 u 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/24/us/at-pentagon-leon-panetta-charts-change-of-course.html. 
 9 Walker, “Trends in U.S. Military Spending.” 
 10 Nick Simeone, “Hagel Outlines Budget Reducing Troop Strength and Force Structures,” 

American Forces Press Service, February 24, 2014 u http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.
aspx?id=121703. 



[ 94 ]

asia policy

From the very initiation of the rebalancing strategy, the Obama 
administration has underscored India’s important role in the framework. 
In a widely read and disseminated article in Foreign Policy, Hillary Clinton 
emphasized the role that India could play in the new power dynamics.11 
By rechristening the “Asia-Pacific” as the “Indo-Pacific,” she highlighted 
the strategic significance of both the Indian Ocean and India in the United 
States’ new approach to Asia.12 India was also the only country in the 
Asia-Pacific that was explicitly identified as a valuable strategic partner in 
the January 2012 Pentagon report, which states that “the United States is 
also investing in a long-term strategic partnership with India to support 
its ability to serve as a regional economic anchor and provider of security 
in the broader Indian Ocean region.”13 During his visit to New Delhi 
in June 2012, former secretary of defense Leon Panetta described the 
India-U.S. defense partnership as a linchpin of the United States’ rebalancing 
strategy and requested that New Delhi play a bigger role in the security of 
the Asia-Pacific.14 For Washington, India is an important strategic choice 
for several reasons: it is the only state in Asia comparable to China in 
geography and demography, has demonstrated strong economic growth in 
the 21st century, and holds democratic and liberal values.15 

U.S. expectations for relations have been built on the decade-old strategic 
partnership between New Delhi and Washington. The Indo-U.S. defense 
relationship, in particular, saw unprecedented progress during the presidency 
of George W. Bush. When Bush repealed the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, 
India supported U.S. missile defense plans. It even offered military bases to 
the United States to use in the war in Afghanistan. The Indian Navy escorted 
U.S. ships in the Indian Ocean, relieving the U.S. Navy from its constabulary 
services in the region during the initial U.S. campaign in Afghanistan.16 After 
the fall of Saddam Hussein, India considered sending troops to Iraq—not 

 11 Hillary Clinton, “America’s Pacific Century,” Foreign Policy, October 11, 2011 u http://www.
foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/10/11/americas_pacific_century. 

 12 Though the concept of the Indo-Pacific was previously highlighted by Shinzo Abe in his 2007 
address to the Indian Parliament, this was the first time the argument was made by a high-level 
U.S. official. See Shinzo Abe, “Confluence of the Two Seas,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 
August 22, 2007 u http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-2.html. 

 13 U.S. Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership, 8.
 14 Leon E. Panetta, “Partners in the 21st Century,” Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, June 6, 

2012 u http://www.idsa.in/keyspeeches/LeonEPanettaonPartnersinthe21stcentury. 
 15 Vikram Nehru, “The Rebalance to Asia: Why South Asia Matters,” testimony to the House 

Committee on Foreign Affairs, March 13, 2013 u http://carnegieendowment.org/files/
VikramNehru-Testimony.pdf. 

 16 Vijay Sakhuja, Asian Maritime Power in the 21st Century: Strategic Transactions, China, India and 
South East Asia (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2011), 203. 
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under the United Nations but alongside the United States.17 In 2004, both 
nations agreed on a new framework for defense cooperation; in 2005, they 
signed a maritime cooperation agreement; and by 2007, India had started 
purchasing major defense equipment such as amphibious ships, maritime 
reconnaissance aircraft, and heavy transport aircraft from the United States. 

This process culminated in the landmark Indo-U.S. civilian nuclear energy 
pact, helping India achieve a major strategic goal: de facto acceptance of India’s 
status as a nuclear weapons state. With the pivot, the Obama administration’s 
approach toward India appeared to move closer to the position taken by the 
Bush administration. 

India and the Pivot: Balancing China

For India, balancing China’s growing economic and military power has 
been a strategic priority given serious differences between New Delhi and 
Beijing over a number of issues. The Sino-Indian border dispute continues to 
fester. Negotiations for the resolution of the border dispute started in 1981, 
and in 2003 India and China appointed special representatives to speed up the 
process, but there has been little substantive progress. Recent years have seen 
border turmoil escalate. In April 2013 a contingent of the People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) camped inside Indian territory for close to a month, leading to 
a major diplomatic crisis. In addition, the China-Pakistan “axis” has always 
been a source of great consternation for New Delhi, and close ties between 
Islamabad and Beijing have only grown stronger in recent years. Contrary to 
India’s position, China considers Kashmir a disputed territory and has deployed 
the PLA to build strategic infrastructure in parts of Kashmir controlled by 
Pakistan.18 Nuclear commerce between Pakistan and China is increasing and 
so is the military component of their partnership. The United States’ relative 
decline and the prospective withdrawal of forces from Afghanistan has only 
tightened the strategic embrace between these two “all-weather friends.” India 
also remains wary of China’s intentions in the Indian Ocean region. China’s 
presence in the region has increased dramatically, as is evident in the multiple 
port facilities it has developed across the region. Since 2009, a PLA Navy 
flotilla has maintained a constant presence in the Indian Ocean for antipiracy 

 17 “Iraq Pie: Government Still Open to Sending Troops,” Economic Times, 
May 28, 2003 u http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2003-05-28/
news/27517677_1_indian-troops-reconstruction-contracts-kurd-dominated. 

 18 Selig Harrison, “China’s Direct Hold on Pakistan’s Northern Borderlands,” International Herald 
Tribune, August 26, 2010. 
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operations, indicating that China has both the capacity and will to maintain 
its presence in the region. 

Notwithstanding its intentions, China’s rapid rise and growing military 
profile have suddenly transformed the threat matrix for India. Though 
insecurity vis-à-vis China has incentivized India to build up its military, 
these measures are far from adequate. India’s defense budgets are not even 
one-third of China’s.19 From artillery guns for the army to fighter planes for 
the air force and submarines for the navy, defense procurement in India has 
made halting progress mainly due to widespread corruption, inter-ministerial 
wrangling between the Ministries of Defence and Finance, and the lack of 
accountability on the part of indigenous defense manufacturers. Work on 
defense infrastructure along the frontier has gained pace in recent years, but 
India’s border management remains disappointing, especially compared with 
what China has been able to accomplish in Tibet. With its Agni-V missile, 
India can now target Beijing, thereby augmenting its deterrence potential. But 
in the India-China dyad, given New Delhi’s doctrine of no first use, strategic 
deterrence hardly obviates the threat of a limited conventional war. 

Due to its smaller economy and lack of strategy, India’s capability to 
balance China alone has always been doubtful. In fact, a former chairman of 
the Chiefs of Staff Committee of the Indian Armed Forces has gone on record 
suggesting that India is no match for China’s military power.20 Therefore, in 
order to manage China’s growing military capability and the threat it poses 
to India’s territorial integrity as well as to its influence in the Asia-Pacific, 
external balancing may be the only resort available to New Delhi. Given 
the United States’ focus on developing a strategic partnership with India to 
counterbalance China’s rise, the U.S. pivot represents an excellent opportunity 
for India. Yet India’s response has been far from welcoming. 

as the united states pivots, india hedges

India’s Strategic Uncertainty

Rebuffing U.S. overtures, India has declined to be a linchpin of the 
pivot, signaling a more cautious approach toward the new U.S. strategy. The 

 19 Whereas China spent $166 billion on defense in 2012, India’s total defense outlay was $46.1 billion. 
See Sam Perlo-Freeman, Elisabeth Sköns, Carina Solmirano, and Helén Wiland, “Trends in World 
Military Expenditures,” Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), SIPRI Fact 
Sheet, April 2013 u http://books.sipri.org/files/FS/SIPRIFS1304.pdf.

 20 Rahul Singh, “India No Match for China: Navy Chief,” Hindustan Times, August 11, 2009. 
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impression of decreasing U.S. influence in the contemporary global order and 
uncertainty around the pivot are largely responsible for India’s reluctance, as 
was made clear by former Indian prime minister Manmohan Singh: 

If you survey the global strategic environment over the past 
decade, it would not escape your notice that, just as the economic 
pendulum is shifting inexorably from west to east, so is the 
strategic focus, as exemplified by the increasing contestation in 
the seas to our east and related “pivot” or “rebalancing” by the 
U.S. in this area. This to my mind is a development fraught with 
uncertainty [emphasis added].21 

Strategic uncertainty, Singh is suggesting, has left India with few options 
other than to hedge on both sides of the current power transition in Asia. The 
impression made by strategic uncertainty on Indian thinking can be gleaned 
from his comments a few months after the pivot was announced. Speaking to 
a South Korean newspaper on the eve of the 2012 Nuclear Security Summit 
in Seoul, Singh declared that India’s “aim is to have cooperative ties with both 
China and the USA. It is not zero-sum game. I do not think that large and 
dynamic countries like China can be contained.”22 India, in other words, 
remains averse to getting boxed in any of Asia’s competing power centers. New 
Delhi prefers to hedge, especially given that India’s cultivation of diversified 
relations with the major powers would make China more willing to assuage 
Indian concerns about Chinese intentions. 

This understanding is also prevalent in the Indian strategic community. 
The most prominent articulation of this approach was a report titled 
“NonAlignment 2.0: A Foreign and Strategic Policy for India in the Twenty First 
Century,” authored by a group of Indian strategic thinkers and academics in 
2012 with some participation from functionaries of the Indian government.23 
This report argues that China is a “significant foreign policy and security 
challenge for India.”24 According to the authors, India’s strategy to counter 
the China conundrum should be two-pronged: the country should “develop 
a diversified network of relations with several major powers to compel China 
to exercise restraint in its dealings with India, while simultaneously avoiding 

 21 “Excerpts of the Prime Minister at Combined Commander’s Conference,” Prime Minister’s Office 
(India), November 22, 2013 u http://pmindia.nic.in/speech-details.php?nodeid=1396. 

 22 “We Want Friendly Ties with Both U.S. and China: Singh,” Times of India, March 15, 2012 u 
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/We-want-friendly-ties-with-both-US-and-China-PM/
articleshow/12397654.cms?referral=PM.

 23 Sunil Khilnani et al., “NonAlignment 2.0: A Foreign and Strategic Policy for India in the Twenty 
First Century,” Centre for Policy Research, 2012 u http://www.cprindia.org/sites/default/files/
NonAlignment%202.0_1.pdf.

 24 Ibid., 13. 
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relationships that go beyond conveying a certain threat threshold in Chinese 
perceptions.”25 This need for vigilance against actions that could unnecessarily 
provoke China is important because if “China perceives India as irrevocably 
committed to an anti-China containment ring, it may end up adopting overtly 
hostile and negative policies towards India, rather than making an effort to 
keep India on a more independent path.”26 The relative decline of the United 
States informs this overtly cautious policy toward China: for example, the 
report acknowledges that “relative decline of the American alliance system is 
already evident” and that many Asian states that were traditionally dependent 
on the United States for security guarantees are now “hedging their bets 
against excessive dependence on one major power.”27 

Economic theory suggests that uncertainty and volatility in the market 
drives hedging behavior, which has been explained as “risk shifting” 
where actors invest in diverse policies to insure against unexpected 
failures.28 International relations scholars have suggested that hedging gains 
prominence among actors during periods of structural transformation, when 
“leaders…operate under the constraints of the current structure, but act to 
hedge against the uncertainty that accompanies structural transformation.”29 
Some scholars have argued that hedging is not a strategy; rather, it is a default 
foreign policy option when clear-cut strategies are unavailable.30 This seems to 
be the case with India, which appears to be pursuing multiple foreign policy 
options in an environment of uncertainty. First, while continuing to cooperate 
with the United States on regional security, India has recalibrated the pace 
of this strategic relationship to an extent. This suggests that the country is 
signaling its reluctance to be a part of any grand containment strategy against 
China. Second, New Delhi is trying hard to normalize its difficult relationship 
with Beijing. Last and most important, rather than bandwagoning with the 
United States to balance China, India seems more keen on collaborating with 
other regional powers to create a local balance of power. 

 25 Khilnani et al., “NonAlignment 2.0,” 14. 
 26 Ibid.
 27 Ibid., 31, 12.
 28 J.M.E. Pennings, “What Drives Actual Hedging Behaviour? Developing Risk Management 

Instruments,” in Agribusiness and Commodity Risk: Strategies and Management, ed. Nigel Scott 
(London: Risk Books, 2003), 63–74.

 29 Brock F. Tessman and Wojtek Wolfe, “Great Powers and Strategic Hedging: The Case of Chinese 
Energy Security,” International Studies Review 13, no. 2 (2011): 220.

 30 Evelyn Goh, “Understanding Hedging in Asia-Pacific Security,” Pacific Forum CSIS, PacNet, no. 43, 
August 31, 2006 u http://www.stratad.net/downloads/PacNet%2043.pdf.
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Drifting Indo-U.S. Relations

The Indo-U.S. strategic partnership over the last decade, which reached 
its high-water mark in the 2008 civilian nuclear energy pact, has been 
perceived as a containment strategy in Beijing. A hedging strategy, therefore, 
allows India to adjust the pace of the partnership. Many unforeseen events 
have also led to a rift between New Delhi and Washington. India’s complex 
domestic politics created hurdles to the consummation of the Indo-U.S. 
nuclear deal, and the nuclear liability bill eliminated any participation by U.S. 
nuclear vendors in the Indian energy market.31 While domestic politics played 
a spoilsport on the nuclear deal, India stood against the United States in the 
UN Security Council regarding interventions in Libya and Syria. The votes on 
Syria and Libya were surprising since India had earlier sided with the United 
States in sanctioning Iran, a country much more sensitive for Indian foreign 
policy than either Libya or Syria.32 

New Delhi, for its part, started to view the Obama administration 
warily after the strategic imperatives of the financial crisis pushed the United 
States to attempt to reconcile with a rising China. In a stark contrast with 
the Bush administration, in Obama’s hierarchy of strategic considerations the 
relationship with China assumed great importance. From the global economy 
to climate change, the United States preferred talking to China bilaterally. 
Obama’s first overseas trip was to Beijing, which further strengthened this 
impulse.33 This strategy of cooperation with China on multiple global and 
regional issues, as then deputy secretary of state James Steinberg argued, was 
one of “strategic reassurance,” with the United States explicitly welcoming 
“China’s arrival” on the global scene.34 For New Delhi, the U.S. effort to 
bring China’s influence to bear on India-Pakistan relations was particularly 
alarming. A perception of an informal condominium of power—a group of 
two, or G-2—between the United States and China gained ground in India as 

 31 “U.S. Suppliers Unhappy over Changes in Nuclear Liability Law,” Press Trust of India, September 8, 
2010 u http://www.thehindu.com/news/international/us-suppliers-unhappy-over-changes-in-
nuclear-liability-bill/article620524.ece.

 32 Authors’ personal interviews with U.S. State Department officials in Washington, D.C., September 2014. 
 33 Helene Cooper, Michael Wines, and David E. Sanger, “China’s Role as Lender Alters Obama’s Visit,” New 

York Times, November 14, 2009 u http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/15/world/asia/15china.html. 
 34 James B. Steinberg, “China’s Arrival: The Long March to Global Power” (speech presented at 

the Center for a New American Security, September 24, 2009), 3 u http://www.cnas.org/files/
multimedia/documents/Deputy%20Secretary%20James%20Steinberg’s%20September%20
24,%202009%20Keynote%20Address%20Transcript.pdf. For a timely summation of various 
criticisms of this policy see, Josh Rogin, “The End of the Concept of Strategic Reassurance,” 
Foreign Policy, Cable, November 6, 2009 u http://thecable.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2009/11/06/
the_end_of_the_concept_of_strategic_reassurance. 
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a result. In response, New Delhi began to recalibrate its strategic relationship 
with Washington.

The larger drift in U.S.-India ties has also been felt in their stagnating 
defense partnership. During the most fruitful years of Indo-U.S. engagement, 
defense relations prospered substantially. For example, the vision for the 
Indo-U.S. defense partnership was laid down in 2005 when the two nations 
signed the New Framework for Defense Cooperation. Under the aegis of this 
“enabling document,” as then Indian defense minister Pranab Mukherjee 
characterized it, India and the United States agreed on “collaboration 
in multilateral operations, expanded two-way defense trade, increasing 
opportunities for technology transfers and co-production, expanded 
collaboration on missile defense, and establishment of a bilateral Defense 
Procurement and Production Group.”35 In subsequent years, defense 
cooperation intensified, with Indian armed forces conducting the maximum 
number of military exercises with their U.S. counterparts. Defense sales also 
increased to unprecedented levels. 

But the promise of the 2005 agreement has hardly been fulfilled. Under 
the 2004 Next Steps in Strategic Partnership agreement, India and the 
United States had expressed their intention to bolster defense cooperation by 
agreeing to discuss a logistics-sharing agreement along with two other crucial 
elements—a communication interoperability and security memorandum 
of agreement (CISMOA) and a basic exchange and cooperation agreement 
for geospatial cooperation (BECA). Under U.S. law, some of most sensitive 
military technologies can only be transferred if the recipient country is 
signatory to a CISMOA and BECA.36 However, there has been little progress 
so far on these agreements. During a visit to India in 2010, Robert Gates, 
then U.S. secretary of defense, categorically stated that Indian reluctance to 
sign these agreements was “an obstacle to Indian access to the very highest 
level of technology.”37 This is all the more surprising when the Indian armed 
forces seem to be in favor of “developing a certain kind of compatibility in 
operations” with the United States.38

 35 K. Alan Kronstadt, Paul K. Kerr, Michael F. Martin, and Bruce Vaughn, “India: Domestic Issues, 
Strategic Dynamics, and U.S. Relations,” CRS, CRS Report for Congress, RL33529, September 1, 
2011, 82.

 36 Ibid., 85. 
 37 Viola Gienger, “Gates Uses India Visit to Push for Defence Accords (Update 1),” Bloomberg, January 

19, 2010 u http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=newsarchive&sid=a4IRwE.zgcmY.
 38 Bikram Singh, “Challenges for the Indian Army in the 21st Century” (lecture at the Institute 

for Defence Studies and Analyses, New Delhi, January 23, 2013) u http://idsa.in/event/
MilitaryChallengesfortheIndianArmyinthe21stCentury. 
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Being in a coalition with the Communist parties at the center, the first 
United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government from 2004 to 2009 had clear 
reasons for not signing these agreements. UPA-I had spent most of its political 
capital passing the civilian nuclear deal and could not take on another fight 
with its allies. But even under UPA-II (2009–14), which did not have to rely 
on the leftist parties for its majority in the parliament, there was no movement 
on this issue. By 2013, the United States had put these agreements into cold 
storage, waiting for a more receptive audience to come to power in New Delhi. 

This stagnation in the defense relationship is also visible in the tentative 
participation of the Indian Navy in the U.S. pivot. While joint exercises with 
the U.S. Navy continue apace, no qualitative change has accompanied the tenor 
of Indo-U.S. naval exercises. Whereas the 2012 Malabar series of exercises 
saw the participation of aircraft carriers and nuclear submarines from the 
U.S. side, the 2013 exercise was initially postponed and was a low-key affair 
when finally held. Private conversations with Indian naval officials suggest 
there was foot-dragging from the Indian government on the scope of these 
exercises.39 India’s constabulary role in the Indian Ocean and the South Pacific 
has also witnessed no major growth. The Indian Navy has gone on record 
stating its unwillingness to operate beyond the Strait of Malacca.40 Given the 
vastness of the Indo-Pacific waters and the economic sequestration reducing 
the efficiency and operability of U.S. defense forces, participation from the 
Indian Navy would help the pivot substantially.41 New Delhi, however, has 
remained reluctant. 

A.K. Antony, India’s defense minister from 2006 until May 2014, was 
particularly cagey about the growing Indo-U.S. defense relationship. Under 
Antony, the Ministry of Defence was instrumental in scuttling Indo-U.S. 
defense diplomacy even when Washington was keen to resolve outstanding 
issues.42 New Delhi remained resistant to upgrading the bilateral defense 
dialogue to a “2+2” mechanism (defense ministers plus foreign ministers) 
along the lines of the U.S.-Japan strategic dialogue. In June 2012, the 
Pentagon delegated responsibility for boosting defense ties and trade to then 
deputy secretary of defense Ashton Carter. However, the Ministry of Defence 
refused to appoint a senior-level bureaucrat to engage with Carter. In April 

 39 Authors’ personal interviews with senior Indian Navy officials in New Delhi, August 2014. 
 40 “No Active Deployment of Warships in the Pacific: India,” India Strategic, August 2012 u  

http://www.indiastrategic.in/topstories1699_no_active_deployment_of_warships.htm.
 41 Toshi Yoshihara, “The U.S. Navy’s Indo-Pacific Challenge,” Journal of the Indian Ocean Region 9, 

no. 1 (2013): 92.
 42 Ajay Shukla, “MoD Snubs U.S. Proposal to Increase Defense Trade,” Business Standard, July 20, 2012. 
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of the same year, it also refused to engage with the U.S. assistant secretary of 
state for political affairs, Andrew Shapiro, in reviving the “pol-mil dialogue,” 
even though the dialogue had an overtly military component. Antony even 
refused to meet Admiral Sam Locklear, commander of the U.S. Pacific 
Command, during his visit to New Delhi in June 2013.43 Locklear’s request 
for meeting the service chiefs was turned down by the Ministry of Defence 
on reasons of protocol. Antony also exhibited little interest in explaining 
the ministry’s view on Indian strategy in the Asia-Pacific. Not only did it 
remain underrepresented at the annual Shangri-La dialogues under his 
stewardship, he also skipped an all-important ASEAN Defence Ministers’ 
Meeting (ADMM) in Brunei in 2013. Antony’s left-of-center ideological 
leanings ensured that India failed to develop a robust defense partnership 
with the United States over the last decade.44 

The “most important strategic partnership of the 21st century”—a 
description used by Obama to define India-U.S. relations—has thus 
been trending downward since the culmination of the Indo-U.S. nuclear 
deal. One reason behind this drift has been India’s efforts to recalibrate 
its strategic embrace of the United States. This recalibration came in the 
wake of domestic concerns over New Delhi’s growing closeness with the 
United States, which were manifest in Antony’s residual anti-Americanism. 
Even when Singh remained a strong supporter of Indo-U.S. relations, 
Antony’s closeness to Sonia Gandhi—the real power center in the UPA 
government—translated into his effective influence on policy. The 
dysfunction of the UPA-II and the policy paralysis that it engendered had 
repercussions on the trajectory of Indo-U.S. ties. Though idiosyncratic 
factors such as Antony’s anti-Americanism and the left-leaning ideological 
momentum of the Congress Party have been responsible for the drift in 
Indo-U.S. relations, these variables became prominent only after 2008. A 
perception of the U.S. decline following the 2008 financial crisis and the 
Obama administration’s attempts to cozy up to China in its early years 
enabled an environment in India where such idiosyncratic and ideological 
resistance to the United States could thrive. 

 43 Ajay Shukla, “U.S. Pacific Command Chief Caught in MoD Protocol for Appointments,” Business 
Standard, June 26, 2013. 

 44 Most Indian defense officials with whom the authors engaged talked about Antony’s almost 
personal agenda in scuttling U.S.-India defense ties.
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Normalizing Relations with China

If retrenchment from a strategic defense partnership with the United 
States is one indicator of India’s hedging strategy, its effort to normalize 
relations with China is another. Since the pivot is widely seen as a containment 
strategy by Beijing, New Delhi wants to dispel any signals of collusion with 
Washington. India’s former national security adviser Shiv Shankar Menon, 
for example, categorically rejected the proposition of India as bandwagoning 
with the United States in order to balance China: “Is it likely that two emerging 
states like India and China, with old traditions of state-craft, would allow 
themselves to remain the objects of someone else’s policy, no matter how 
elegantly expressed? I think not.”45 This was also evident in Antony’s reply 
to Panetta when the latter urged India to be a linchpin of the pivot strategy. 
Antony instead asked the U.S. secretary of defense to let other “countries walk 
at their own comfortable pace.”46 This aversion to joining a balance of power 
under U.S. leadership has been evident not only in India’s diplomatic tone but 
also in its policy vis-à-vis Beijing. 

Even when tensions along the border have continued to rile the 
India-China relationship in recent years, New Delhi has gone the extra mile 
to try to normalize relations with Beijing. After a serious confrontation along 
the Himalayan border in April 2013, India and China signed a border defense 
cooperation agreement (BDCA) in October 2013. The BDCA restrains the 
armed forces of the two countries from using force against each other in case 
a confrontation occurs over the interpretation of the unmarked border. In 
agreeing to the BDCA, China heavily pressured India to pull back from its 
defensive positions on the border and restrict its patrols, even suggesting that 
New Delhi forgo building military infrastructure in the contested region. Yet 
even after China signed the agreement, its credibility remains questionable, 
given China’s track-record of repeated transgressions: the inefficacy of the 
BDCA was underscored in September 2014 when India faced an incursion 
into the Chumar area of Ladakh by PLA troops, which led to a tense two-week 
standoff.47 More importantly, the BDCA does little to resolve the boundary 
dispute. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), then the main opposition party 

 45 Shiv Shankar Menon, “Maritime Imperatives of Indian Foreign Policy” (speech given to 
the National Maritime Foundation, New Delhi, September 11, 2009), 6–7 u http://www.
maritimeindia.org/Eminent%20Person/Address-Amb-S.Menon.html.

 46 “U.S. Says India Linchpin of Rebalancing Strategy,” Indian Express, June 7, 2012. 
 47 “Chinese Incursion in Ladakh: A Little Toothache Can Paralyze the Entire Body, Modi Tells 

Xi Jinping,” Times of India, September 20, 2014 u http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/
Chinese-incursion-in-Ladakh-A-little-toothache-can-paralyze-entire-body-Modi-tells-Xi-Jinping/
articleshow/42940337.cms. 
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in India, openly questioned the government’s wisdom in concluding such a 
deal.48 The fact that the government went ahead with the agreement, even 
under criticism from the strategic community and national political parties, 
especially when general elections were due in early 2014, suggests that 
normalization of relations with China has been high on India’s agenda. 

Although China’s eventual designs in the Indian Ocean region are clouded 
in uncertainty, New Delhi appears to be slowly opening up to cooperation 
with Beijing. Indian policymakers have questioned the logic of China’s “string 
of pearls” as an anti-India containment strategy, instead calling it a “pretty 
ineffective murder weapon.”49 India also seems keen on collaborating with 
China in linking the Indian Ocean with the Pacific, creating a maritime silk 
road in Asia. Military-to-military interactions with Beijing have also gathered 
pace.50 After reaching a nadir in 2010–11, when China called off the fifteenth 
round of border talks between the two sides’ special representatives after 
India refused to cancel an address by the Dalai Lama, relations began to 
improve when China’s defense minister General Liang Guanglie visited New 
Delhi in September 2012 and expressed his country’s inclination to resume 
the defense relationship, including visits from senior defense officials for 
military exercises. Reciprocating Chinese overtures, India’s defense minister 
visited Beijing in July 2013, and many roadblocks on defense cooperation 
were removed thereafter. After a gap of five years, the Indian Army and the 
PLA conducted their “hand in hand” exercises in November 2013, and Indian 
naval ships have started making port calls at Chinese harbors. 

Thus, against the backdrop of the U.S. pivot, India has been trying hard to 
mend fences with China. Following Narendra Modi’s assumption of the office 
of the prime minister with a decisive mandate, there is a sense in New Delhi 
that India has a strong hand to play vis-à-vis China to resolve difficult bilateral 
issues. The Modi government has been able to articulate India’s concerns over 
the delay in resolving the boundary dispute while simultaneously encouraging 
Chinese investment into India to support the country’s development 
agenda.51 India’s defense preparedness, especially in terms of infrastructure 
development along the frontier, has also picked up speed. 

 48 “Rajnath Singh Questions Border Defence Co-Op Agreement with China,” Press Trust of India, 
November 13, 2013.

 49 Menon, “Maritime Imperatives of Indian Foreign Policy,” 6–7. 
 50 Rajat Pandit, “India, China to Boost Defence Ties, Resume Military Exercises,” Times of India, 

September 5, 2012 u http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/India-China-to-boost-defence-ties-
resume-military-exercises/articleshow/16257710.cms.

 51 “As Modi Raises Border Issue, Xi Agrees with a Chinese Yes,” India Today, September 18, 2014 u 
http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/chinese-president-xi-jinping-india-narendra-modi/1/383524.html. 
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Creating a Local Balance of Power

Even as Indo-U.S. defense cooperation continues, there is an element 
of recalibration on India’s part aimed at adjusting the pace of the strategic 
relationship to arrest China’s concerns of encirclement by a quasi-alliance 
between Washington and New Delhi. At the same time, India is trying 
to stabilize its relationship with China, at times going to great lengths in 
negotiating a diplomatic solution to the complex border dispute. However, 
these strategies do not translate into an abandonment of balancing China 
per se; rather, they indicate India’s reluctance to balance China through an 
American agenda. New Delhi, therefore, has been a reluctant participant in 
the pivot. 

India, however, appears keen to form a regional balance of power in Asia 
that could possibly limit China’s aggressive intentions in the region.52 A local 
balance of power could help dispel any perceptions of a U.S.-India nexus 
while simultaneously cautioning Beijing that its assertiveness in the region 
will not go unanswered. Indeed, since the announcement of the pivot, India’s 
engagement with nations that share similar anxieties over China’s rise has 
increased considerably. Notable among these are Japan, Vietnam, Australia, 
Singapore, and Indonesia. Whereas Tokyo and Hanoi, like India, are involved 
in bitter territorial conflicts with Beijing, Australia, Singapore, and Indonesia 
share India’s concerns regarding freedom of navigation and maritime security 
in the Indo-Pacific. 

Japan. Michael Green argues that “the future direction of the burgeoning 
Japan-India strategic relationship will be one of the important indicators of 
the degree to which U.S. allies and partners within Asia are prepared to align 
more closely with each other to maintain a favorable strategic equilibrium 
in the region.”53 Growing cooperation between two of the region’s largest 
economies and major military powers suggests that a local balance of power 
is slowly emerging. In the wake of the ongoing transition of power in the 
Asia-Pacific and the U.S. pivot, the Indo-Japan security axis is an attempt 
to provide a bulwark against China’s uncertain intentions and increasing 
capabilities. Defense and security cooperation has emerged as a key facet of 
India’s strategic partnership with Japan. In October 2008, India and Japan 
signed a joint declaration on security cooperation, the “first such document 

 52 For an overview of India’s growing outreach in the larger Indo-Pacific, see Harsh V. Pant, “China on 
the Horizon: India’s ‘Look East’ Policy Gathers Momentum,” Orbis 57, no. 3 (2013): 453–66.

 53 Michael J. Green, “Japan, India, and the Strategic Triangle with China,” in Strategic Asia 2011–12: 
Asia Responds to Its Rising Powers—China and India, ed. Ashley J. Tellis, Travis Tanner, and Jessica 
Keough (Seattle: National Bureau of Asian Research, 2011), 157. 
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signed by India with any other country.”54 In 2009, an action plan to implement 
the 2008 declaration was finalized, establishing an annual 2+2 foreign and 
defense ministerial dialogue between the two sides. The most significant 
development has been the maritime cooperation between the Indian and 
the Japanese navies. In May 2013, addressing a session of the India-Japan 
Association, Singh stated:

Maritime security across the linked regions of the Indian and 
Pacific Oceans is essential for regional and global prosperity. 
We should therefore uphold the principles of freedom of 
navigation and unimpeded lawful commerce in accordance with 
international law, resolve maritime issues peacefully and work 
together more purposefully to harness the potential of the seas 
and address common sea-based challenges such as piracy.55

Their mutual concerns regarding China’s increasing naval capabilities and its 
assertive maritime intentions have led the two countries “to join together to 
shoulder more responsibility as guardians of navigational freedom across the 
Pacific and Indian oceans.”56 

The first-ever Indo-Japanese joint naval exercise took place off the 
coast of Okinawa in June 2012, with four Indian ships participating. It was 
here that the Indian Navy observed the capabilities of the US-2 amphibious 
aircraft, which India now desires to buy from Japan. In December 2013, the 
Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force conducted its first bilateral maritime 
exercise with the Indian Navy in the Indian Ocean. In January 2014, during a 
bilateral consultation, the defense ministers of the two countries exchanged 
proposals to initiate cooperation between the Indian Air Force and Japanese 
Air Self-Defense Force through staff-level talks and the exchange of test 
pilots. The Indian Army and Japanese Ground Self-Defense Force are also 
working toward sharing expertise in counterterrorism and humanitarian 
and disaster relief. 

The level of strategic convergence between the two militaries can be 
gauged from the fact that India invited the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense 
Force to participate in the 2014 Malabar exercises in the Pacific. This was 
a groundbreaking step in bilateral relations as India had earlier capitulated 

 54 Ministry of External Affairs (India), Annual Report 2010–11 (New Delhi, 2011), 28. 
 55 “Prime Minister’s Address to Japan-India Association, Japan-India Parliamentary Friendship 

League and International Friendship Exchange Council,” Ministry of External Affairs (India), 
May 28, 2013 u http://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.htm?dtl/21754/Prime+Ministers+ 
address+to+JapanIndia+Association+JapanIndia+Parliamentary+Friendship+League+and+Intern
ational+Friendship+Exchange+Council. 

 56 Shinzo Abe, “Asia’s Democratic Security Diamond,” Project Syndicate, December 27, 2012 u https://
www.project-syndicate.org/login?redirect=%2fcommentary%2fa-strategic-alliance-for-japan-and-
india-by-shinzo-abe. 
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to China’s reservations. When the naval forces of India, the United States, 
Australia, Singapore, and Japan conducted joint exercises in the Bay of 
Bengal in September 2007, China issued demarches to India and Australia. 
Since then, India had quietly scuttled efforts to revive this idea, lest it invoke 
Chinese ire. However, the invitation to Japan in 2014 suggests that India 
is gearing up to promote a local concert of power irrespective of China’s 
anxieties. The burgeoning security relationship with Japan may well turn out 
to be the game changer in the Asia-Pacific security environment, especially 
given that the Modi government is more eager than its predecessors to elevate 
Indo-Japanese ties to new heights. Japan was Modi’s first state visit outside 
South Asia in August 2014, which resulted in Japan promising to invest $35 
billion in private- and public-sector projects in India over the next five years 
and the two nations deciding to strengthen defense ties. 

Vietnam. In the South China Sea and the eastern Pacific, India is gradually 
thinking of Vietnam in a manner similar to how China views Pakistan in 
South Asia: as regional strategic heft. Indian strategists had long suggested 
that New Delhi should leverage Vietnam’s conflicts with Beijing to India’s 
advantage. Ever since the two countries raised their bilateral relationship to a 
strategic partnership in November 2007, security cooperation has accelerated. 
The real test of this partnership occurred in 2011 when China questioned the 
legal status of India’s participation in the joint exploration of oil and natural 
gas with Vietnam in the South China Sea.57 Given China’s sovereign claims of 
a nine-dash line that virtually envelops Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone, 
Beijing issued demarches to New Delhi claiming that its actions were illegal, 
but India has stood firm.58 Political signaling notwithstanding, even the 
otherwise laconic Indian Navy vowed to secure India’s commercial interests 
in the South China Sea.59 

Maritime cooperation has emerged as the defining feature of the 
India-Vietnam strategic relationship. In 2011, Vietnam has given India the 
right to use its port of Nha Trang, located near the strategically significant 
Cam Ranh Bay in the South China Sea. Indian naval ships have been making 
frequent visits to this port since 2008, and Vietnam has asked India for help 
in developing this naval facility. The fact that even the United States, a close 

 57 Harsh V. Pant, “India and Vietnam Add a Punch to Their Ties,” Japan Times, November 30, 2013. 
 58 Jayanth Jacob, “Assertive India Firm on Its South China Sea Stand,” Hindustan Times, November 19, 

2011 u http://www.hindustantimes.com/world-news/assertive-india-firm-on-its-south-china-sea-
stand/article1-771123.aspx.

 59 Vinay Kumar, “We Will Send Force to Protect Our Interests in South China Sea, Says Navy Chief,” 
Hindu, December 3, 2012. 
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supporter of Vietnam in the region, has not been conferred with this privilege 
underscores the importance Vietnam gives to defense cooperation with India. 
The Indian Navy is training Vietnamese sailors in comprehensive underwater 
combat at its submarine facility INS Satavaham, and the Indian Air Force is 
offering pilot conversion training to its Vietnamese counterpart.60 But most 
radical of all is India’s offer of a $100 million line of credit to the Vietnamese 
navy to purchase four offshore patrol vessels. This is the first time India has 
ever offered credit to a foreign country for defense purchases.

The Modi government has continued to engage Vietnam strategically. In 
September 2014, President Pranab Mukherjee visited Hanoi and fast-tracked 
the line of credit for defense purchases.61 India is likely to sell four patrol 
ships to Vietnam that are needed for surveillance off its coast and around its 
military bases in the Spratly Islands chain in the South China Sea. During 
a visit to New Delhi by the Vietnamese prime minister in November 2014, 
Vietnam offered India two more blocks for oil exploration in the South China 
Sea, and India made its stance clear that these oil blocks fall within Vietnam’s 
exclusive economic zone, contrary to China’s claims. 

Australia. India-Australia ties have been on an upswing following 
Canberra’s decision to sell uranium to India in 2011, thereby removing the 
most important obstacle in bilateral ties. In fact, India had held the entire 
relationship hostage to this one disagreement. Just after the Australian Labour 
Party agreed to lift sanctions on nuclear trade with India during the December 
2011 National Conference, both nations agreed to strengthen bilateral defense 
cooperation, especially in the maritime domain. During a visit to New Delhi by 
the Australian minister of defense in December 2011, the two nations agreed 
to initiate a track 1.5 defense strategic dialogue. India and Australia also now 
have a consultative dialogue dedicated to East Asia, a region where both have 
major stakes. Former Australian prime minister Julia Gillard’s visit to India in 
October 2012 was significant because not only did Australia formally convey its 
new policy on trade in nuclear technology and material, but the two countries 
also indicated their willingness to engage in bilateral defense cooperation with 
a focus on the Indian Ocean and South China Sea.62 

Indeed, as is evident from the joint declaration during the Indian defense 
minister’s visit to Australia in June 2013, “stability in Asia and cooperation 

 60 Kumar, “We Will Send Force.”
 61 Frank Jack Daniel, “India Tightens Vietnam Defence, Oil Ties Ahead of China Xi’s 

Visit,” Reuters, September 15, 2014 u http://in.reuters.com/article/2014/09/15/
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 62 Harsh V. Pant, “Canberra Makes All the Right Moves,” Business Standard, October 21, 2012.
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in the Indian Ocean region” has emerged as the focal point of the strategic 
partnership.63 Both states are wary of Chinese intent regarding maritime 
security and freedom of navigation in the region, which has heightened 
the need for greater maritime cooperation. This has resulted in India and 
Australia agreeing to conduct joint naval combat exercises in 2015. Their 
continued mutual interest in building maritime security in the Indo-Pacific 
region was evident in the joint statements issued when Prime Minister Tony 
Abbot visited New Delhi in September 2014.64 The growing depth of this 
strategic partnership was further underscored by Prime Minister Modi’s 
reciprocal visit to Australia in November 2014; never in the history of their 
bilateral relationship had the two heads of state paid reciprocal visits to each 
other in the same year. Modi’s visit has sped up the implementation of the 
civil nuclear deal and highlighted the importance of defense cooperation in 
the Indian Ocean. 

Indonesia. India and Australia are also collaborating with Indonesia to 
jointly manage security concerns in the Indian Ocean. These nations have 
assumed leadership positions in the regional grouping of littoral states called 
the Indian Ocean Rim Association for Regional Cooperation. Under the aegis 
of this institution, the three countries began a trilateral dialogue on maritime 
security in the Indian Ocean in 2012. Even though India has a cultural presence 
in Indonesia, the bilateral security and defense relationship has gathered pace 
only recently. Both states are concerned over the freedom of navigation and 
security of the Indian Ocean’s chokepoints. Indonesia has been a regular 
participant in the Milan annual regional naval exercises hosted by India. 
The two nations also have a joint mechanism called the Ind-Indo CORPAT 
(India-Indonesia Coordinated Patrol) to patrol the eastern Indian Ocean 
against piracy and terrorism. This joint supervision of the ocean’s strategic 
chokepoints is likely to grow into a full-fledged naval exercise between the 
two countries. 

Singapore. The long-term strategic relationship between India and 
Singapore is also finally taking into account the changing geopolitical realities 
of the current power transition in the Indo-Pacific. India and Singapore 

 63 “Minister for Defence and India’s Minister of Defence—Joint Statement—Visit of Mr. A.K. Antony, 
Defence Minister of India, to Australia 4–5 June 2013,” Department of Defence (Australia), June 5, 
2013 u http://www.minister.defence.gov.au/2013/06/05/minister-for-defence-and-indias-minister-
of-defence-joint-statement-visit-of-mr-a-k-antony-defence-minister-of-india-to-australia-4-5-
june-2013/#main. 

 64 “Joint Statement on the State Visit of Prime Minister of Australia to India,” Press Information 
Bureau (India), Prime Minister’s Office, September 5, 2014 u http://pib.nic.in/newsite/
PrintRelease.aspx?relid=109379.
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have wide-ranging defense exercises that include all three services. Given 
the geographic position of Singapore close to the strategic chokepoint of the 
Strait of Malacca, the annual Singapore Indian Maritime Bilateral Exercise 
(SIMBEX) between the two navies is an important component of regional 
security. As a tool of political signaling, the SIMBEX exercises are being 
held in the contested waters of the southeastern Pacific. The annual strategic 
dialogue between India and Singapore has increasingly focused on the threats 
that China poses to maritime security and freedom of navigation in the South 
China Sea. India has also made its military installations available to Singapore 
for training its military, which otherwise lacks such facilities. 

The advantages of regional balancing. Regional balancing, therefore, 
forms the third leg of India’s hedging strategy. If India is unable to balance 
China through internal means and is reluctant to participate in the U.S. pivot, 
regional balancing allows, in the words of one scholar, “New Delhi to lend its 
military and economic power to a security order that can enhance stability by 
presenting Beijing with a series of structural constraints.”65 

From India’s viewpoint, regional balancing offers some inherent 
advantages. First, it appears far less threatening to Beijing than a possible 
alliance between India and the United States. Second, regional balancing 
allows India to escape questions about its “strategic autonomy,” which has been 
the cardinal principle guiding the country’s foreign policy decision-making. 
The U.S. alliance system works through a “hub-and-spoke” format with the 
United States at the center and its allies and partners as the extended arms. 
Consequently, this system impinges heavily on the foreign policy autonomy of 
these states, something India is keen to avoid.66 Third, by roping in local players 
to sort out Asian conflicts, New Delhi can escape the binaries of a great-power 
competition between the declining superpower and the emerging great power 
in Asia. Multilateral balances, as balance-of-power theory suggests, provide 
greater flexibility to balancing states than situations where bilateral balances 
of power exist. Last, but most important, is the declining credibility of the 
United States as a guarantor of stability in the region. Most regional powers, 
including India, are skeptical of the sustainability of U.S. commitments, given 
the problems confronting the U.S. budget. 

 65 Walter Ladwig III, “India and the Balance of Power in the Asia-Pacific,” Joint Forces Quarterly 57, 
(2010): 119. 

 66 This issue was raised by most of the senior Indian foreign policy officials in their conversations 
with the authors.
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conclusion and implications

This article argues that rather than actively participating in the new 
U.S. rebalancing strategy for the Asia-Pacific, India’s preference is to hedge 
vis-à-vis the pivot. Hedging suggests a reluctance to choose sides in the 
competition between the United States and China. This hedging strategy is 
manifest in (1) India’s attempts at recalibrating its strategic closeness with 
the United States, evident in the current stagnation in the Indo-U.S. defense 
relationship, (2) its attempts at normalizing New Delhi’s relationship with 
Beijing, and (3) its preference for a more localized form of balancing 
evident in India’s growing defense relations with other regional powers in 
the Indo-Pacific.

Indian decision-makers have underlined the uncertainty surrounding 
President Obama’s foreign policy in his initial years in the White House as 
the driver behind this hedging strategy. Obama’s initial overtures to Beijing 
cemented a perception in New Delhi that Washington was seeking a grand 
coalition between the United States and China.67 It has also been reported 
that senior Obama administration officials, early in their tenure, told their 
Indian counterparts that the United States “was not doing balance of power 
in Asia anymore.”68 Within two years, however, U.S. policy had shifted to the 
pivot strategy, but these earlier policies and statements created a sense of 
vulnerability in Indian strategic circles, bringing back the historical memory 
of U.S. ignorance regarding Indian concerns. In the face of uncertainty in U.S. 
foreign policy, many in India started questioning the wisdom of New Delhi’s 
growing strategic partnership with the United States. China’s aggressiveness in 
the Asia-Pacific at a time of U.S. economic weakness and Washington’s cutting 
down of its defense commitments also led many in New Delhi to believe that 
the superpower had weakened considerably in the wake of two major wars in 
the last decade. When the United States finally announced the pivot strategy, 
Indian foreign policy elites found it too provocative; they instead prescribed 
for India “strategic autonomy.” This debate over the strategic direction of 
Indian foreign policy, informed by suspicions of U.S. global policy, remains far 

 67 Shyam Saran, “Geo-political Consequences of Current Financial and Economic Crisis” (speech at 
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 68 As cited in Daniel Twining, “Were India-U.S. Relations Oversold? Part II,” Foreign Policy, 
Shadow Government, June 12, 2012 u http://shadow.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2012/06/12/
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from settled. Until this issue is resolved, India will remain more comfortable 
working with regional security partners than with the United States. 

Yet despite the attractions of hedging to Indian policy elites, India may 
have to re-evaluate this strategy in the future. Even though India would like 
to augment relations with Beijing, the irritants in the relationship are far too 
many. Sino-Indian relations are passing through a turbulent phase, and it is 
not readily evident that an attempt to signal distancing from Washington 
would be enough to ameliorate these tensions. 

If the real issue for India is the gap in strategic capabilities vis-à-vis China 
in the long term, local balancing can only go so far in addressing New Delhi’s 
concerns. Military engagement with Japan, Vietnam, Australia, Indonesia, 
and Singapore serves well to signal to China the impending emergence 
of a concert of power in the region. In real material terms, however, it is 
not readily evident if local balancing will help India narrow the power 
differential. Moreover, whether India will be able to carry the burden of 
its regional partners’ expectations in balancing China is an open question. 
India’s partnership with the United States, therefore, will remain critical. 
India will need to recognize that even when local balancing would allow it 
to bypass the great-power rivalry between the United States and China, the 
road to deeper defense engagement with local powers in the Indo-Pacific 
goes through Washington. In fact, the United States has been instrumental 
in India’s deepening relationships with Asian countries because most of 
them are U.S. security allies. For the other players in Asia, local balancing 
is not a substitute for the ultimate strategic backstop provided by the United 
States. In most cases, this is because these states have either formal alliance 
relations or at least deep strategic ties with Washington. India has neither. So 
the questions that Indian policymakers will need to soon answer are whether 
local balancing suffices to protect India vis-à-vis a rising China and whether 
this is a stable solution given the uncertainties of the future.

It is due to these concerns that the pivot, like all major foreign policy 
issues, has been part of a healthy domestic debate in India.69 And even when 
those advocating strategic autonomy were in the driving seat during the 
UPA-II, the new government under the BJP may examine this issue afresh. 
The BJP, with its ideological aversion to nonalignment and a more forceful 
articulation of national security, may once again change India’s hedging 
strategy to an active partnership on the issue of pivot. 

 69 For an overview of this debate, see Deepa Ollapally and Yogesh Joshi, “India Debates U.S. Rebalance 
to Asia,” Sigur Center for Asian Studies, George Washington University, Policy Brief, July 2013 u 
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Some of this change is already evident in the Modi government’s 
foreign policy. Even as Modi is eager to attract Chinese capital for India’s 
developmental needs, his government has simultaneously prioritized the 
defense buildup along the border with China and even admitted that Indian 
capabilities vis-à-vis China are a real concern. Local balancing behavior, as 
is evident from the recent developments in India’s relationships with Japan, 
Vietnam, and Australia, has continued apace under the new leadership. 
However, the relationship with the United States is where much has happened 
under the new dispensation. 

During Modi’s visit to the United States in September 2014, the two 
nations issued a joint statement making it evident that peace and security 
in the Asia-Pacific and China’s increasing assertiveness in the region figured 
prominently in the dialogue. The joint statement expressed concerns over 
rising territorial disputes and threats to freedom of navigation and maritime 
security. Taking aim at China, Modi and Obama also “called upon all parties 
to avoid the use, or threat of use, of force in advancing their claims.” To achieve 
these objectives, the statement underlined the need for India and the United 
States to complement each other’s Asia-Pacific strategies: “Noting India’s ‘Act 
East’ policy and the United States’ rebalance to Asia, the leaders committed 
to work more closely with other Asia Pacific countries through consultations, 
dialogues, and joint exercises.”70 More significantly, the South China Sea was 
mentioned for the first time in a joint statement between India and the United 
States, as the statement reiterated India’s position that the maritime territorial 
disputes there should be resolved in accordance with the UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).71 This is a break from the past caution of India’s 
diplomatic overtures to the United States. The India-U.S. defense relationship 
also received a major boost when the 2005 New Framework for the U.S.-India 
Defense Relationship was renewed for another ten years and the two sides 
decided to “treat each other at the same level as their closest partners” on 
issues including defense technology transfers, trade, research, co-production, 
and co-development. It has also been decided at the highest levels that the 
political-military dialogue, scuttled under the previous government in New 
Delhi, will be resuscitated. These are strong signals that the Modi government 
is set to revive the strategic partnership with the United States, but concrete 
results will only materialize over the long term. 

 70 “U.S.-India Joint Statement,” White House, Press Release, September 30, 2014 u http://www.
whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/09/30/us-india-joint-statement.

 71 Ibid.
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Meanwhile, any change will not be drastic. The Modi government will 
need time to bridge the trust deficit accumulated over the last several years 
between the United States and India. The domestic political context in India 
remains divided on the question of the country’s relationship with the United 
States. New Delhi will therefore hedge its bets for the foreseeable future, even 
as the geostrategic flux in the Asia-Pacific continues to shape its foreign policy 
choices in unprecedented ways. However, even though continuity will define 
Indian foreign policy for now, the Modi government does seem poised to 
bring about long-term change. 

For its part, the United States must clearly and consistently signal its 
commitment to and strategy in the region. This would help regional powers, 
including India, shed their reluctance in committing to shaping a more stable 
balance of power in the Indo-Pacific. The United States also should encourage 
greater regional cooperation and push for a more substantive Indian presence 
in East and Southeast Asian economic and security organizations. A local 
balance of power would not only decrease the burden on the United States 
but also allow regional powers to stand up to Beijing without blame falling on 
the United States for trying to contain China. 
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executive summary

This article argues that the narrow technical disagreements stalling the 
renegotiation of the U.S.–South Korea nuclear cooperation agreement mask a 
far larger and more complicated set of issues and interests that challenge both 
the future of bilateral nuclear cooperation and the nonproliferation regime.

main argument

An oft-stated South Korean objective in bilateral nuclear negotiations 
with the United States is to achieve “peaceful nuclear sovereignty.” This 
complex term, reflecting South Korea’s desire to decrease U.S. leverage over 
its nuclear affairs, has multiple connotations, including energy security, 
industry competitiveness, legitimate rights, status, and autonomy. There 
are tensions among these competing objectives, which, coupled with the 
inherent limitations on nuclear independence resulting from international 
nuclear trade regimes, make the concept of peaceful nuclear sovereignty a 
chimera. Other states—Iran, Brazil, and Turkey, for instance—are driven by 
similar sentiments, meaning that Washington must take care to resolve its 
differences with Seoul in a way that balances nonproliferation and nuclear 
energy interests.

policy implications
•	 The	wellspring	of	South	Korea’s	likely	disappointment	is	the	unattainability	

of peaceful nuclear sovereignty itself. Negotiating among the bureaucratic 
and public interests that embody these complex aspirations in Seoul will 
be a greater challenge for the Park Geun-hye administration than the talks 
with Washington.

•	 How	 the	 United	 States	 and	 South	 Korea	 resolve	 the	 enrichment	 and	
reprocessing issue will set a precedent for how states should address 
other non–nuclear weapons states interested in pursuing sensitive nuclear 
technologies and thus holds implications beyond the Korean Peninsula. 

•	 There	is	common	ground	between	Seoul	and	Washington	on	the	need	to	
strengthen global standards for nuclear security and safety, which provides 
a basis for resolving their differences through deeper collaboration coupled 
with enhanced monitoring.
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S ince 2010, negotiators from the United States and the Republic of Korea 
(ROK) have sought to bridge an impasse holding up the conclusion of 

a bilateral nuclear cooperation pact. The outdated agreement governing this 
issue, concluded in the 1970s when South Korea was a nuclear neophyte, was 
to expire in 2014; the sides agreed on a temporary extension to 2016, giving 
negotiators more time to work. Seoul and Washington concur on the need to 
make the new agreement consistent with South Korea’s stature as an advanced 
nuclear energy state. But South Korea also seeks to win U.S. permission 
to conduct advanced, proliferation-sensitive nuclear activities, such as 
reprocessing spent fuel, which Washington has refused on nonproliferation 
grounds. Although this disagreement might seem narrow and technical, the 
impasse masks a far larger and more complicated set of issues that implicate 
not just the future of U.S.-ROK nuclear cooperation but also the viability of 
the nonproliferation regime to continue to satisfy the interests of states such 
as South Korea. 

For the United States, nuclear negotiations with South Korea primarily 
are focused on facilitating commercial nuclear trade and sustaining 
nonproliferation standards. The latter, however, conflict with South Korea’s 
nuclear ambitions in two ways. First, Seoul’s desire to conduct the enrichment 
and reprocessing of nuclear materials—activities that can also be used to 
make fuel for nuclear weapons—contradicts U.S. policy to discourage the 
spread and use of these technologies. Second, Seoul’s continued adherence 
to a 1992 joint declaration between North and South Korea, under which 
both sides agreed not to possess enrichment and reprocessing facilities, 
represents a central element of U.S. policy toward the denuclearization of 
North Korea. Although North Korea long ago broke that agreement, South 
Korean enrichment and reprocessing activities could confound efforts to roll 
back North Korea’s nuclear weapons program. For these reasons, Washington 
opposes Seoul’s request to enrich or reprocess U.S.-obligated nuclear material. 

But Seoul is not just negotiating for enhanced terms of nuclear trade 
or permission to conduct enrichment and reprocessing. For South Korea, 
the negotiations have a strong political impetus, as they symbolize both its 
global aspirations and complicated relationship with the United States. The 
deeper motivation behind its negotiating stance, as captured in terminology 
used by then minister of knowledge economy Choi Kyung-hwan in 
December 2009, is to achieve pyeonghwajeok haekjugwon (peaceful nuclear 
sovereignty). This term requires some unpacking, both for etymological 
and political reasons. Peaceful nuclear sovereignty appears to encompass a 
broad set of potential meanings, all of which have been expressed at some 
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point by Korean officials, politicians, journalists, or nongovernmental 
experts. The term borrows from an antecedent with a very different meaning 
(South Korean nuclear deterrence), but which also has very interesting 
contemporary global implications. 

This article examines South Korea’s pursuit of the goal of nuclear 
sovereignty and is organized as follows:

u pp. 118–29 identify the origins of the concept of peaceful nuclear 
sovereignty and sort through its various connotations, placing them in 
the context of South Korea’s energy security challenge, its commercial 
interests, and the politics of the complicated U.S.-ROK relationship.

u pp. 129–32 then discuss limitations on sovereignty in nuclear affairs.

u pp. 133–36 analyze the implications of the issue for U.S.-ROK negotiations 
and for the global nuclear order.

nuclear sovereignty becomes peaceful

Nuclear sovereignty is not a new term in South Korean discourse, but the 
concept only became “peaceful” in the context of U.S.-ROK negotiations for 
a nuclear cooperation agreement. Proponents of a nuclear power program 
unfettered by U.S. restrictions adopted “peaceful nuclear sovereignty” as a 
slogan representative of their ambitions. Though used by some officials in 
the previous administration of President Lee Myung-bak, the term is most 
often wielded by conservative commentators and politicians.1 The need 
to add “peaceful” as a qualifier tells much about the term’s origins: in the 
1970s “nuclear sovereignty” was code in South Korea for the development 
of nuclear weapons.

President Richard Nixon’s announcement in 1969 that U.S. allies in Asia 
would have to bear more of their own defense burden (the Nixon Doctrine), 
coupled with the United States’ unilateral withdrawal of the 7th Infantry 
Division from the ROK in 1971, raised significant fears in Seoul about the 
reliability of the U.S. commitment to South Korea’s defense. That these moves 
followed several serious North Korean provocations (including the attack on 

 1 Yoo Byung-kwon, “ ‘Pyeonghwajeok haekjugwon pillyo’ Hannaradang yeonil jujang” [“Peaceful 
Sovereignty Is Necessary” GNP Claims Daily], Munhwa Ilbo, June 16, 2009 u http://www.munhwa.
com/news/view.html?no=2009061601030823193002; Lew Shin-mo, “Yu Myung-Hwan oegyo 
‘haekjugwon bareon’ pajang” [Foreign Minister Yu Myung-Hwan “Nuclear Sovereignty Comment” 
Controversy], Kyunghyang Ilbo, May 27, 2009 u http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.
html?artid=200905271824435&code=910302; and Im Min-hyeok and Shin Eun-jin, “Han-mi 
wonjaryeok hyeopjeong, jaecheori bumun tongje gwadohada” [Excessive U.S.-ROK Nuclear 
Agreement Regulations over Nuclear Reprocessing], Chosun Ilbo, December 31, 2009 u  
http://news.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2009/12/31/2009123101817.html.
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the Blue House and capture of the USS Pueblo in 1968) only compounded 
such fears and led then president Park Chung-hee to initiate a secret nuclear 
weapons initiative parallel to the U.S.-supplied nuclear power program. 
In the context of South Korea’s security concerns, some politicians and 
commentators began to argue that only through nuclear sovereignty—that is, 
an independent nuclear weapons capability—would South Korea be able to 
guarantee its defense. U.S. pressure, however, had stopped the secret program 
by the late 1970s.

The political idea behind the movement for nuclear sovereignty grew 
out of South Korea’s frustration with its lack of control over its security 
circumstances. This sentiment derived from the country’s long history of 
occupation, beginning with the invasion by imperial Japan in 1910 and 
continuing beyond the Korean War. Proponents of nuclear sovereignty 
seemed to desire freedom from the constraints of major powers, in particular 
the United States, given the uncertainty of its commitment to the ROK’s 
security, though the extent to which this sentiment was shared among the 
elite or broader population is unclear. This discourse also borrowed ideas 
from the broader North-South dynamic of the time, when the movement 
for self-determination by many states (mainly in Africa) gained steam 
amid calls for the redistribution of global power in the United Nations. 
But South Korean concerns were very much regional and bilateral (with 
the United States) in nature, driven by a complicated mix of nationalism, 
need for protection against a better-armed and revisionist North Korea, and 
frustration with Washington.

If U.S.-ROK security tensions were the original catalyst for Seoul’s 
desire for nuclear sovereignty, recent differences over the scope and 
direction of the ROK’s nuclear power program provided the impetus for 
some officials and politicians to state that South Korea should seek peaceful 
nuclear sovereignty in its negotiations with the United States. By affixing 
“peaceful” (pyeonghwajeok) to the term, proponents of nuclear sovereignty 
sought to delineate the new concept from the old by clarifying that it had 
no relation to nuclear weapons. Yet the same basic idea attached to the 
original concept of nuclear sovereignty appears to also apply to its peaceful 
variant—namely South Korea’s desire to exercise more control over the scope 
of its nuclear energy activities and shed what is seen as an unwelcome level 
of U.S. control.

Calls for peaceful nuclear sovereignty surfaced in 2009 among 
conservative members of the National Assembly hailing from President Lee’s 
Grand National Party. In June 2009, for example, Kim Sung-jo, then chair of 
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the party’s policy committee, called for peaceful nuclear sovereignty in order 
to secure permission for South Korea to reprocess its spent nuclear fuel.2 This 
refrain was given more prominence in December 2009 when then minister 
for knowledge economy Choi Kyung-hwan, speaking at a party meeting, 
reportedly argued for peaceful nuclear sovereignty in order for South Korea 
to emancipate itself from “excessive” U.S. restrictions on its nuclear activities. 
Choi stated that “Korea’s current know-how of nuclear processes is incomplete 
and that should improve in the future.”3 

The re-emergence of the “sovereignty” narrative is quite interesting, for 
it situates the ROK’s nuclear aspirations in a broader “have vs. have-not” 
dynamic that represents one of the fundamental tensions in the global 
nuclear order. Many developing states that aspire to use nuclear energy 
charge that the predominantly Western, advanced nuclear states, which 
control most nuclear technologies, are denying developing states’ “inalienable 
right to develop research, production and use of nuclear energy for peaceful 
purposes” guaranteed under Article 4 of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT). As discussed further below, exercising legitimate rights is one aspect 
of the peaceful nuclear sovereignty narrative. (South Korea does not seem to 
identify with other states making similar arguments, such as those belonging 
to the Non-Aligned Movement.)

Yet analysis of South Korean discourse over the last five years is 
complicated by the fact that predominantly conservative politicians and 
commentators in Seoul continue to discuss both nuclear sovereignty and 
peaceful nuclear sovereignty, as well as the distinct ideas behind them.4 In 
particular, following a serious escalation of tensions with North Korea in spring 
2013, several politicians and media figures openly called for South Korea to 
develop nuclear weapons on the assessment that outside powers could no 
longer assure security against North Korea’s growing nuclear arsenal.5 Some 
advocates of nuclear sovereignty likely also support connotations of peaceful 
nuclear sovereignty, for both concepts derive in part from a sense that the 

 2 Yoo, “ ‘Pyeonghwajeok haekjugwon pillyo’ Hannaradang yeonil jujang.”
 3 “Seoul Wants ‘Sovereignty’ in Peaceful Nuclear Development,” Chosun Ilbo, December 31, 2009 u 

http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2009/12/31/2009123102220.html.
 4 See, for example, David E. Sanger, “In U.S., South Korean Makes Case for Nuclear Arms,” New 

York Times, April 9, 2013 u http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/10/world/asia/in-us-south-korean-
makes-case-for-nuclear-arms.htm; and Kim Dae-joong, “Time for S. Korea to Develop Its Own 
Nuclear Arms,” Chosun Ilbo, January 11, 2011 u http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_
dir/2011/01/11/2011011101486.html.

 5 Toby Dalton and Yoon Ho Jin, “Reading into South Korea’s Nuclear Debate,” Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, March 18, 2013 u http://carnegieendowment.org/2013/03/18/
reading-into-south-korea-s-nuclear-debate/frdc.
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United States is an undependable partner whose interests are not necessarily 
shared by policymakers in Seoul. There seems to be considerable, albeit 
uninformed, public support for these ideas. Polling by a number of firms 
since 2012 suggests that approximately 60% of South Koreans consistently 
support the ROK’s development of nuclear weapons to counter North Korea.6 
Similarly, one poll found that 68% believe that South Korea should have 
nuclear sovereignty under a newly negotiated cooperation agreement with 
the United States; but another survey revealed that less than 20% of South 
Koreans describe themselves as knowledgeable about that agreement.7 

Korean officials appear mindful of the potentially confusing connotations 
of peaceful nuclear sovereignty, given the similarity in terminology and 
political desires to nuclear sovereignty. Seoul is probably wary of giving 
additional ammunition to a U.S. administration already predisposed to reject 
South Korea’s proposals to conduct sensitive work on the nuclear fuel cycle. 
Since 2010, ROK officials have backed away from describing their objectives 
in terms of peaceful nuclear sovereignty. For instance, in an October 2012 
speech, Chun Yung-woo, then presidential secretary for foreign affairs and 
a top adviser to President Lee Myung-bak, asserted that “there is no basis 
for the United States to prohibit our right to use nuclear energy peacefully 
under NPT Article 4.” He cautioned, however, that people arguing for nuclear 
sovereignty may actually inhibit the achievement of this goal: “Populism 
like this plays a big role in weakening international belief in Korea’s 
commitment to nonproliferation.”8 With President Park Geun-hye’s arrival at 
the Blue House in 2013, the concept of peaceful nuclear sovereignty receded 
further from view in favor of a quieter approach to negotiating the nuclear 
cooperation agreement. Instead of arguing publicly for the right to conduct 
sensitive nuclear activities, Park advanced a more nuanced set of nuclear 

 6 Min Byung-Gi, “ ‘Hankukdo haegmoogi gaebalhaeya’ ‘Chanseong’ 62.0%, ‘Maewoo 
chanseong’ 20.5%” [“ROK Should Develop Nuclear Weapons,” 62.0% “Agree,” 20.5% 
“Strongly Agree”], Munhwa Ilbo, November 1, 2013 u http://www.munhwa.com/news/view.
html?no=2013110101034323237001; Lee Young-Sub, “(Hankuk Gallup) 64% ‘Woorido haegmoogi 
boyouhaeya’ ” [(Gallup Korea) 64% “ROK Should Have Nuclear Weapons”], Views and News, 
February 20, 2013 u http://www.viewsnnews.com/article/view.jsp?seq=96628; and “Wae 
bukhanman?...66% ‘Hankukdo haegmoogi gaebalhaeya’ ” [Why Only North Korea?...66% “ROK 
Should Develop Nuclear Weapon”], Koreatown Daily, February 21, 2013 u http://koreatowndaily.
com/read.php?id=20130221171419&section=local&ss=1&type=fdb.

 7 “Kookmin 68.5%, Han-mi wonjaryukhyupjeong gaejeong chanseong” [68.5% of Koreans Agree 
on Revision of ROK-U.S. Atomic Energy Agreement], Realmeter, July 14, 2009 u http://www.
realmeter.net/issue/view.asp?Table_Name=s_news2&N_Num=581&file_name=20090720095907.
htm&Cpage=1; and “Asan Daily Poll, August 15–17, 2013,” Asan Institute for Policy Studies. 

 8 Ahn Yong-Hyun, “Chun Yungwoo, ‘Mi, hankookui pyeonghwajeok haeg eyonggwon 
injeonghaeya’ ” [Chun Yungwoo, “U.S. Should Accept Korean Right to Use Nuclear 
Peacefully”], Chosun Ilbo, October 19, 2012 u http://news.chosun.com/site/data/html_
dir/2012/10/19/2012101901975.html.

http://www.munhwa.com/news/view.html?no=2013110101034323237001
http://www.munhwa.com/news/view.html?no=2013110101034323237001
http://www.viewsnnews.com/article/view.jsp?seq=96628
http://www.realmeter.net/issue/view.asp?Table_Name=s_news2&N_Num=581&file_name=20090720095907.htm&Cpage=1
http://www.realmeter.net/issue/view.asp?Table_Name=s_news2&N_Num=581&file_name=20090720095907.htm&Cpage=1
http://www.realmeter.net/issue/view.asp?Table_Name=s_news2&N_Num=581&file_name=20090720095907.htm&Cpage=1
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objectives: develop a near-term approach to address the problem of spent fuel 
management, guarantee the reliable supply of low-enriched uranium fuel for 
South Korea’s nuclear power reactors, and enhance the competitiveness of 
the Korean nuclear industry in export markets. Even if the terminology has 
changed, however, many of the sentiments of the peaceful nuclear sovereignty 
discourse remain rooted in President Park’s three objectives.

unpacking peaceful nuclear sovereignty

South Korea’s economic, demographic, and resource endowments have 
encouraged the development of its nuclear energy program over the last 
three decades. As the country’s population and economy expanded rapidly 
beginning in the 1980s, so too did the national demand for energy. Indeed, 
between 1980 and 2011, electricity consumption increased fifteenfold.9 South 
Korea addressed this rising demand for energy by increasing its reliance on 
nuclear energy to the point that the nuclear program now constitutes an 
important pillar of the country’s future economic growth and modernization. 
While South Korea boasts the fifteenth-largest economy in the world, it 
ranks as the fifth-largest producer of nuclear power. This ranking reflects 
technological maturity as well as Seoul’s prioritization of nuclear power—both 
to address the scarcity of domestic energy resources and, in recent years, to 
provide an environmentally responsible source of energy.

However, this heavy reliance on nuclear energy has exacerbated a 
dilemma that all nuclear power–consuming states face: how to manage 
highly radioactive spent fuel. As a geographically small nation with a high 
population density and rapidly increasing energy demand, South Korea 
confronts a severe constraint on spent nuclear fuel storage. Currently, the 
country stores all of its spent nuclear fuel at reactor sites and does not have a 
central facility or repository. But storage space at reactor sites is running out. 
Under current regulations, which require that spent fuel be stored at the site 
of the reactor in which it was irradiated, South Korea is projected to begin 

 9 “Nuclear Power in South Korea,” World Nuclear Association, August 2014 u http://www.world-
nuclear.org/info/Country-Profiles/Countries-O-S/South-Korea/.
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exhausting available storage by 2016.10 Although experts note that a change 
in regulations could enable South Korea to move some spent fuel to newer 
reactor sites, this solution would only delay the crisis until 2030. The ROK 
clearly needs a viable, long-term pathway for disposing spent fuel.11

Scientists at the Korea Atomic Energy Research Institute (KAERI) have 
argued that South Korea ought to build spent fuel reprocessing facilities based 
on pyroprocessing, a technology still undergoing lab testing, in order to reduce 
the volume of nuclear waste.12 This technology would separate uranium, 
which could be recycled into fresh reactor fuel, from plutonium and other 
highly radioactive elements. The resulting mix of radioactive waste would 
be smaller in volume and could be immobilized and stored or, alternatively, 
used in a second-stage fast neutron reactor that South Korea would build. As 
with other methods of reprocessing or recycling spent fuel, however, there 
are controversial proliferation risks associated with this technology. With 
additional technical adjustments to the process, pyroprocessing apparently 
could yield plutonium useable for nuclear weapons. As noted above, the United 
States opposes the spread of such technology, and South Korea’s use of the 
process would contravene the 1992 Joint Declaration on the Denuclearization 
of the Korean Peninsula.

For the South Korean scientific community, the interest in pyroprocessing 
is not merely a passing fancy. KAERI has invested significant time, resources, 
and personnel over the last decade in building a scientific enterprise in support 
of pyroprocessing. The career fortunes of influential scientists within South 
Korea’s nuclear community are tied directly to the future of this technology. 
If Washington refuses further cooperation on pyroprocessing or any spent 
fuel reprocessing, these scientists and others will be forced to begin anew, 
their investments rendered a sunk cost. Such a prospect is deeply troubling to 
this community and would constitute a severe loss of face. It is unsurprising, 
therefore, that KAERI is among the strongest lobbyists for pyroprocessing in 
both Seoul and Washington.

 10 Meeyoung Cho, “As Nuclear Waste Piles Up, South Korea Faces Storage Crisis,” Scientific American, 
October 12, 2014 u http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/as-nuclear-waste-piles-up-south-
korea-faces-storage-crisis; Seong Won Park, “Why South Korea Needs Pyroprocessing,” Bulletin 
of the Atomic Scientists, October 26, 2009 u http://thebulletin.org/why-south-korea-needs-
pyroprocessing; and Siegfried S. Hecker, Chaim Braun, Peter Davis, and Robert Forrest, “Nuclear 
Energy and Nuclear Security in the Republic of Korea,” Center for International Security and 
Cooperation, Stanford University, December 5, 2013 u http://iis-db.stanford.edu/pubs/24495/
Final_Report_for_CISAC_Website_Dec._5.pdf.

 11 Hecker et al., “Nuclear Energy and Nuclear Security in the Republic of Korea.”
 12 Park, “Why South Korea Needs Pyroprocessing.”
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These factors—nuclear energy as a major underpinning of the ROK 
economic miracle, serious constraints on long-term waste management, and 
the desire of the South Korean nuclear research community to address this 
problem with advanced nuclear technologies—provide important context 
for the discourse on peaceful nuclear sovereignty. But the concept remains 
amorphous, encapsulating several different policy sentiments and objectives 
as expressed by South Korean officials, lawmakers, journalists, academics, 
and political commentators. A survey of the usage of this terminology over 
the past five years in political and academic discourse in South Korea reveals 
that peaceful nuclear sovereignty connotes the following five objectives: 
strengthening energy security, improving the competitiveness of the nuclear 
industry, exercising legitimate rights, achieving the status of an advanced 
nuclear state, and increasing autonomy.

Energy Security

For many proponents of peaceful nuclear security, the objective is to 
strengthen the ROK’s energy security. (Indeed, a variant term is “energy 
sovereignty,” a sort of conflation of nuclear sovereignty and energy security.) 
South Korea is resource-poor, importing 97% of its energy inputs (oil, gas, 
coal, and uranium).13 Currently, 23 nuclear reactors generate 29% of the 
country’s electricity supply.14 With potential volatility in fossil fuel markets 
but reasonably stable and cheap pricing for nuclear energy, South Korea seeks 
to maintain and potentially even expand the portion of nuclear energy in 
its total generating capacity as a means to secure its energy supply. The Lee 
Myung-bak government set in its 2008 National Energy Master Plan the goal 
of increasing nuclear power to 41% of the installed capacity by 2030; however, 
reflecting global public concern about the safety of nuclear power after the 
2011 Fukushima nuclear accident, the Park government lowered the target to 
29% of installed capacity by 2035.15 According to South Korea’s Sixth Power 
Supply Master Plan released in 2013, construction of eleven additional nuclear 
reactors would raise installed nuclear power capacity from the current level of 
20.7 gigawatts-electric (GWe) to 35.9 GWe by 2025, but the share of nuclear 

 13 “Nuclear Power in South Korea,” World Nuclear Association.
 14 Ibid.
 15 Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy (Korea), Je 2 Cha Eneoji Gibon Gyehoek [Second 

Energy Master Plan] (Seoul, January 2014) u http://www.motie.go.kr/common/download.
do?fid=bbs&bbs_cd_n=72&bbs_seq_n=209286&file_seq_n=2.
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power in the energy mix would remain relatively constant at between 22% 
and 25%.16 

However, as discussed above, the problem of spent fuel accumulation 
hangs over this nuclear future. In the next decade, South Korea must establish 
more spent fuel storage, whether as an interim step until a pyroprocessing 
facility comes online (projected for 2026), as a medium-term measure pending 
new technologies to transmute radioactive waste, or as a long-term spent 
fuel repository. Koreans chafe at what they perceive as undue U.S. influence 
on this decision. In their view, South Korea ought to be able to establish a 
national nuclear strategy free of diktat from Washington, using all available 
technology to allow the country to continue relying on nuclear energy in the 
decades ahead. 

Industry Competitiveness 

South Korea rapidly transitioned from an importer of nuclear equipment 
and technology beginning in the 1970s to a designer and operator of a 
standardized reactor and producer of most major components by the late 
1990s to an exporter and prime contractor for a major reactor construction 
project in the United Arab Emirates in the late 2000s. ROK officials have 
stated extremely ambitious plans to compete for global market share against 
other major reactor vendors, thereby seeking to make nuclear energy a major 
export sector alongside automobiles and electronics. According to this vision, 
announced by the Ministry of Knowledge Economy in 2010, the $20 billion 
agreement to build four nuclear reactors in the United Arab Emirates would 
be followed by sales of up to 80 reactors by 2030, equivalent to some 20% of 
the projected global nuclear energy market (as of 2010, before the Fukushima 
accident) and valued at approximately $400 billion.17 Some Korean nuclear 
experts have argued additionally that after Fukushima, the Japanese nuclear 
industry is effectively moribund and U.S. nuclear firms should team up 
with Korean entities to fill this gap. The firms and utilities that make up 
South Korea’s nuclear industry—for example, the Korea Electric Power 
Corporation, Korea Hydro and Nuclear Power, and Doosan Heavy Industries 

 16 Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy (Korea), Je 6 Cha Jeollyeoksugeupgibongyehoek (2013–2027) 
[Sixth Power Supply Master Plan (2013–2027)] (Seoul, February 2013) u http://www.motie.
go.kr/common/download.do?fid=bbs&bbs_cd_n=37&bbs_seq_n=104486&file_seq_n=1; and 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), “Country Nuclear Power Profiles: Republic of 
Korea,” 2013 edition u http://www-pub.iaea.org/MTCD/Publications/PDF/CNPP2013_CD/
countryprofiles/KoreaRepublicof/KoreaRepublicof.htm.

 17 “South Korea Seeks to Boost Reactor Exports,” World Nuclear News, January 13, 2010 u http://
www.world-nuclear-news.org/NP-South_Korea_seeks_to_boost_reactor_exports-1301104.html. 
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and Construction—have considerable interest at stake in this ambitious 
nuclear future.

In this context, peaceful nuclear sovereignty entails reducing U.S. 
influence over South Korea’s nuclear export aspirations. ROK officials have 
claimed that in order to compete with other vendors effectively, South Korea 
must be able to offer fuel services to foreign clients: specifically, provision 
of low-enriched fresh fuel and potentially the takeback of spent fuel for 
reprocessing.18 Only Russia, and in some cases France, currently offer these 
services. Korean nuclear industry officials also believe there is a business 
case for conducting uranium enrichment in South Korea, given the scale of 
domestic nuclear power production and associated demand for low-enriched 
uranium for reactor fuel. The development of enrichment and reprocessing 
capabilities would permit Seoul to offer more comprehensive terms when 
competing for future reactor construction projects.

Legitimate Rights

South Korea is an advanced nuclear state, the fifth-largest consumer of 
nuclear energy in the world, and a participant in several multinational nuclear 
research consortia, such as the International Thermonuclear Experimental 
Reactor nuclear fusion project and the Generation IV International Forum. 
The ROK government plans significant nuclear energy expansion in the future 
and desires to become a major vendor for nuclear exports. At the same time, 
South Korea has strengthened its nonproliferation credentials over the last 
decade and fully engaged in a range of nonproliferation initiatives, including 
hosting the second Nuclear Security Summit in 2012.19 South Korean officials 
and experts argue that strong nonproliferation credentials qualify the country 
for cooperation on sensitive nuclear technology. Seongho Sheen, for example, 
writes, “South Korea feels it has a legitimate right for advanced nuclear 

 18 “Gugik kkomkkomhi chekeu hohyejeok wonjaryeok hyeopjeong ikkeureonaeya” [Reach Mutually 
Beneficial Agreement after Examining National Interest Carefully], Jeollyeok Gyeongje, May 26, 
2013 u http://www.epetimes.com/news/quickViewArticleView.html?idxno=12935. See also 
Mark Holt, “U.S. and South Korean Cooperation in the World Energy Market: Major Policy 
Considerations,” Congressional Research Service, CRS Report for Congress, R41032, June 25, 2013. 

 19 South Korea worked assiduously to overcome the reputational damage of past transgressions, 
including from its secret nuclear weapons initiative in the 1970s and from safeguards violations for 
unreported plutonium separation in the 1980s and uranium enrichment experiments in 2000.
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technology considering its commitment to non-proliferation efforts and its 
growing nuclear power generation capacity.”20

The “legitimate rights” that South Korea wishes to exercise are contained 
in NPT Article 4, cited above. There is an ongoing debate about whether those 
rights are conditioned by language in that article stipulating conformity with 
Articles 1 and 2 of the treaty, which commit states not to develop or transfer 
nuclear weapons.21 Some states, such as Iran, argue that the treaty frames 
these rights as “inalienable” and that therefore no basis exists for proscribing 
them. Many Western states argue, on the other hand, that compliance with 
nonproliferation obligations is a condition of nuclear cooperation. ROK 
officials assert that South Korea meets all nonproliferation requirements and 
has an advanced nuclear trajectory that warrants the technology; thus, it 
should be able to pursue any technology within the scope of its rights.22 From 
this perspective, efforts by the United States to restrict South Korea’s nuclear 
activities are an infringement of its sovereignty. 

Status

Another aspect of peaceful nuclear sovereignty is South Korea’s desire 
to be recognized as an advanced nuclear state. In this regard, Korean experts 
often cite examples of U.S. cooperation with other advanced nuclear states, 
in particular Japan, to bolster their case for enrichment and reprocessing.23 
Currently, Japan is the only non–nuclear weapons state that has both the 
technical capability and international permission to operate a commercial 
spent fuel reprocessing program. Despite international concern about the 
proliferation risks of reprocessing, in 1987 the United States granted Japan 
permission to reprocess U.S.-obligated material (material that was transferred 
by the United States, has been processed in the United States, or has passed 
through U.S.-supplied nuclear equipment). That concession reflected the 
closeness of the U.S.-Japan alliance, Japan’s nonproliferation commitments, 

 20 Seongho Sheen, “Nuclear Sovereignty versus Nuclear Security: Renewing the ROK-U.S. Atomic 
Energy Agreement,” Korean Journal of Defense Analysis 23, no. 2 (2011): 275 u http://www.
brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2011/8/nuclear%20korea%20sheen/08_nuclear_
korea_sheen.pdf. 

 21 For contending arguments, see, for example, Daniel H. Joyner, Interpreting the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); and Christopher A. Ford, 
“Nuclear Technology Rights and Wrongs: The NPT, Article IV, and Nonproliferation,” in Reviewing 
the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, ed. Henry Sokolski (Carlisle: Strategic Studies Institute, 2010).

 22 “Gugik kkomkkomhi chekeu hohyejeok wonjaryeok hyeopjeong ikkeureonaeya.” See also Sheen, 
“Nuclear Sovereignty versus Nuclear Security.”

 23 See, for example, Sheen, “Nuclear Sovereignty versus Nuclear Security.”
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and the very advanced capabilities of its nuclear program. Indeed, some South 
Koreans have held up Japan’s nuclear program as the model to which they 
aspire. This comparison, given ongoing troubled political relations between 
South Korea and Japan and the potential for perceptions of U.S. favoritism, is 
particularly vexing for Washington.

It is worth noting, however, that to mitigate the sensitivity of reprocessing 
by Japan, the United States demanded highly intrusive safeguards for the 
Rokkasho reprocessing plant in order to enhance international confidence 
that Japan would not use the plant to produce plutonium for nuclear 
weapons.24 Since then, the United States has not granted another non–nuclear 
weapons state permission to reprocess U.S.-obligated nuclear material. 
(Washington has granted such permission to states possessing nuclear 
weapons, including most recently India, even though it is not a member 
of the NPT.) South Koreans cite the close U.S.-ROK alliance, the country’s 
nonproliferation credentials, and its advanced nuclear research program as 
reasons that it deserves a status equivalent to that of Japan.25 Korean scientists 
and officials in various ministries with nuclear responsibilities—the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs; the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy; and the 
Ministry of Science, ICT, and Future Planning—have a strong bureaucratic 
and international interest in such status, but to achieve it South Korea must 
be able to undertake the same range of sensitive activities. 

Autonomy

A final aspect of peaceful nuclear sovereignty is South Korea’s basic 
desire for greater autonomy in making decisions regarding its nuclear future. 
As with many other states in search of modernity and sources of energy, 
the ROK began its foray into nuclear research in the 1950s. Since then, it 
has invested considerable sums into research and development and retains 
substantial public support for advanced nuclear initiatives. In recent years, 
as many developed states have backed away from nuclear energy programs 
(often following major nuclear accidents), Korean leaders have remained 
consistent in their desire to move forward with South Korea’s nuclear energy 

 24 S.J. Johnson et al., “Development of the Safeguards Approach for the Rokkasho Reprocessing 
Plant,” IAEA, IAEA-SM-367/8/01, 1997 u http://www-pub.iaea.org/MTCD/publications/PDF/ss-
2001/PDF%20files/Session%208/Paper%208-01.pdf.

 25 Sheen, “Nuclear Sovereignty versus Nuclear Security.” See also Robert Einhorn, “U.S.-ROK Civil 
Nuclear Cooperation Agreement: Overcoming the Impasse” (speech to the Asan Institute for 
Policy Studies, Seoul, October 11, 2013) u http://www.brookings.edu/research/speeches/2013/10/
us-south-korea-civil-nuclear-cooperation-agreement-einhorn.
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program, including the development of pyroprocessing and fast reactors.26 
This plan appears to be a matter of consensus among the relevant communities 
involved, spanning not just the nuclear scientific community but also the 
Korean nuclear industry, several government ministries, and the mainstream 
political parties. 

Such decisions are not purely national ones, however; there are 
international and bilateral treaties and agreements that establish conditions, 
especially regarding sensitive nuclear activities such as enrichment and 
reprocessing. In this instance, because a majority of South Korea’s spent 
nuclear fuel carries U.S. nonproliferation obligations, by agreement Seoul 
must seek U.S. permission to reprocess that fuel, permission that Washington 
has thus far refused to grant. This creates a sense among South Korean nuclear 
experts that the United States possesses far too much leverage over the ROK’s 
nuclear research program and, ultimately, its nuclear future. Thus, for political 
and commercial reasons, as well as for pride presumably, South Koreans 
desire much greater autonomy in decision-making, freed from the thumb of 
U.S. nonproliferation policies. 

can nuclear activities be sovereign?

South Korea’s desire for peaceful nuclear sovereignty, given the context 
described above, is understandable. Nuclear power represents a major 
aspect of the ROK’s history, politics, and economy and remains central to its 
emergence as an advanced economy with robust technology and industry. But 
South Korea’s aspirations for greater autonomy in its nuclear program collide 
with established international regulations and practices for nuclear trade. 
National decisions on nuclear activities may be shaped in part by available 
resources, but more by constraints that have evolved from international 
negotiations since control of the atom arose on the international agenda in 
the late 1940s. Several different kinds of constraints exist, all of which bear on 
the extent to which states can exercise sovereignty over nuclear policy.

 26 Bong-Geun Jun. “U.S.-ROK Partnership for the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy and Non-
Proliferation” (paper prepared for the U.S.-ROK Cooperation for Global Nuclear Governance 
conference, Washington, D.C., November 16, 2012) u http://csis.org/files/attachments/121116_
session2_working_papers.pdf.
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Resources

There is a well-developed and functioning international market for 
uranium in various forms, from the uranium ore concentrate known as 
“yellow cake” to fabricated reactor fuel. South Korea does not have recoverable 
domestic uranium and thus relies on this international market—mainly 
Russia, Kazakhstan, Niger, Australia, and Canada—for the uranium product 
it converts and fabricates into reactor fuel. However, relatively few constraints 
built into the uranium market impinge on sovereignty; supply disruptions are 
virtually unknown except in extremis. Even so, without a domestic supply, 
South Korea must negotiate international contracts subject to conditions 
required by the exporting state.

Technology

South Korea does not currently possess the technology for commercial 
uranium enrichment. Transfers of these technologies from holders are 
relatively rare in modern nuclear commerce. In recent years, some states 
have evolved a practice to build “black box” enrichment facilities in third 
states. Under such arrangements, host states receive the enriched uranium 
product from the facility, but the underlying technology is shrouded and off 
limits to all but those authorized by the exporting state. Until now, however, 
these facilities have only been built in states that already have enrichment 
capability. South Korea possesses the industrial base to develop indigenous 
enrichment technology, but this path would be time-consuming and very 
costly. With a smoothly functioning market for enriched uranium, there is not 
a strong business case for indigenous development of enrichment technology, 
although there may be an economic justification if Seoul were able to convince 
an enrichment services provider to build a black box plant in South Korea. 

Reprocessing, on the other hand, is a matter of simple chemical 
extraction using solvents. There is no doubt that South Korea could 
build a functional small-scale reprocessing plant; however, building an 
industrial-scale plant equivalent to the size of Japan’s is a far more difficult 
feat of engineering. Instead, Seoul has chosen to pursue a more advanced but 
less proven process (pyroprocessing) that yields a product not immediately 
usable in nuclear weapons. The choice of this technology was driven mainly 
by U.S. proliferation concerns at a time when U.S. technical experts believed 
that this process could not be used to separate weapons-usable plutonium. 
However, a subsequent review by the U.S. Department of Energy determined 
that pyroprocessing is in fact a form of reprocessing and therefore falls 
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under enhanced restrictions in the U.S.-ROK nuclear agreement.27 Unlike 
with enrichment, no international market exists for reprocessing services. 
Constraints on developing this capability are therefore less technological 
and more based on conditions imposed by nuclear trading partners through 
bilateral cooperation agreements. 

Bilateral Agreements

Probably the heaviest constraints on sovereignty in nuclear affairs 
derive from commitments made in bilateral agreements, which levy a range 
of nonproliferation and other obligations on the use of nuclear material, 
technology, and equipment transferred under the agreements. Some of 
these assurances are simple, such as declaring that any nuclear material or 
equipment will only be used for peaceful purposes or agreeing that such 
items cannot be retransferred to another country without prior consent. 
Other conditions are more onerous. One restriction required by law in 
standard U.S. nuclear cooperation agreements is that recipient states must 
seek permission before they “alter in form or content” U.S.-obligated nuclear 
materials. In the case of South Korea, this leverage concentrates primarily 
on what the country may and may not do to spent fuel irradiated in reactors 
that contain U.S. technology or components. Before sending U.S.-obligated 
fuel through a pyroprocessing facility, Seoul would be required to secure 
advance consent from Washington, which is among the key sticking points 
in the ongoing negotiations.

As a nuclear supplier itself, South Korea also retains leverage over how 
its technology and components may be used by recipient states. For example, 
it is one of a few countries that possess an industrial capability to forge the 
very large and precise steel components that make up reactor pressure vessels. 
When supplying these components to reactors being built in other countries, 
South Korea stipulates conditions on the disposition of materials that pass 
through those reactors. A case in point is that South Korea manufactures 
some components for U.S. nuclear reactors currently under construction, 
meaning the United States can only use those reactors and Korean-obligated 
spent fuel per the terms of the bilateral nuclear cooperation agreement and 
not for any purpose related to the U.S. nuclear weapons program. These 

 27 Office of Nonproliferation and International Security, Department of Energy, “Draft 
Nonproliferation Impact Assessment Statement for the Global Nuclear Energy Partnership 
Programmatic Alternatives,” December 2008, 66–70 u http://nnsa.energy.gov/sites/default/files/
nnsa/inlinefiles/GNEP_NPIA.pdf.
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two-way commitments are a fact of life in the international nuclear market 
and are indeed an impingement on sovereignty. Although for South Korea 
these constraints do not stem solely from the United States, but rather from 
every country with which Seoul engages in nuclear trade, U.S. restrictions at 
this point appear to be most pressing. 

The International Regime

Bilateral cooperation agreements between states mandate certain 
nonproliferation practices and conditions, most of which are satisfied through 
adherence to various instruments of the international nonproliferation 
regime. International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards provide the 
primary means of monitoring that a state’s nuclear activities remain peaceful 
as mandated by NPT Article 3. By and large such safeguards agreements are 
standard, but in cases involving sensitive technologies such as enrichment 
and reprocessing, the IAEA tends to require a much more careful and 
intrusive approach to monitoring compliance, such as at Japan’s reprocessing 
facility, as noted above. Given the scope of Japanese nuclear activities and the 
requirement for enhanced transparency, the implementation of safeguards 
in Japan consumes some 16%, or roughly $27 million, of the total IAEA 
safeguards budget, second only to IAEA activities in Iran.28 Should South 
Korea eventually pursue such capabilities with permission from the United 
States and other foreign partners, it should expect to face similarly intrusive 
requirements to ensure transparency.

Between these four aspects of international nuclear commerce (resources, 
technology, bilateral agreements, and the international regime), states operate 
in a heavily regulated and constrained environment. Unlike other sources of 
energy, which may be produced and consumed with minimal international 
and even domestic regulation, use of nuclear energy is an inherently 
multinational enterprise. And given the implications of its potential misuse, 
including through accidents, terrorism, and the proliferation of nuclear 
weapons, there remains a strong international impetus to preserve stringent 
conditions on both how and by whom nuclear power may be utilized. In this 
sense, the peaceful nuclear sovereignty that South Korea seeks is a chimera.

 28 “The Safeguards Implementation Report for 2012: Report by the Director General,” IAEA, April 29, 
2013, 47.
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implications for u.s.-rok negotiations and beyond

Peaceful nuclear sovereignty is unattainable given the current realities of 
international nuclear commerce, a reality that many South Korean officials and 
experts understand. Thus, their appeals for peaceful nuclear sovereignty are 
better interpreted through a political lens, as a measure of national frustration 
over what many Koreans perceive as an unfair and unbalanced relationship 
with the United States. To be sure, the U.S.-ROK relationship remains 
complicated. For example, opinions in Seoul are strongly divided on the issue 
of the continued need for U.S. troops to be stationed in the southern half of 
the Korean Peninsula. Recent mass public protests over the Korea-U.S. Free 
Trade Agreement and the importation of U.S. beef reflect a sense that South 
Korea needs to become more independent of Washington’s interests. Discord 
over the terms of future nuclear cooperation is just the latest in a series of 
issues on which Koreans seek to emerge from the United States’ shadow. 

These sentiments, if not appreciated and handled carefully in Washington, 
portend a difficult immediate road ahead in nuclear negotiations and beyond. 
Reconciling divergent U.S. and South Korean objectives is tough enough, but 
it is impossible for the United States to satisfy the ROK’s desire for peaceful 
nuclear sovereignty because of the inherent tension between autonomy and the 
intrusive safeguards that accompany the use of sensitive nuclear technologies. 
Specifically, when non–nuclear weapons states such as South Korea seek to 
develop enrichment or reprocessing capabilities, the international community 
demands greater transparency and monitoring, not less. 

The politicization of U.S.-ROK nuclear negotiations by officials and 
commentators in Seoul and the binding together of multiple complex 
aspirations in slogans such as “peaceful nuclear sovereignty” have set South 
Korea up for disappointment. These aspirations are not attainable, for Seoul’s 
multiple objectives hold inherent contradictions. Thus, the wellspring of 
likely disappointment is the concept of peaceful nuclear sovereignty itself, 
not efforts by the United States or others to thwart South Korea’s ambition to 
realize sovereignty over its nuclear affairs. 

South Korea may be able to enhance the competitiveness of its nuclear 
industry and secure, to an extent, greater autonomy and energy security 
without pursuing enrichment and reprocessing. But this will come at the 
expense of its desire to be perceived as among the most advanced nuclear 
states and to exercise its legitimate nuclear rights. Conversely, should South 
Korea gain U.S. permission for enrichment and reprocessing, the country 
could achieve both status and rights, but at the expense of autonomy insofar as 
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such capabilities would require far more intrusive safeguards without offering 
a clear competitive benefit or increasing energy security. In this respect, the 
greater challenge for the Park Geun-hye administration may be negotiating 
among the bureaucratic and political interests that embody these aspirations 
in Seoul rather than negotiating with Washington.

Yet the peaceful nuclear sovereignty narrative in South Korea, which 
prioritizes the symbolism of the U.S.-ROK negotiations over the technical 
details, poses a major political problem for Washington. At a time when many 
South Koreans question the strength of the U.S. commitment to the ROK’s 
security, Washington’s rejection of Seoul’s proposed terms could represent a 
major blow to the alliance. It would augur poorly for future relations if a greater 
number of South Koreans perceive the United States as an impediment to 
both security and nuclear progress. Thus, U.S. negotiators need to understand 
the breadth of Korean interests and aspirations. Unfortunately, the narrow 
nuclear cooperation agreement is not the right instrument to address all of 
these issues, but there may be ways to wrap the agreement in the framework 
of, for example, a broader energy security pact that would avoid setting up the 
nuclear negotiation as a litmus test of the alliance. 

How Washington and Seoul resolve this issue has significant implications 
beyond the Korean Peninsula. In particular, the manner in which the United 
States and South Korea handle their negotiations over enrichment and 
reprocessing will likely be seen as a precedent for addressing the interests of 
non–nuclear weapons states that would like to pursue sensitive technologies 
as part of their nuclear programs. In this sense, peaceful nuclear sovereignty 
describes not just South Korean interests, but probably also those of Brazil, 
Vietnam, Turkey, and Iran, among others. Like South Korea, states such 
as these chafe at being denied cooperation in developing sensitive nuclear 
technologies, and some have pursued enrichment and reprocessing programs 
through clandestine means. Unlike South Korea, however, most of these 
states face constraints deriving from international technology control regimes 
rather than from terms imposed by a close ally. On this score, South Koreans 
watched very closely the United States’ negotiation of a nuclear cooperation 
agreement with Vietnam, as well as the ongoing multilateral diplomacy 
toward Iran over its nuclear program. Seoul will be particularly incensed if 
it perceives Washington as agreeing to more permissive terms with Iran than 
the United States is prepared to offer South Korea.

Treating these cases in an ad hoc way is problematic. Not only would 
a Korea-specific approach create more exceptions, but it also would 
further undermine the pursuit of universal adherence to nonproliferation 
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instruments. Interpretations of sovereignty in one case are likely to spill 
over to other cases, creating further tension between the growth of nuclear 
energy and nonproliferation efforts. For example, a nuclear agreement with 
Iran that satisfies Tehran’s self-declared right to operate enrichment facilities, 
regardless of the procurement methods of those facilities and Iran’s serial 
noncompliance with international rules, makes it much harder to argue to 
South Korea that it should not be able to operate enrichment or reprocessing 
facilities, whether purchased, transferred legally, or developed indigenously. 
Similarly, a U.S.-ROK agreement that permits reprocessing by South Korea 
will complicate efforts to prevent the spread and accumulation of stocks of 
plutonium around the world. Such a precedent opens unwelcome doors to 
potential nuclear hedging by a far greater number of states than simply those 
operating nuclear power plants today. 

Yet the reality is that more universal approaches to strengthening 
nonproliferation standards—such as U.S. efforts to prohibit the further 
spread of enrichment and reprocessing technologies—have failed. A majority 
of states, including many that are party to existing technology control 
mechanisms such as the Nuclear Suppliers Group, perceive such efforts as 
illegitimate. (No doubt, the U.S. push to exempt India from international 
nuclear trade restrictions at the same time that Washington advocated a 
ban on further transfers of enrichment and reprocessing was seen by many 
states as a double standard.) Furthermore, Iran’s argument that its uranium 
enrichment program is a legitimate exercise of its NPT rights has the support 
of many states that do not want to see their rights to peaceful nuclear energy 
abridged. Thus, managing the peaceful nuclear sovereignty aspirations of 
states like South Korea, and even Iran, necessarily requires creative approaches 
that reinforce existing rules and norms, rather than carve out new exceptions, 
and at the same time demand stronger practices for implementing the rules. 
In return, states wishing to utilize the most sensitive nuclear technologies for 
peaceful applications must be prepared to implement the best practices for 
transparency, security, and safety. 

conclusion

U.S. and South Korean negotiators will muddle through as they seek to 
agree to terms for long-term peaceful nuclear cooperation, but both parties 
must be willing to compromise. It is clear that Washington will be unable to 
satisfy all of Seoul’s demands, given the complex and conflicting motivations 
wrapped up in South Korean desires for peaceful nuclear sovereignty. In this 
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respect, President Park has the more difficult job of managing the complex 
interests of scientists at KAERI, bureaucrats in various ministries, nuclear 
industry executives, skeptical journalists, and fractious politicians, while 
explaining the agreement to the Korean public in terms that satisfy concerns 
about undue U.S. influence on South Korea’s energy future. By the same token, 
Washington most likely will not hold at bay indefinitely South Korea’s interest 
in reprocessing, even if pyroprocessing is not ultimately the solution to the 
country’s spent fuel problem.

The common ground on which Washington and Seoul can build 
consensus, perhaps ironically, is in their mutual and consistent support for 
a strong nonproliferation regime. Both sides have an interest in managing 
future nuclear cooperation in a manner that raises the bar for the security 
and safety of international peaceful nuclear energy practices, especially 
as related to potential sensitive fuel-cycle activities. In particular, they can 
conduct bilateral cooperation in a way that promotes stronger international 
norms in order to demonstrate that enhanced transparency and intrusiveness 
are necessary and legitimate handmaidens of work on technologies that 
carry proliferation risks. Bilateral cooperation on advanced monitoring 
and verification technologies applied to facilities in South Korea thus may 
not only raise confidence in the ROK’s nonproliferation bona fides but 
also contribute to stronger international practices. Although South Korea’s 
search for sovereignty in its nuclear activities conflicts with the realities of 
international nuclear commerce, a partnership with the United States along 
these lines can facilitate the country’s desire to be a leader in nuclear energy 
and nonproliferation. 



John H. Gill

Marvin G. Weinbaum

Hasan Askari Rizvi

Aqil Shah

T.V. Paul

C. Christine Fair

asia policy, number 19 (january 2015), 137–82
• http://asiapolicy .nbr .org •

© The National Bureau of Asian Research, Seattle, Washington

book review roundtable

Recent Books on Civil-Military Relations in Pakistan

Aqil Shah’s
The Army and Democracy: Military Politics in Pakistan

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2014
ISBN: 978-0-67-472893-6 (hardcover)

T.V. Paul’s
The Warrior State: Pakistan in the Contemporary World

New York: Oxford University Press, 2014
ISBN: 978-0-19-932223-7 (hardcover)

C. Christine Fair’s
Fighting to the End: The Pakistan Army’s Way of War

New York: Oxford University Press, 2014
ISBN: 978-0-19-989270-9 (hardcover)



[ 138 ]

asia policy

Getting beyond Opacity: New Light on Pakistan’s Enigmatic Army

John H. Gill

T he Pakistan Army is one of the largest ground forces in the 
contemporary world. It is also arguably one of the most important 

military institutions in Asia and the neighboring Persian Gulf region. 
Factors contributing to the Pakistan Army’s significance include its role in 
the near-term future of Afghanistan and in the stability of Pakistan itself, 
its long history of conflict with India, its predominant position in Pakistan’s 
premier national intelligence agency, and its management of Pakistan’s 
nuclear arsenal. The Pakistan Army has also been the deciding voice in 
the country’s most sensitive foreign relations, has ruled Pakistan for more 
than half of the country’s existence, and has been the most powerful actor 
on the domestic political scene even when a general has not been serving 
as president. Yet despite its importance, this army remains largely opaque, 
little studied, and poorly understood, even within Pakistan. 

A key reason for our limited knowledge is the wall of secrecy that the army 
assiduously maintains to protect its image. The near-total absence of archival 
material is one result of the army’s information policies. Hard data is rare and 
researchers are left to sift through interviews, personal experiences, and the 
military’s limited range of publications in search of deeper understanding. 
Despite these daunting research challenges, a growing number of scholars 
have attempted to penetrate the army’s armor in recent years. The three works 
under consideration here are valuable additions to this encouraging trend at 
both the theoretical and empirical levels.1

Although all three draw heavily on Pakistan’s history, these are 
not military histories per se. Rather they are analyses of the army as an 
institution and its interaction with the Pakistani state, society, and foreign 
policy, especially with regard to India, Afghanistan, the United States, 
and, to a lesser degree, China. Several key features are worth noting at the 
outset. First, all three authors place their analyses in helpfully explanatory 

 1 For a review essay of other books on the Pakistan Army, see my article “Glimpses Inside Pakistan’s 
Elusive Army,” Journal of Military History 77, no. 1 (2013): 294–98.
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theoretical frameworks. T.V. Paul takes an international relations 
approach to examine Pakistan as a “warrior state” with a “Hobbesian, 
hyper-realpolitik” worldview and suffering a “geographic curse” analogous 
to the “resource curse” that distorts development in other parts of the 
world. He contrasts Pakistan’s status with that of “war-making” European 
countries and erstwhile military-ruled Asian and African states that he sees 
as benefiting from the global economy and moving toward democracy or at 
least some form of greater political inclusion. While Paul asks why Pakistan 
has remained on a garrison state trajectory when other states have changed 
course, C. Christine Fair interrogates the Pakistan Army’s publications to 
explicate the state’s persistently “revisionist” behavior. “Revisionism,” in 
her terminology, goes well beyond the territorial dispute over Kashmir to 
embrace a far more ambitious goal of “holding India back” to maintain 
some kind of permanent parity with its much larger neighbor. She thus 
argues that Pakistan’s “revisionism” is driven more by ideology than 
security and asks why Pakistan has continued on this path when its efforts 
over the past six decades have yielded only negative consequences for its 
own fortunes. Aqil Shah’s analysis is more focused on Pakistan’s domestic 
political structure, probing the army’s tenacious dominance of state power 
when many other countries have moved away from authoritarian military 
regimes over the past two decades. 

The theoretical frameworks these authors have selected allow them to 
offer comprehensive and fresh assessments of Pakistan and its armed forces. 
Their analyses are buttressed by utilization of untapped source material. 
All three draw on interviews and standard secondary works, but Fair and 
Shah in particular exploit essays, monographs, and magazines published by 
the Pakistani military. Fully cognizant of the limitations of these writings, 
both authors are judicious in using this body of literature to extract new 
insights and describe the army’s institutional attitudes and preferences. 
Theirs is thus a new and most welcome avenue of approach to penetrating 
the obscurity surrounding Pakistan’s military. 

The individual virtues of these books are too numerous to detail in a 
brief review, but a number of policy-relevant commonalities emerge when we 
consider these fine works in the aggregate. The importance of the ideological 
component that is central to Fair’s analysis, for instance, also features 
in Paul’s book. While Paul observes that states with “extreme ideological 
or realpolitik goals have not fared well” (p. 3), Fair contends that the 
Pakistani military, and thus the state, is not a traditional “security-seeking” 
international actor as is usually assumed. Rather, its policies are propelled 
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by an ideology founded on an existential, civilizational, and apparently 
interminable struggle with India (pp. 4–7). Frustrating India can thus 
become a goal in and of itself. Viewed through this lens, more or better 
weapons from outside sources or explicit external security guarantees will 
not satisfy Pakistan; indeed, such actions by other powers only contribute 
to sustaining dangerous Pakistani behavior. This concern is closely 
related to another commonality between Fair and Paul: what they see as 
Pakistan’s enduring quest for strategic parity with India. “Parity,” in this 
case, is not confined to military terms of tanks, ships, planes, and warheads 
but embraces a larger spectrum of status on the international stage and 
“nondiscriminatory” treatment by outside actors, among other objectives.2 
Indeed, Fair argues that the Pakistan Army defines success or victory as the 
ability to preclude India’s “regional ascendancy” (p. 279), while Paul points 
to the obvious discrepancy between ends and means in this quest (p. 157).

There are also important commonalities among these books on the 
domestic front. Both Shah and Fair, for example, stress the development and 
consequences of the army’s dominance of civilian institutions. Shah cites 
what he calls the army’s tutelary beliefs and norms, its paternalistic attitudes, 
and the lingering drag of the inherited viceregal system as “democratically 
corrosive” (p. 49), underwriting the prevalence of authoritarian rule and 
the steady erosion of civilian institutions. On a related note, Shah, Paul, 
and Fair all comment on the persistence of British-era notions of “martial 
races” in the Pakistan Army. These residual assumptions not only color the 
military’s views of its own population as a source of recruits; they also often 
function as a filter for interpreting the outside world, especially by applying 
a negative tint to India and Afghanistan as possible foes.

Finally, all three authors agree on two broad points. First, they are 
sharply critical of U.S. policy vis-à-vis Pakistan. All see U.S. policies as 
tolerating or permitting dangerous and self-destructive behavior by Pakistan 
and its armed forces. In Fair’s view, for example, U.S. largesse or naiveté 
not only enables but encourages Pakistan to avoid confronting its multiple 
domestic problems (e.g., the dismal economy) and to play a destabilizing 
spoiler role regionally (p. 281). Second, all three grimly conclude that the 
prospects for favorable changes in the trajectory of Pakistan’s internal 
development or external behavior are small. Shah is especially detailed in 
his discussion of what would need to change to induce a significant shift in 

 2 See also Aparna Pande, Explaining Pakistan’s Foreign Policy: Escaping India (Abingdon: Routledge, 2011).
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Pakistan’s future evolution, but none of the authors express any hope that 
such dramatic changes are likely in the near to medium term.

There are, of course, several areas that would have benefited from 
somewhat more explicit investigation. The army’s obsession with image 
is one. In what ways does this influence its domestic and international 
behavior? Fair alludes to this phenomenon in her work, but more specific 
analysis would have been illuminating.3 Similarly, Paul mentions the value 
the Pakistan Army attaches to “tying down India,” but this notion could 
be expanded with additional analysis.4 The argument could be made, 
for example, that Kashmir is an issue not only for emotive and historical 
reasons, but also because it serves what one might term “instrumental” 
purposes. That is, if Pakistani leaders are genuinely convinced that India 
is intent on Pakistan’s destruction (as Fair argues), and if they truly 
believe that India has committed up to 800,000 “troops” in the disputed 
region (as stated in an October 2014 newspaper editorial), then the outside 
observer could conclude that militancy and terrorism in Kashmir serve an 
instrumental purpose in nailing the Indian Army in place.5 An otherwise 
supposedly inevitable attack is thus forestalled. 

As for the individual books, it would have been interesting to see 
Fair and Paul examine how the Pakistan Army defines concepts such as 
“friends” and “interests” in the international context. Fair approaches this 
in her review of the army’s hagiographic treatment of China as compared 
with the generally vitriolic rhetoric reserved for the United States, and 
Paul touches on this issue when he depicts Pakistan as viewing the world 
through a Hobbesian prism. But it would have been enlightening if they 
had carried this line of thinking a few steps further. Shah, on the other 
hand, may be too critical of the army in some of its recent interactions with 
the civilian elements of the state. The former chief of staff of the Pakistan 
army, General Ashfaq Kayani, for one, allegedly tried but failed to elicit 
strategic guidance from the civilian leadership. Having cleared and held 
zones of militancy such as Swat, the army may also legitimately complain 
that civilian authorities are conspicuous by their absence when the time 
comes for the military to withdraw. Furthermore, the army is the object of 

 3 See A.R. Siddiqi, The Military in Pakistan: Image and Reality (Lahore: Vanguard, 1996).
 4 For instance, citing the former chief of the Pakistan Army, General Aslam Beg, Paul touches on the 

notion of the Indian Army being overcommitted in Kashmir (p. 111), but he does not elaborate on 
this important nuance.

 5 “The Million March,” News International (Pakistan), October 28, 2014. In addition to exaggerating 
overall numbers, such figures conflate police and paramilitary forces with regular army units and 
thus misrepresent the Indian Army’s involvement.
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urgent importunities by groups across the political spectrum whenever a 
domestic crisis arises. For example, Shah might have explicitly addressed 
the thorny issues associated with the army’s role—if any—when elected 
officials undermine the political system through corruption, ineptitude, or 
megalomaniac behavior. Breaking out of this destructive cycle requires civil 
as well as military vision and steadfastness.

These lacunae and desiderata notwithstanding, all three works are 
excellent additions to the growing scholarship on Pakistan and its army. 
Policy-relevant and academically rigorous, thoughtful and readable, they 
can be recommended highly for decision-makers, staffers, and analysts in 
the policy, security, and intelligence communities. They will be especially 
valuable for diplomats and military officers assigned to serve in Pakistan or 
with Pakistani armed forces.
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The Normative Underpinnings of Pakistan’s Military

Marvin G. Weinbaum

T he number of books devoted to the study of Pakistan’s military 
continues to grow, and with good reason. Any understanding of 

Pakistan’s foreign and security policy begins with an appreciation of the role 
played by the country’s premier political institution, the army. The volumes 
by C. Christine Fair, T.V. Paul, and Aqil Shah add richly to the literature on 
the army and militarism in Pakistan. As in other studies, the preoccupation 
of Pakistan’s military with the perceived threat of India looms large in the 
authors’ analyses. The adversarial nature of civil-military relations and the 
military’s mercurial relations with the United States are also familiar themes. 
These three books stand apart, however, in the weight given to strategic 
culture in forming attitudes and behavior within Pakistan’s military. Fair 
finds the army’s ideology and mentality necessary for explaining the biases 
in Pakistan’s foreign policy. Shah focuses on those beliefs and mindsets in 
the army that lead to its repeated interventions against civilian authority. 
Paul shows how the military’s thinking, particularly about India, has 
prevented the country from emerging as a development-oriented state and 
has instead turned it into a garrison state. 

While employing a similar normative approach, the books frame their 
analyses around different leading questions. Fair asks why after almost 
seven decades Pakistan has been unable to accommodate itself to India’s 
regional preeminence and has stayed committed to a revisionist foreign 
policy regarding Kashmir, despite the detrimental consequences. She finds 
the answer in Pakistan’s apprehensions about its larger neighbor that are 
driven more by ideology than security. It is a military fixed on an image of 
India as an aggressive power whose aim is to dominate Pakistan and the 
South Asian region. Fair describes a military that uses Pakistan’s founding 
national ideology, Islam, to unify the country against India’s supposed 
existential threat. 

Paul is most concerned about why Pakistan has remained a security 
state and has failed to move toward becoming a sustainable democracy. 
After explaining the historical and sociological reasons behind this 
failure, he argues that in large part what perpetuates military dominance 
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is war preparation that has siphoned off the country’s scarce resources and 
distracted its citizens from demanding economic and social reforms. Paul 
points to the state’s execution of U.S regional strategic objectives in return 
for aid as having disincentivized the political elite from taking the route to 
sustainable economic growth and political reform. 

Shah explores why the military has repeatedly intervened in the 
country’s political affairs. Drawing on historical evidence, he traces 
the expansion of authoritarianism to nation-building problems and 
the conception of members of the army’s higher officer corps about 
the appropriate institutional role of the military in national security, 
governance, and democracy. Shah finds that the perceived security threat 
from India, coupled with ethnic and linguistic cleavages during Pakistan’s 
formative years, led to the military’s rapid modernization and development 
at the cost of economic growth and civil-institution building. Periods of 
instability under civilian rule strengthened the army’s belief in itself as the 
protector of the state against external threats, ethnic fragmentation, and 
incompetent and corrupt politicians.

In the best sense, these are academic books. They ground their analyses 
solidly within the political science literature and international relations 
theory. All three books provide deep historical context and single out the 
importance of political events in the shaping of the military’s frame of 
mind. Largely free of jargon, they are written for both a well-informed 
and general readership. Methodologically, there are commonalities. Fair 
and Shah are particularly interested in what the military says about itself 
as recorded in its own publications and through interviews. Both authors 
use these materials effectively to illustrate their conclusions. Shah and 
particularly Paul draw instructive comparisons with other states that 
have had greater success in the transition away from military supremacy 
toward the consolidation of democracy. 

The three authors describe the frequently close collaboration of the 
military with Islamic extremist groups. Paul discusses the role of Islam 
in shaping the Pakistani elites’ mindsets and identifies the attachment to 
radical Islamic thinking among many military officers. Fair notes the 
infiltration of the army by Islamic militants and discusses how the army 
has sought to use Islam to create unity both within its ranks and within 
society. In Shah’s concern with the proper balance between the military and 
civil authority, he observes that their relationship affects not only Pakistan’s 
custodial responsibilities for nuclear weapons but also how it addresses 
extremist groups. 
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Yet none of the books cast much light on the interactions between the 
military and extremist groups. Curiously missing is any discussion about 
how those values and beliefs associated with Islamic groups may have 
contributed to forming the military’s thinking, including policies toward 
India, Afghanistan, and the West. Nor do any of the authors examine closely 
how the normative biases of the military may help explain its differential 
policies toward these extremist groups, both those that collaborate with the 
state and those that oppose it. 

In other areas, much of the time Paul conflates the military and 
political-bureaucratic elites and thus fails to recognize the divergence 
of their interests. Elsewhere he asserts that U.S. policymakers have never 
seen a democratic Pakistan as feasible or desirable, when it would be more 
accurate to say that the United States’ security interests during the Cold 
War and since September 11 have dictated that it work with the military 
and not prioritize democracy. Also, Paul vastly overstates the aspirations 
of Pakistan’s Pashtuns for the creation of an independent state. And his 
assertions that the Pakistani Taliban have at one point held 30% of the 
country (p. 63) or that Barelvis constitute only 15% of the population (p. 130) 
are open to challenge.

Fair highlights the military’s acting as a revisionist institution. But 
while that may accurately portray its foreign-policy agenda, domestically 
it is very much a status quo institution. More attention might have been 
devoted to how the two orientations directly reinforce each other. Fair 
also might have given greater consideration to how the military’s strategic 
thinking in an era of numerous media outlets and social media is influenced 
by the very public attitudes it has contributed to forming. Although Fair 
provides an extended discussion of Pakistan’s pursuit of strategic depth, 
she too readily dismisses Shuja Nawaz’s contention that Pakistan’s policy 
elite’s views on strategic depth have evolved (see p. 134). The military’s years 
of trying to manage the Afghan Taliban and before them the mujahideen 
parties have made it far more aware of the limits of its ability to shape 
outcomes in Afghanistan. Military planners cannot view the prospect of 
a victorious Taliban in the same way as in the 1990s, when Pakistan did 
not have an Islamic insurgency of its own to worry about. While there 
are undoubtedly elements of Pakistan’s intelligence services still intent on 
trying to implant a compliant Afghanistan regime, the strategic thinking 
among most policymakers seems mainly to ensure that future regimes in 
Kabul will not be unfriendly and deeply dependent on India. 
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All the authors discuss the potential for reform. They describe a state 
that in its struggle to achieve national unity and security has from the outset 
subordinated society’s needs to security and retarded economic and political 
development. Each recognizes how the army through repeated coups and 
periods of rule is responsible for deepening Pakistan’s structural problems 
and has impeded efforts to reach solutions through political and especially 
democratic processes. None of the authors foresee a sharp break from those 
underlying norms, particularly regarding India, that form so much of 
Pakistan’s strategic culture and that create, in Paul’s terms, a warrior state. 
Nor do any expect to witness far-reaching domestic reforms or an improved 
view within the military of Pakistan’s political class anytime soon. 

Yet Paul does not entirely rule out progress toward reform. Looking 
comparatively, he points out that some states have managed to maintain 
a high but not excessive level of military preparation while also providing 
increased public goods for their citizens. Shah recognizes the possibility that 
an elected government through performance that meets public expectations 
might in time weaken the military’s ascendance. He alone among the 
authors has specific recommendations for reforms in civil-military relations 
that would strengthen civilian control over the armed forces. Fair, clearly 
the least optimistic, sees no way to escape the military’s grip.

These are outstanding books that complement one another. Taken 
together, they offer an exceptional in-depth look into the psyche of Pakistan’s 
military. The three authors provide a fuller understanding of those values 
and beliefs that contribute to explaining the military’s obsession with India, 
its long ambivalence about political extremism, and its regular interventions 
in civilian affairs. Above all, the authors have demonstrated the pervasive 
influence of the military’s strategic culture in the formation of so many of 
contemporary Pakistan’s aspirations as well as problems. 
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The Military and Pakistan’s Political and Security Disposition

Hasan Askari Rizvi

T he military is the most formidable political player in Pakistan. The 
long years of direct and indirect rule have given enough experience 

and confidence to the military to overshadow core political institutions 
and processes even when it stays in the barracks. It retains professional 
skills, organizational capacity, discipline, and determination to set aside 
civilian processes through direct intervention. However, the military’s 
preference since 2008 is for exercising political clout from the sidelines for 
reasons beyond the scope of this review essay. This has given some space 
to civilian leadership to function in a relatively autonomous manner. 
The military periodically builds pressure on the civilian government by 
publicly disagreeing on policy matters, encouraging the political opposition 
to become more active, forcing a change in civilian political power 
arrangements, or exercising strong influence in the policy areas of its choice. 

Pakistan’s drift from a civilian political system to a military-dominated 
political order and the implications of this change for the Pakistani state 
and society, as well as for the country’s foreign and security policies, have 
drawn the attention of academics and political analysts. Four factors 
explain this interest: Pakistan’s perennial conflicts with India, its active 
cooperation with the United States and conservative Arab states to build 
up Afghan-Islamic resistance against the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 
(1979–89), Pakistan’s role in the U.S.-led war against terrorism, and its use 
of Islamic militant groups as an instrument of foreign policy. 

The three books under review—The Army and Democracy: Military 
Politics in Pakistan by Aqil Shah, Fighting to the End: The Pakistan Army’s 
Way of War by C. Christine Fair, and The Warrior State: Pakistan in the 
Contemporary World by T.V. Paul—are the latest additions to the literature 
on Pakistan. All three books show a strong focus on the Pakistani military 
as a state institution, its ascendancy to power, its dominance of internal 
political and societal processes, and the formulation of Pakistan’s security 
and foreign policy profile. 

Aqil Shah has contributed the most current and comprehensive study 
to the literature on civil-military relations in Pakistan. The Army and 
Democracy combines an analysis of hard historical data with a consideration 
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of the major theoretical formulations about different facets of civil-military 
relations and the experiences of several developing countries. This approach 
enables Shah to assess the dynamics of the Pakistani military’s ascendancy 
to power, the problems of different military regimes, the means by which 
these regimes seek to craft political systems that ensure the continuity 
of the military’s tutelary role, and the impact of military dominance on 
Pakistan’s internal political choices, foreign policy, and security disposition 
over the years. 

Shah also examines the gradual degeneration and decay of political and 
societal processes in Pakistan. He identifies the country’s perceived security 
threats, the inability of civilian and military regimes to ensure meaningful 
political participation and socioeconomic equity for different ethnic and 
regional groups, and the unnecessary delay in the framing of a democratic 
constitutional political order as the main causes of this downward trend. 
Shah discusses how the Zia and Musharraf regimes strengthened the 
military’s tutelary role and also analyzes the interaction between various 
civilian rulers and the top military brass. 

While acknowledging the explanations given by other writers for the 
Pakistani military’s rise to power and expanded role in civilian sectors, 
Shah focuses on the mindset, orientations, and disposition of the military 
officers as the principal causes. The critical factor in his view is how the 
officers articulate their role and self-image as well as their perception of 
civilian leaders and political processes. According to Shah, officers learn 
all this through their education, training, and service socialization. He 
argues that the key issue is whether “they perceive democratic institutions 
as inherently or as conditionally legitimate” (p. 8). His response is that the 
training curricula, professional journals, and socialization of the military in 
Pakistan reinforce the guardian and tutelary role of the officers and create a 
negative view of civilian politics. 

In order to understand the critical role of the military’s mindset, it 
would have been helpful for Shah to compare the formation of the Pakistani 
military’s mentality with similar processes in the countries where the 
military accepts the primacy of democratic politics. A comparison with 
India, for example, would have been especially useful. The military has a 
strong tendency to sustain its privileged position once it tastes political 
power and entrenches itself in civilian sectors. There is hardly any chance 
of the military voluntarily accepting civilian primacy unless the political 
and societal dynamics and security considerations force military leaders to 
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review their disposition or change their strategies for holding on to their 
expanded role. 

C. Christine Fair’s Fighting to the End is another comprehensive 
study of the Pakistani army. It breaks new ground in its analysis of 
how the army constructs and sustains Pakistan’s security profile and 
marginalizes the civilian political leadership. No writer has so far made 
such an extensive use of Pakistani military publications like the Army 
Journal, Hilal, and various issues of the Green Book, in addition to the 
courses of study and reports on security issues prepared by officers at the 
military training institutions. Fighting to the End draws on these articles 
and commentaries to understand the army’s worldview, especially its 
perceptions of security challenges and how to cope with them. A number 
of security notions entertained by the military have also been traced back 
to these publications. These include Pakistan’s strategic culture, threats 
from India and Afghanistan, the use of nonstate Islamic militants as an 
instrument of foreign and security policies, and strategic depth, which has 
multiple meanings and is often raised in the context of Pakistan’s security 
interaction with Afghanistan. All this is discussed against the backdrop 
of an overview of Pakistan’s independence movement, the partition of 
British India in 1947, the division of the British Indian military between 
the independent states of India and Pakistan, and the Kashmir issue. Fair’s 
basic argument is that Pakistan’s worldview and strategic culture impel the 
army to threaten India, adopt an interventionist approach in Afghanistan, 
and pursue a dual-track policy toward the United States. She maintains 
that Pakistan’s confrontation with India is “more ideological than security 
driven” and that Pakistan does not simply want to grab Kashmir but also 
wants to “undermine India’s position in the region and beyond” (p. 4). As 
a result, Fair advises the international community, especially the United 
States, not to adopt a policy of appeasement toward Pakistan because this 
would not stop the army from its “revisionist pursuits.” 

Whether Pakistan is a “persistent revisionist,” as argued by Fair, or a 
country seeking autonomy of action in India-dominated South Asia is a 
matter of interpretation. Further, with the introduction of nuclear weapons 
in South Asia in 1998, one wonders if the notion of strategic depth is relevant 
for Pakistan’s security today. 

The Pakistani state and its military identified with Islam from the 
beginning because Pakistan’s establishment was a product of a new 
nationalism that challenged the secular, one-nation nationalism of the 
Congress Party. As an alternative nationalism, Pakistan’s founders argued 
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that the Muslims of British India were a separate nation. It is thus not 
surprising that Pakistan’s civilian and military institutions invoked Islam 
in the post-independence period. Islam and Islamic history and wars have 
been integral to the military’s educational system from the beginning. 
However, it was only during General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq’s military 
regime (1977–88) that the military in general and the army in particular 
employed Islamic orthodoxy and adopted militancy as an instrument of 
foreign and security policy. The legacy of these years spilled over to the 
later period.

T.V. Paul’s The Warrior State is another scholarly study of Pakistan 
that will evoke much academic interest. It describes the army and the 
military-dominated intelligence agencies as the main culprits for Pakistan’s 
domestic failures and its aggressive profile at the regional and global levels. 
Paul maintains that Pakistan engages in a conflictual relationship and war 
with India, attempts to bring Afghanistan under its orbit, and misleads the 
United States on countering terrorism. 

Focusing primarily on Pakistan’s foreign policy and security 
disposition, the book can be described as belonging to the academic 
discourse on the present and the future of Pakistan. Some academics and 
political analysts, though recognizing the pitfalls in the country’s handling 
of foreign policy and security affairs, maintain that Pakistan continues to 
be a resilient state and has an inherent capacity to bounce back. Others 
describe Pakistan as a failed or failing state that is not likely to overcome its 
internal and external problems. Paul’s analysis in The Warrior State falls in 
the latter category. He appears to have adopted the position that Pakistan is 
a case of conspicuous failure with little or no hope for salvaging itself, even 
if the international community continues to provide economic assistance 
or some of the problems with India are resolved. Paul describes Pakistan in 
variously negative terms, including as a garrison state, a warrior state, and 
a paranoid and dysfunctional state that is at war with itself in its domestic 
context and engages in territorial conflicts and wars with other states, 
especially its neighbors. With respect to the latter description, he notes 
that Pakistan fields nonstate militant Islamic warriors as an instrument to 
advance its foreign policy agenda.

Paul uses political theory, historical data going back to the establishment 
of Pakistan and the post-independence security developments, and 
comparative data for several Asian and African countries to strengthen 
his argument that Pakistan is incapable of transforming itself into a proper 
democracy and development-oriented state. In this regard, The Warrior 



[ 151 ]

book review roundtable • civil-military relations in pakistan

State projects an alarmist view, creating a strong impression that the author 
has a predetermined view of Pakistan and interprets the data and history to 
provide an intellectual basis to his argument. The book hardly discusses any 
factor in the context of bilateral India-Pakistan relations, regional politics, 
or global affairs that could cause insecurity in Pakistan or adversely affect 
its interests. 

Fair and Paul both describe Pakistan’s revisionism and warrior 
disposition as threats to peace and stability at the regional and global levels. 
A diametrically opposite perspective, however, is articulated by a number 
of Pakistani political leaders and analysts with strong politically far-right 
and Islamist orientations. They argue that India and the United States want 
to undermine Pakistan because it is an Islamic state that possesses nuclear 
weapons, and they blame Pakistan’s current problems on external factors. 
Perhaps the reality lies somewhere between these two extreme views.
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The Greedy Warrior State

Aqil Shah

T here has been a spate of books on Pakistan and its military in 
recent years. Of these, T.V. Paul’s The Warrior State: Pakistan in the 

Contemporary World and C. Christine Fair’s Fighting to the End: The 
Pakistan Army’s Way of War stand out for their originality, theoretical 
elegance, and, especially in the latter case, empirical depth. Both authors 
deal with different, if related, aspects of the Pakistani state’s anachronistic 
national security policies, which are defined by a gross mismatch between 
its capabilities and revisionist strategic goals vis-à-vis archrival India. 
Similarly, both stress the important role of elite strategic ideas or culture in 
shaping state security preferences. But whereas Paul locates the structural 
source of the country’s maladies in its geopolitical location, Fair casts her 
analytical gaze at the military institutional level. 

In the persuasive Warrior State, Paul seeks to explain why Pakistan 
remains an economically underdeveloped garrison state when former 
military-ruled states in Asia and Africa have embraced democracy and 
reaped the dividends of free trade and globalization (p. 2). The main culprits 
in his story are Pakistan’s civilian and military elites. According to Paul, 
the ruling elite had both the motive (or what he calls a “hyper-realpolitik” 
ideology with a religious bent) and the opportunity (the territorial rivalry 
with India) to pursue a ruinous military-first approach to security at the cost 
of social and economic development, enabled by U.S. geostrategic rents that 
obviated the Pakistani military’s need to pursue democracy or development 
(pp. 3, 5, 18, 28). 

While these factors are well-known, Paul’s key contribution lies in his 
thoughtful application of important social science theories to the Pakistani 
case. First, he draws on Charles Tilly’s “war-making as state-making” thesis, 
namely the argument that the needs of warfighting forced Western European 
elites in the seventeenth century to strengthen the state’s extractive capacity 
to raise standing armies. Hence, fighting other states should spur domestic 
development in other contexts as well. But when applied to the Pakistani 
context, warfare and national consolidation have been conflicting rather 
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than complementary logics. As Paul rightly observes, the country’s heavy 
investment in the military for over six decades has brought neither security 
nor prosperity. This paradoxical outcome leads him to infer that excessive 
war-making efforts can induce political and economic stagnation in 
developing contexts by diverting scarce resources from social welfare to 
defense (p. 2, 15, 157, 188–89). Citing the examples of the East Asian tigers 
South Korea and Taiwan, Paul contends that states can still harness the 
salutary effects of war on national development only if elites can “control 
or compartmentalize” it to achieve rapid economic growth (pp. 15, 175–80). 
Ultimately, and given the right strategic environment and resources, what 
matters most is whether elites are pragmatic or dogmatic. Unfortunately, in 
Paul’s view, Pakistan’s elites have been “devoid of prudence” (p. 3) and a 
“developmental outlook” (p. 5). Hence, they have opted for the unrestrained 
pursuit of narrow militarized security resulting in state weakness and 
economic decay (p. 15). 

The book dismisses the conventional wisdom that the threat from India 
independently explains Pakistan’s evolution into a garrison state. Instead, 
the author claims that the “policy choice to respond militarily was largely 
Pakistan’s own” (p. 4). After all, as he reminds us, countries like Taiwan 
and South Korea faced “similar conflict situations,” but they never became 
obsessed with security and their elite adopted developmental state policies. 
Similarly, from his comparison of Pakistan with Turkey, Indonesia, and Egypt, 
Paul concludes that even Muslim-majority “national security” states have 
overcome the warrior urge because of smart choices by elites (pp. 152–75).

Here, claims in The Warrior State are contestable on several grounds. 
One, both South Korea and Taiwan enjoyed varying degrees of external 
security guarantees from the United States, so they had a better chance of 
prioritizing economics over warfare. Two, and unlike ethnically divided 
Pakistan, both South Korea and Taiwan were also homogenous societies, 
which ultimately facilitated their transitions to democracy by insulating 
them from the potential challenge of peacefully accommodating ethnic 
diversity. Finally, neither Turkey nor Indonesia was even half as insecure 
as Pakistan, and their main security threats were internal. Hence, as Paul 
himself concedes, neither had the need to overspend on defense or develop 
the tools, such as the use of nonstate actors, needed to fight a much stronger 
external enemy (p. 165). 

Second, he attributes Pakistan’s thwarted development to its geographic 
location, which has put a “geostrategic curse” on the country (pp. 3, 15, 
21–22, 33). According to the book, this strategic curse works much like 
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the well-known curse of natural resources. In return for serving (and at 
times undermining) U.S. security interests, Pakistan’s elites have enjoyed 
access to strategic rents, which has discouraged them from expanding the 
state’s extractive capacity to achieve the economic strength required for 
maintaining the security competition with India (pp. 18–23). 

This “rentier” thesis has much going for it but leaves one question 
unanswered: why did Pakistan not reform itself when the strategic rents 
dried up—for example, in 1965–80 and 1990–2001? Paul alludes to the 
path-dependent nature of ideas (p. 23), so it is reasonable to infer that even 
in the absence of U.S. military aid, Pakistani elites continued to harbor their 
hyper-realpolitik strategic assumptions. However, it is not clear where these 
assumptions come from, or how they stick. On closer analysis, it appears 
more plausible that once Pakistan’s founding fathers adopted a warrior state 
strategy in response to structural insecurity at the outset of independence, 
these Hobbesian beliefs developed a life of their own, especially because the 
powerful military institution internalized them. 

Military beliefs and culture are where Fair also focuses her compelling 
argument in Fighting to the End. She is puzzled by Pakistan’s persistent 
attempts to overturn the territorial status quo in Kashmir despite repeated 
failure in 1948, 1965, and 1999. No less baffling is the military’s continuing 
reliance on violent nonstate actors (under the cover of nuclear weapons) 
to sustain the rivalry with India, a strategy that has eroded Pakistan’s 
international standing, left it diplomatically isolated, and even posed a 
threat to its own survival as a state (pp. 227–32, 243–51).

This enduring revisionism leads Fair to wonder whether Pakistan really 
is a normal, security-seeking state. Realist international relations theory 
posits that all modern states are rational actors primarily concerned with 
achieving physical security. Rationality demands that states abandon or 
change policies that fail to achieve their objectives. Hence, the book argues 
that Pakistan may be what Charles Glaser calls a “purely greedy state,” 
which can never be satisfied with the status quo and will always try to 
aggrandize more territory or spread its ideology (pp. 4–5, 282). According 
to Fair, this greedy behavior endures primarily because the Pakistani 
military sees the conflict with India in “civilizational” terms and thus has 
never interpreted losing a war as defeat. Instead, victory means the ability to 
continue “fighting to the end” (p. 7). 

What are the organizational sources of this strategy? Fair painstakingly 
combs through the Pakistani military’s underutilized professional journals 
and publications over the last six decades to argue that its main driver is 
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military strategic culture—or taken-for-granted and shared conceptions of 
Pakistan’s external environment—which influences how the organization 
interprets the threats from India and Afghanistan and the instruments 
it has developed to tackle them (pp. 5–7, 34–38, 243). She convincingly 
traces the origins of this culture to the military’s formative experience 
and accumulated memory of perceived Indian perfidy during and after 
the partition of British India (pp. 40–65), and tracks its evolution and 
transmission over time. What emerges is a professional discourse replete 
with self-serving falsehoods and historical distortions, in which “Hindu” 
India is depicted as an implacable enemy and the army as the sole bulwark 
for protecting Pakistan’s physical and ideological frontiers (pp. 88–102; 
on the army’s perceptions of India as the malicious foe, see pp. 154–86). 
The Pakistani military’s recalcitrant conflict behavior is a damning 
confirmation of Fair’s thesis and provides strong evidence that norms are 
path dependent and difficult to change once they become ingrained in 
institutional structures. 

What does this mean for the United States, India, and the international 
community? Fighting to the End contends that appeasing Pakistan by giving 
it security guarantees or other concessions is unlikely to work because the 
Pakistani military’s revisionism is driven by ideology rather than material 
insecurity (p. 282). Hence, the best the United States and its allies can do 
is to decide how to contain the threat of Islamist militancy and terrorism 
emanating from Pakistan (pp. 281–82). 

How might Pakistan’s sticky strategic culture change? Fair is 
pessimistic about the prospects of any significant alterations as long as 
the military continues to view the conflict with India through a strictly 
ideological lens. She does consider several potential endogenous and 
exogenous game changers in the book’s penultimate chapter. For example, 
drawing on her earlier work with Shuja Nawaz, Fair argues that changes in 
the geographic distribution of the officer corps mean that the army is now 
recruiting officers with a different worldview from that of their seniors 
who came from select districts of the Punjab province (pp. 269–74). The 
salutary effect of broad-based recruitment on military attitudes faces one 
formidable obstacle, though: the military’s capacity to socialize recruits into 
institutionally sanctioned norms and ideas by creating a break with the past. 

Fair is even less hopeful that political change, such as a successful 
democratization, can make a difference. In her view, an ossified strategic 
culture, based on erroneous assumptions, permeates the national narrative, 
is inserted into the education system and civil society, is not rational or 
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empirical, and remains resistant to amelioration (see p. 11 and p. 21). The 
implication is that even if the military were weaned away from dominating 
politics and strategic policy, civilian politicians would be unlikely to 
challenge the generals’ strategic assumptions because they have “thoroughly 
acquiesced to this reality” (p. 21; see also p. 265).

However, Fair seems to discount the role of political learning on elite 
attitudes and behavior. As the case of Brazil and other Latin American 
countries demonstrates, the experience of authoritarian government can 
unite political elite against military praetorianism and electoral competition 
can create incentives for them to erode the military’s undue political and 
strategic influence. Pakistan’s most recent transition from authoritarian rule 
in 2007–8 has revealed that major political parties like the Pakistan Peoples 
Party (PPP) and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) have learned 
their lessons from exile, incarceration, and repression under authoritarian 
rule and appear strongly committed to the democratic process. In May 2013, 
Pakistan broke its seemingly permanent curse of zero democratic turnover 
of power from one full-term elected government to another when the PPP 
government completed its five-year tenure and Nawaz Sharif ’s opposition 
PML-N won the parliamentary elections to form a new government. As Fair 
herself admits, this successful transition was made possible in good part by 
Sharif ’s ability to resist the temptation of knocking on the garrison’s door 
to unseat the PPP government (p. 265). In addition, his decision to allow 
and pursue the trial of former president General Pervez Musharraf for 
treason under Article 6 of Pakistan’s constitution will likely act as a further 
deterrent to military coups. 

On the India front, Pakistan’s politicians do not necessarily share the 
military’s pessimistic view of India as a source of unremitting hostility. In 
fact, Sharif and Benazir Bhutto (especially in her first term from 1988 to 
1990) sought to mend fences with New Delhi at significant political risk. 
For instance, Sharif ’s peace overture to India in 1999 irked Musharraf, then 
the army chief, who tried to scuttle it by sending troops into the Kargil 
sector of Indian Kashmir and ultimately overthrew Sharif in October of 
that year. To the military’s chagrin, Sharif has sought to normalize trade 
with India since assuming power in 2013. Moreover, in three of Pakistan’s 
four provinces—Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Sindh, and Baluchistan—the 
Kashmir issue is hardly a vote winner. And the fact that the PML-N’s 
main base of support is in Punjab, Pakistan’s largest and electorally most 
significant province, shows clearly that resolving the conflict with India 
has a sizable domestic constituency. The military still has influential allies 
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among political parties (e.g., Imran Khan’s Tehreek-e-Insaf) and civil 
society (e.g., the media), which it can use to browbeat governments that it 
considers soft on India. But if the PPP, the PML-N, and other parties remain 
united around the goal of maintaining democracy, Pakistan’s civil-military 
imbalance could shift in favor of the civilians, thereby increasing the 
likelihood that the country may forgo its revisionism and learn to live 
peacefully with India. 

These minor flaws and disagreements aside, both The Warrior State and 
Fighting to the End are compelling in their own right. Both books should be 
standard reading for scholars and policymakers interested in understanding 
the India-Pakistan rivalry and the Pakistani military, as well as political 
development, terrorism, and security studies more broadly.
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Culture or Structure? Understanding the Complexities of Pakistan

T.V. Paul

I n recent years, Pakistan has received a fair amount of attention largely 
from journalists, think tank analysts, and a handful of writers from the 

scholarly community. After neglecting the paradoxes of this country for 
several decades, Western scholars have finally started to look at it more 
seriously. I suspect the reluctance to do hard-nosed analysis of Pakistan 
was probably due to its pivotal role for the United States during the Cold 
War and, since September 11, in the U.S.-led war on terrorism. Despite 
academic freedom, Western scholars often implicitly follow the lead of 
their governments on such countries of strategic value. Liberal scholars 
also often tend to see Pakistan’s struggles as imposed on it, blaming the 
lack of a solution to the Kashmir problem as the number one impediment 
to Pakistan’s proper democratic transformation. Political correctness 
is a big challenge here. Pakistan’s military and diplomatic communities 
have shown extraordinary dexterity in covering up their pet geopolitical 
projects in order to bargain for continued military and economic aid from 
the West and international financial institutions without undertaking 
necessary reforms. However, as U.S. policy toward India and Pakistan 
underwent some major changes in recent years, it now is easier to publish 
critical work on Pakistan. Washington no longer hyphenates the two 
and has started to give India the status of a rising major power. The 
“double games” that the Pakistani military has been playing in the war 
on terrorism have also created a sense in Washington that “enough is 
enough” in propping up Pakistan’s military elite. 

Fighting to the End: The Pakistan Army’s Way of War by C. Christine Fair 
and The Army and Democracy: Military Politics in Pakistan by Aqil Shah offer 
useful pathways to understanding the Pakistani army’s societal dominance 
and its persistent organizational and cultural pathologies. They follow 
works by Stephen Cohen (The Idea of Pakistan, 2004), Husain Haqqani 
(Pakistan: Between Mosque and Military, 2005), and Shuja Nawaz (Crossed 
Swords: Pakistan, Its Army, and the Wars Within, 2008). Fair is more direct 
and critical of the Pakistani army, using the lens of a strategic culture 
approach. The key to understanding Pakistan’s behavior, her book claims, 
lies in strategic culture, which encompasses “the collectivity of its corporate 

t.v. paul  is the James McGill Professor of International Relations in the Department of Political 
Science at McGill University in Montreal, Canada. He can be reached at <t.paul@mcgill.ca>.
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beliefs, values, and norms as well as the accumulating weight of its historical 
experiences” (p. 5). Fair argues that Pakistan’s apprehensions about India 
are driven more by ideology than security. This ideology is founded on 
an idea of undermining India’s dominant position within South Asia and 
beyond. Such behavior exhibits the traits of a “greedy state,” to paraphrase 
Charles Glaser, and it is unlikely to be placated by territorial revisions alone. 
The Pakistani army is defending not just territory but an ideological frontier 
founded on Islam. And this strategic culture is the basis for understanding 
the behavior of Pakistan toward India and Afghanistan, as well as its 
domestic politics, including the army’s domination over civilians on matters 
of foreign and defense policy. 

Fighting to the End argues that Pakistan’s revisionism toward India 
needs to be understood beyond Kashmir. I agree with Fair on this point. 
It is naive to believe that somehow solving the Kashmir problem according 
to the established position of Pakistan will reduce the army’s role in 
the country. Let us look at the two solutions Pakistanis and Pakistan 
sympathizers talk about for Kashmir: independence and India ceding 
Kashmir to Pakistan. In the first instance, an independent Kashmir is likely 
to become a theater of intense violence (similar to Afghanistan) between 
Pakistan and India, and perhaps China, because of its strategic location. 
Over time, the Kashmiri liberation movements have become theocratic, 
and therein lies the problem. The substantial Hindu and Buddhist 
minorities are unlikely to be accommodated in such a new country. 
The jihadists waiting on Pakistan’s side will not let this hypothetically 
independent country become democratic, secular, or tolerant of minority 
groups. If India’s border post moves down to the precarious Punjab terrain, 
India will have to actively defend this border, preemptively or preventively. 
An emboldened Pakistani army will claim that it needs, more than ever, 
to strengthen its position vis-à-vis India and protect its ally, Kashmir. 
The option of Kashmir’s accession to Pakistan is likely to play out in a 
similar fashion. India will find the Pakistani army on the border some 
four hundred miles from New Delhi, the traditional invasion route for the 
conquerors of the subcontinent for several millennia. The Pakistani army’s 
grand ambitions vis-à-vis India will increase, and there is no guarantee 
that its societal role will diminish in such a scenario. None of this is to 
sympathize with India’s often high-handed policy in Kashmir or Pakistan’s 
continuous policy of fomenting troubles with insurgents. The focus here is 
on the likely persistence of the Pakistani army’s dominant societal status 
even if the Kashmir problem were solved in Pakistan’s favor. 
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Fair is correct in arguing that the struggle by Pakistan is not about 
territory per se but about strategic parity with India. She does not use the 
term “status competition,” but that is the correct problem here. Because 
of cultural myths inherited over the years, the Pakistani army sees India 
now as a status-equivalent power, and earlier as a status-inferior state. The 
propping up of Pakistan by the great powers, especially the United States 
and China, has encouraged this exaggerated view. Pakistan acquired 
nuclear weapons to develop this equal status. Now that the great powers are 
changing their tune, the Pakistani military is in a very difficult situation. Its 
revisionist behavioral pathologies are likely to persist because it sees no end 
in sight for India’s increasing global and regional status. 

Fair’s book has many strengths. Its detailed citations, interview 
materials, and references to internal army publications are all useful. 
However, often one gets a sense that Fair is more interested in the trees than 
the forest. Fighting to the End bogs down in details without linking them 
properly to the larger argument it advances in the first few chapters. The book 
discusses international relations theory occasionally, but some concepts, 
such as “reckless realism,” are not explicated sufficiently. What is laudable, 
however, is Fair’s willingness, as someone who used to be sympathetic to 
many of the activities of the Pakistani military, to reconsider her views upon 
seeing the facts differently. More such daring works are needed if Pakistan is 
to ever get out of the rut that it has been stuck in for so long. 

Shah’s The Army and Democracy: Military Politics in Pakistan offers 
a rich and comprehensive analysis of the evolution of Pakistan’s military 
and its continued control over the body politic, making it impossible for 
the country to emerge as a proper democracy. Shah presents some new 
materials by locating Pakistani military writings and conducting interviews 
with generals, which offer insight into their worldviews. Over nine chapters, 
he narrates the story of how the army became the most important societal 
actor in Pakistan and exposes the reasons for this continued dominance, 
contrasting this history with that of neighboring India and a large number 
of erstwhile military-ruled states that became proper democracies in the 
past three decades. The book provides detailed analysis of pivotal moments 
when the military strengthened its position. 

While I see much merit in The Army and Democracy, a few drawbacks 
need to be addressed. The book is more in the category of a rich narrative 
than a theoretical study of why Pakistan is the way it is. Shah does not offer 
a compelling causal mechanism for Pakistan’s predicament other than 
highlighting the India threat and the original sin of the unfulfilled promises 
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of partition. He needed to explain how accurate this threat perception has 
been rather than accepting at face value the almost paranoid assessments 
that Pakistani generals make of the India threat (many of which he quotes). 
From the discussion, it appears that the India threat is a convenient excuse 
for some larger reasons for a military to behave this way, as many countries 
facing existential threats from their neighbors have become developmental 
states and proper democracies after periods of military rule. South Korea 
and Taiwan are good examples. 

The book also neglects the strategic and civilizational parity that the 
military elite has been seeking with India, a neighbor some seven to eight 
times as large according to most measures of material power. If the threat 
perception is largely based on size, then India’s disintegration or complete 
weakening is the only condition that will make Pakistan secure. All the 
other factors the military talks about—such as India fomenting internal 
conflict in Pakistan or supporting Afghanistan’s development—are 
exaggerated arguments often mirroring what Pakistan does toward India. 
All major wars, except partially the war of 1971, and a majority of crises 
in this dyad have been initiated by Pakistan, and this itself shows who the 
revisionist party is here. India’s strategy (arguably even with the Cold Start 
doctrine of faster and concentrated mobilization in the event of a major 
terrorist attack by Islamist groups supported by Pakistan) is reactive and 
defensive inasmuch as the onus of first strike often rests with Pakistan. 

Shah also dismisses class structure as an explanation for the military’s 
dominance of Pakistani society. Most works on democratic development 
treat the class structure of a country as key to democratic transition and 
consolidation. Pakistan’s main challenge has been the absence of a powerful 
and progressive middle, or labor, class willing to defend democracy and 
push for change. The collaboration between the landed aristocracy and the 
military has created the worst form of hybrid governance and economic 
organization for a country in the modern world. Without land reforms, 
Pakistan is unlikely to generate a viable middle class. Without proper 
education, especially liberal education, the middle class is unlikely to 
become progressive. The military keeps playing double games to extract as 
much money as possible from the great powers and friendly states, and its 
dependence on these resources to satisfy its own corporatist interests has 
generated a geostrategic curse on Pakistan (which I describe in my book The 
Warrior State). Egypt is the closest parallel to Pakistan one can find in the 
contemporary world, although Cairo has not used terrorism as a weapon to 
achieve its goals. 
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Finally, both books are long and could have been limited to 
two hundred pages. The Army and Democracy is at times repetitive, and 
the last few chapters provide narrations that are common knowledge 
by now. The book would have benefited from introducing theories of 
development in comparative politics, international relations literature, and 
especially political psychology to offer a more comprehensive explanation. 
Yet despite those limitations, both The Army and Democracy and Fighting 
to the End add to our understanding of a highly complex country and are 
welcome additions to the growing literature on the multifaceted challenges 
confronting Pakistan. 
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Pakistan’s Army: Running and Ruining a Country

C. Christine Fair

T .V. Paul, a professor of international relations at McGill university, and 
Aqil Shah, a long-time scholar of democratization in Pakistan, have 

written two very different but ultimately complementary accounts of the 
Pakistan Army—The Warrior State: Pakistan in the Contemporary World 
and The Army and Democracy: Military Politics in Pakistan, respectively. 
Both books describe Pakistan’s long-standing security competition 
with India and exposit the primary means through which Pakistan has 
sought to impose its will on India: a reliance on Islamist proxies, an 
ever-expanding nuclear arsenal, and alliances with countries like the 
United States, China, and Saudi Arabia, among others. Whereas Paul 
focuses on the policies pursued by the military and their sequelae, Shah 
focuses on how the institution of the army came to dominate the Pakistani 
state. Whereas Paul places the blame for Pakistan’s development largely on 
the United States, Shah holds the army accountable for its ruinous role in 
the troubled state.

The Warrior State examines the roles of war and war-making in the 
development of Pakistan in particular and several other historical and 
contemporary nation-states in Europe and Asia. Paul finds that although 
the experiences of many countries suggest that war-making helped 
spur national development and consolidation, Pakistan’s own trajectory 
has been an outlier. Despite pursuing militarized security for some 
six decades, Pakistan is insecure and politically fragmented. The book 
describes how Pakistan’s political elite pursued militarized security at the 
expense of the country’s political, human, and economic development. 
Oddly, for the most part, Pakistan’s citizenry has supported these policies 
and has rallied around the army’s incessant warmongering and selfish 
claims on the state’s budget. 

Paul argues that great-power patrons such as the United States—and 
to a lesser degree China—have played a preeminent role in undermining 
Pakistan’s development, security, and ultimately stability. These patrons 
discouraged the Pakistani elite from forging state policies that would 
enhance social, economic, and political development and incentivized 

c. christine fair  is an Assistant Professor at Georgetown University and co-editor of Asia Policy. 
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them to instead pursue geopolitical goals and a narrow strategy of military 
security based on hyper-realpolitik assumptions. In doing so, these elites 
have neglected other potential national goals and, in turn, have undermined 
the state’s very viability. In summary, Paul contends that because of the 
interests of great powers, Pakistan’s political elites have “had both the 
motive and the opportunity to pursue such policies” (p. 3). Like Ayesha 
Siddiqa and Husain Haqqani before him, Paul puts forward the argument 
that Pakistan is a rentier state that has lived “off the rents provided by its 
external benefactors for supporting their particular geostrategic goals” 
(p. 18). He further argues that Pakistan’s alliance with the United States 
through the Mutual Defense Pact of 1954, the Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization (SEATO), and the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO) 
was “the beginning of the geostrategic curse” (p. 117). The Warrior State’s 
overarching argument is important and compelling. The book’s logical 
conclusion is that the United States and China are responsible for a large 
share of the burden for enabling the recklessness of this crisis-prone state. 

Yet this argument is not without some important problems. First, Paul 
implies that the United States sucked Pakistan into its alliance strategy. 
With India being unwilling to join hands with the United States, the latter 
was “desperately looking for strategic partners in Asia-Pacific…. Sensing a 
major opportunity, the Pakistani elite began discussions with Washington 
and in 1954 they struck an alliance” (pp. 116–17). At times, the book implies 
that the United States was predatory in its approach to cultivate Pakistan 
as a partner. However, until the mid-1950s, Washington was disinterested 
in South Asia and was generally content to let the United Kingdom take 
the lead in the region. In the early years after Pakistan’s independence, 
General Ayub Khan and Prime Minister Liaquat Ali Khan repeatedly 
made overtures to the United States to ally with Pakistan, noting Pakistan’s 
strategic utility, yet their appeals were rebuffed by Washington. Only after 
the onset of the Korean War did Washington become interested in the 
“northern tier” defense concept discussed by Paul.1 

In fact, Pakistan was very keen to offer its strategic utility to 
Washington, which is illustrated by its extensive lobbying efforts to join 

 1 The northern tier defense concept, which gave rise to CENTO, was modeled after the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). CENTO was formed in 1955 and included Turkey, Iran, 
Iraq, Pakistan, and the United Kingdom. The United States was not a member but had observer 
status. (Iraq withdrew from the organization in 1958.) SEATO was formed in 1955 and included 
Australia, France, New Zealand, Pakistan, the Philippines, Thailand, the United Kingdom, and 
the United States. These three treaty organizations together formed a band of countries to prevent 
Soviet expansion. The eastern-most partner of NATO was Turkey, which was also included in 
CENTO. Pakistan in turn linked SEATO to the alliance system.
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SEATO. Contrary to Paul’s account, the U.S. Department of Defense 
initially opposed Pakistani membership in SEATO, correctly assessing that 
Pakistan’s inclusion would drive away other Asian states. Washington’s 
apprehensions were justified: ultimately Thailand and the Philippines were 
the only other Asian states willing to join. Pakistan was adamant in joining 
in the hopes that membership would provide some protection to East 
Pakistan (now Bangladesh). In fact, Pakistan’s foreign secretary Zafarullah 
Khan attended the SEATO organizational meeting in Manila in 1954 with 
the aim of obtaining a security guarantee against all acts of aggression, 
even though SEATO—like CENTO—specifically addressed threats from 
Communist states. U.S. secretary of state John Foster Dulles, fearing that 
the United States or SEATO would become enmeshed in Pakistan’s security 
competition with India, outright refused Khan’s overtures and further 
explicitly declared that SEATO defense guarantees would apply only to 
Communist aggression.2 Failing to secure absolute security guarantees, 
Khan was supposed to seek further instruction from his ministry. However, 
he signed the treaty without consultation, contending that Pakistan’s 
interests would not be served by backing out after lobbying vigorously to be 
included. Pakistan’s cabinet ratified the treaty in early 1955. 

The Warrior State makes a similarly misleading claim with regard to 
the Soviet-Afghan conflict when it states the “United States played the most 
significant role in turning Pakistan into a pivotal front-line state in the war 
against the Soviet Union” (p. 119). Pakistan had in fact formulated its jihad 
strategy in Afghanistan as early as 1974 under Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto. The 
targets of its complaints with Afghanistan were numerous: Afghanistan’s 
initial vote against Pakistan’s inclusion in the United Nations, enduring 
irredentist claims on significant swathes of land in Baluchistan, refusal 
to recognize the Durand Line as the border between the countries, and 
episodic military assaults on Pakistan’s border. When Mohammad Daoud 
Khan ousted the Afghan king, Zahir Shah, and began a Moscow-supported 
policy of modernization, Afghanistan’s Islamists resisted. As Daoud began 
a campaign of repression, they began to flee into Pakistan and Iran. Bhutto 
directed the Inter-Services Intelligence’s Afghan cell to begin organizing the 
Islamist resistance. By the time the Russians crossed the Amu Darya river on 

 2 There are several accounts of this, including, inter alia, Husain Haqqani, Magnificent Delusions: 
Pakistan, the United States, and an Epic History of Misunderstanding (New York: PublicAffairs, 
2013); Dennis Kux, The United States and Pakistan, 1947–2000: Disenchanted Allies (Washington, 
D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2001); and Robert J. McMahon, The Cold War on the 
Periphery: The United States, India, and Pakistan (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994).
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Christmas Day in 1979, Pakistan had already formed the major mujahideen 
groups. The Soviet invasion afforded previously rebuffed Pakistan the 
opportunity to draw the United States—along with Saudi Arabia—into its 
policy of manipulating affairs in Afghanistan. 

Overall, however, Paul’s account is compelling, these largely historical 
quibbles notwithstanding, and should provoke the United States to reflect 
more closely on the negative consequences of its engagements with Pakistan. 

In a different vein, Shah’s book, The Army and Democracy, focuses on 
successive institutional decisions by the Pakistan Army itself. If in Paul’s 
account, the army is an object of great-power maneuvers, in Shah’s account 
it is the agent of its own evolution. Whereas Paul wants to inform a larger 
discussion about the conditions under which war-making contributes to 
state development, Shah aims to contribute the expansive literature on civil-
military relations. Taking Pakistan as his primary case, Shah focuses on 
the senior officer corps of the Pakistan Army and their “shared ideological 
framework about the military’s role, status, and behavior in relation to a 
state and society” (p. 9). He contends that these “shared values affect how 
these officers perceive and respond to civilian governmental decisions, 
policies, and political crises” (p. 9). Shah hopes that by understanding better 
these shared values, we can better “assess how the military’s particular 
conceptions of professionalism shape its involvement in politics” (p. 9).

Both authors agree that Pakistan’s rivalry with India profoundly 
shaped the worldview of the Pakistan Army, informed its approach to 
securing Pakistan, and influenced the trajectory of civil-military relations. 
Shah notes that this rivalry “spurred the militarization of the Pakistani 
state in the early years and thus provided the context in which the generals 
could increase their influence in domestic politics and national security 
policy” (p. 13). Civilians acquiesced and diverted resources to the military, 
while abdicating oversight, as the twin efforts of state-building and 
survival appeared ever more synonymous with the war effort. The Army 
and Democracy traces out the opportunity structures that Pakistan’s army 
created and exploited to foist itself increasingly to the center of the state.

Shah’s inquiry complements that of Paul. Both scholars seek to explain 
why Pakistan remains insecure despite pursuing security-oriented policies. 
Shah, like Paul, identifies puzzles in the extant literature. For example, 
conventional wisdom and recent political science scholarship suggest that 
that “external security threats result in civilian supremacy over the military” 
(p. 9). By that logic, Pakistan’s long-standing enmities with India and even 
Afghanistan should have ensured civilian dominance over the army. Shah 
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argues that these threat-based understandings of the relationship between 
the soldier and the state omit a critical intervening variable: national unity. 
He concludes that external threats will produce civilian dominance over the 
military only when there is domestic cohesion—something which has long 
eluded Pakistan. 

The Army and Democracy concludes by putting forward a series of 
policies that, over time, may help Pakistan’s civilians “guard the guardians.” 
Shah envisions this process encompassing two phases: transition and 
consolidation. In the former phase, the primary objective is “to reduce 
the military’s capacity to intervene in politics and keep the democratic 
process functioning” (p. 263). The latter is accomplished by “consolidating 
democratic supremacy through strengthening the administrative capacity 
of the [Ministry of Defence], parliamentary oversight...and the redefinition 
of military missions and professionalism” to render them compatible 
with democratic governance (p. 263). Transitioning Pakistan from 
authoritarianism to democracy has potential implications for the state’s 
belligerence toward India; after all, the scholarly literature suggests that 
two democratic states rarely wage war against each other. Shah, however, 
is realistic about the prospects for such a transition in any near-term time 
horizon. 

Policymakers, particularly in the United States, would do well to 
contemplate Shah’s suggestions and consider how U.S. policies may support 
a democratic transition in Pakistan. At the same time, U.S. policymakers 
must evaluate the significant challenges posed by Paul, who is surely correct 
when he alleges that the United States—perhaps more than any other 
state—has aided and abetted the most pernicious policies of the Pakistan 
Army, even while spending enormous resources to contain the same. 
In short, South Asian security analysts should take on board the largely 
complementary arguments marshalled by both of these authors.
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Author’s Response:  
Military Influence and the Reality of Politics in Pakistan

Aqil Shah

I am thankful to all the reviewers for their incisive and helpful comments 
on my book The Army and Democracy: Military Politics in Pakistan. 

Most have raised intriguing questions and issues for me to ponder in future 
research on the topic. Let me respond to some important points raised by 
the reviewers. 

In their thoughtful reviews, Christine Fair and Marvin Weinbaum 
illuminate the theoretical, empirical, and policy angles of my research. On 
the policy front, I second Fair’s conclusion that the United States would 
do well to consistently support a democratic transition in Pakistan rather 
than putting all of its eggs in the basket of the military, which has been the 
default and misguided U.S. policy since the early 1950s. By enabling and 
empowering the generals vis-à-vis the political parties and civil society, this 
policy has had negative consequences (to put it mildly) both for Pakistan’s 
internal politics and, as Fair ably documents in her book, for regional and 
international security. 

Weinbaum points to an important omission in my work that is 
also common to the other two books under review: namely the lack of 
discussion of the interaction between the military and extremists and of its 
consequences for shaping the ideological beliefs that may underlie Pakistan’s 
national security policies toward India, Afghanistan, and the United States. 
In defense, I would like to note that the primary focus of my book is the 
domestic political impact of the military’s tutelary organizational beliefs, 
even though these are linked to and often rationalized in the context of 
perceived external insecurity. 

In his review, John Gill suggests that my book does not pay sufficient 
attention to the role of “civilian” actors in civil-military relations. He 
correctly notes that politicians share the blame for the military’s intervention 
in politics because of their incompetence, corruption, or complicity. I also 
accept his point that Pakistan’s chances of breaking out of its authoritarian 
trap are contingent on both civilian and military choices. However, in 

aqil shah  is a Visiting Assistant Professor in the Department of Government at Dartmouth 
College. Starting in fall 2015, he will be the Wick Cary Assistant Professor of South Asian Politics 
in the Department of International Studies at the University of Oklahoma. He can be reached at  
<aqil.shah@dartmouth.edu>.
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my humble opinion, analyzing the weakness of democratic institutions, 
norms, and practices in Pakistan as a product of politicians’ ostensible 
venality is an equally inadequate approach because it fails to account 
for the real possibility that these nonmilitary factors are endogenous to 
military influence. Moreover, I wrote my book precisely with the goal of 
understanding the role of the military in politics from the perspective of 
the officer corps, an aspect largely ignored in the literature on civil-military 
relations in Pakistan and even beyond (with a few notable exceptions).1 To 
be convincing, any story of military politics has to take into account the 
military’s characteristic institutional features that shape its responses to 
specific political and security stimuli. In particular, its members’ shared 
interpretations of their appropriate role in the polity do this by making 
some choices appear more plausible than others in a given situation. 

Gill also suggests that I am too critical of the army’s relationship with 
the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) government. He cites two examples to 
prove civilian dereliction of duty: the PPP leadership’s alleged inability to 
provide General Ashfaq Parvez Kayani with “strategic advice” and civilian 
failure in taking over the reins of administration from the army once it had 
cleared Swat of militants. For one, I find it hard to believe that Kayani ever 
seriously solicited the PPP leadership’s advice on strategic issues, given that 
he and his fellow generals believed that civilian politicians were ill-educated, 
that they had the “wrong attitude,” that they “had not read basic defense 
policy documents,” that they lacked a “reading culture,” and that “even 
[their] thought process was non-existent.”2 Besides, the militarized nature 
of Pakistani foreign policy, which typically excludes or ignores politicians’ 
input or direction, has led to these politicians’ pragmatic accommodation of 
the military’s views to avoid conflict or the loss of power. Second, sections 
of the civilian leadership have been shortsighted, self-interested, and 
often negligent in performing their basic job of providing a semblance of 
public order in places like Swat. However, it is important to acknowledge 
that Pakistan’s civilian administrations do not have the requisite capacity 
to carry out this task. This is in part because the military has steadily 

 1 See, for instance, Alfred Stepan, “The New Professionalism of Internal Warfare and Military Role 
Expansion,” in Arguing Comparative Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 23–38; 
J. Samuel Fitch, The Armed Forces and Democracy in Latin America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1996), 61–105; and Brian D. Taylor, Politics and the Russian Army: Civil-Military 
Relations, 1689–2000 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003).

 2 Ahmed Shuja Pasha, cited in the Abbottabad Commission, Abbottabad Inquiry Commission Report 
(Islamabad, January 2013), 203, available at Al Jazeera u http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/
spotlight/binladenfiles/2013/07/201378143927822246.html.
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encroached on civilian functions such as law enforcement, intelligence 
gathering, and in some cases (such as Benazir Bhutto’s assassination) even 
criminal investigations and has impaired the development of administrative 
capacity and autonomy. In this situation, the default, if democratically 
corrosive, response of an insecure and weak civilian government is again to 
pass the buck to the army (as is evident in the recent institution of special 
military courts to try terrorism cases). 

I am humbled by the praise from Hasan Askari Rizvi, the author of 
the first authoritative social science monograph on the Pakistan military’s 
political role, of my book as the “most current and comprehensive study” 
of civil-military relations in Pakistan based on hard data and “major 
theoretical formulations about different facets of civil-military relations 
in developing countries.” I concur with his suggestion that my analysis 
would have been richer if I had compared the formation and persistence 
of Pakistani military attitudes with those in civilian-dominated states like 
India. Hopefully, I can in time carry out a comparative study of military 
attitudes in both consolidated democratic and authoritarian contexts. 

T.V. Paul’s review of my book makes three main points. First, he 
dismissively claims that my work is not theoretical but merely historical. 
Leaving aside the hubris inherent in the outright rejection of historical 
narrative as inferior to deductive theory, my book does in fact take a 
theoretically driven approach to explain military politics in Pakistan. In 
tracing the origins, evolution, and persistence of the Pakistan military’s 
political interventions and dominance, I draw on insights from the 
literature on military politics and sociological institutionalism and 
use social science concepts such as organizational norms and path 
dependency. As acknowledged by one of the leading scholars of comparative 
civil-military relations, Zoltan Barany at the University of Texas–Austin,3 my 
book also makes a vital theoretical contribution by highlighting a missing 
variable—national unity—that links divergent threat-based theories of 
civilian control (namely, the Lasswellian proposition that threats empower 
and politicize the military and the Andreskian argument that threats 
depoliticize the soldiers by creating national unity and focusing the military 
on external warfighting).4 Using the case of Pakistan, I show that the prior 

 3 See Barany’s endorsement on the dust jacket of my book. 
 4 See Harold D. Lasswell, “The Garrison State,” American Journal of Sociology 46, no. 4 (1941): 455–68; 

Stanislav Andreski, Military Organization and Society, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 1968); and 
Michael C. Desch, Civilian Control of the Military: The Changing Security Environment (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997). 
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level of national cohesion and consensus on the enemy mediates the “rally 
around the flag effect” of military threats. Hence, external threats can either 
unify or fracture polities, depending on the existing level of “we-ness.” 

Second, and surprisingly, Paul contends that my argument lacks a 
causal mechanism connecting the perceived security threat from India to 
the military’s behavior. Yet I clearly demonstrate that the primary causal 
mechanism at work in my explanation is the “logic of appropriateness” 
(see pp. 7–9). Simply put, military organizations make sense of their external 
environment and respond to perceived threats in the ways they consider 
most appropriate. Paul’s review goes on to claim that I accept the Pakistan 
military’s “paranoid” threat assessments at face value. Any social science 
researcher’s job is to interpret evidence, not impute intentions to political 
actors. My assessment of Pakistani threat perceptions in the formative 
decade following independence is based on declassified government 
documents that show clearly that the country’s civilian and military 
elite (which as Weinbaum points out, Paul lumps together) importantly 
perceived an existential threat from India and their response was to 
prepare for imminent war (see pp. 61–63 of The Army and Democracy). As 
sociologist Lewis Coser put it, “If men define a threat as real, although there 
may be little or nothing in reality to justify this belief, the threat is real in 
its consequences.”5 Hence, whether these leaders were paranoid is beside 
the point. What matters is that this perception shaped their choices at the 
time, which affected Pakistan’s political trajectory. As I argue and show in 
my book, Pakistani elite beliefs were products of the military’s formative 
institutional experience under conditions of external insecurity and internal 
divisions. These beliefs have since proved durable because they have become 
embedded over time in the military’ socialization processes. (Fair makes a 
similar path-dependent argument to show the origins and ossification of the 
military’s strategic culture.) 

Finally, Paul faults my book for “dismissing” the role of class structure 
in explaining military coups and rule in Pakistan. In particular, he appears 
to view the landed elite’s collaboration with the military as a key obstacle 
to the country’s democratic development, albeit without providing any 
evidence in either his review or his book. The balance of class power in a 
society or social coalitions is of course important in shaping political 
outcomes. However, the military institution, which typically controls the 
most lethal coercive resources of the state, has the capacity and often the 

 5 Lewis A. Coser, The Functions of Social Conflict (Glencoe: Free Press, 1956), 89. 
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inclination to advance its corporate interests with relative autonomy from 
social groups. As Pakistan’s history shows, the military has been quite 
promiscuous in its choice of political partners, partnering with or disposing 
of leaders, parties, and other weighty allies in accordance with the military’s 
view of its interests at the time. For example, it ousted prominent Punjabi 
landlords such as Prime Minister Feroz Khan Noon in 1958, Sindhi landed 
elites such as Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto in 1977, and even Punjabi industrialists 
such as Nawaz Sharif in the 1990s when they challenged the military’s 
definition of the “supreme national interest.” 

No doubt drawing on Barrington Moore’s famous dictum “no 
bourgeoisie, no democracy,” Paul also claims in his review essay that 
the main challenge of democratization in Pakistan is the “absence of a 
powerful and progressive middle class.” There are at least two fundamental 
problems with this argument. First, if the vast social science literature 
on democratization has taught us anything, it is that there is no single, 
universal route to democracy; different countries often traversed different 
paths of democratization. Second, the link between the middle class and 
democracy is in itself problematic. Even in Western Europe, the bourgeoisie 
was rarely ever the heroic vanguard of modernity and democracy. The view 
of the bourgeoisie as a distinct and self-confident class striving for liberal 
democracy is misleading because it eliminates the real possibility of political 
divisions within the middle class. From Thailand to Turkey, different 
middle class groups have supported authoritarian regimes, not because of 
these groups’ weakness but as a consequence of their calculating the danger 
democratic politics posed to their political and economic interests. 

Regardless of these disagreements, I have greatly benefitted from 
this engaging exchange of ideas with a group of highly seasoned political 
scientists and scholars of Pakistan. 
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Author’s Response: The Paradoxes of Pakistan

T.V. Paul

T he reviews of my book The Warrior State: Pakistan in the Contemporary 
World by five leading scholars of Pakistan are gratifying, and I 

appreciate the positive comments they made on the strengths of the 
book along with the two other books under review. The discussions by 
the reviewers are both rich and in-depth, and the reviews substantially 
enhance the debate on a crucial country whose policies impinge on regional 
and global security in areas such as transnational terrorism and nuclear 
proliferation. Since none of the reviewers frontally question my central 
argument, I will respond to the qualms they have expressed on specific 
details. I want to emphasize that my effort in this book is to offer an honest 
analysis on Pakistan’s predicament rather than a narrative history or a 
politically correct assessment. 

As a social scientist, I am interested in intellectual puzzles in 
world politics, and almost all my previous single-authored books are 
puzzle-driven. My objective is to explore a paradoxical outcome with the 
aid of established theories or variables in an eclectic fashion as rigorously 
as possible. Any methodologically oriented scholar of social science 
recognizes that the aim of a researcher should be to systematically explain 
the greatest number of effects with the least number of variables. If the 
argument or hypothesis, drawing on a critical variable or set of variables, 
can satisfactorily account for a phenomenon, it is attractive. One hundred 
percent accuracy is not feasible. Thus, the measure of success for a work is 
not that it captures all the different nuances but that it explains the core 
central issue or puzzle and then applies these findings to larger theoretical 
or policy questions. If the theory is able to account for subsequent events, it 
is all the more useful. Events in Pakistan since the publication of the book 
in January 2014 support my claims fairly well. The hybrid system continues, 
with the military pushing the civilian government out of foreign and defense 
policy, and internal violence has increased to higher levels during the past 
year. The core warrior state of Pakistan shows no signs of losing its strength. 

I believe we need more easy-to-follow theoretical works on Pakistan 
rather than rich descriptive narratives. There are too many bestsellers 
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cashing in on this country’s sad state of affairs without explaining why 
Pakistan is the way it is. We need more diagnostic works so that scholars 
can offer ideas for change. In this spirit, let me address each criticism from 
the reviewers. Because John Gill does not make many criticisms, I focus on 
the other reviewers’ comments. 

Marvin Weinbaum takes issue with my lack of discussion on the 
interactions between the jihadists and the military. I agree with his call 
for a book (or books) on this subject, as these two-way interactions need 
to be explained further to understand Pakistan’s strategic choices. The big 
challenge here is the lack of reliable data. Weinbaum’s second main point 
concerns the extent of Taliban control of the country. I have citied scholarly 
works or reports on the extent of Taliban control in 2009, and one can 
quibble over the difference between mere control of territory and active 
presence. I concur that a better term would have been “active presence.” 
Recent school shootings in Peshawar suggest that the Taliban, largely a 
Pashtun group, can wreak havoc on Pakistan if it wants to do so. So the 
Taliban’s impact on Pakistan’s domestic and external security and policies is 
a matter of interpretation.

Hasan Askari Rizvi’s works have influenced my thinking on Pakistan’s 
early years, and this influence is reflected in the book. His criticism that I 
do not focus comprehensively on India-Pakistan relations, regional politics, 
global affairs, and so forth could have been avoided only if the book were 
to provide a larger historical account of the country. As I mentioned, my 
intention was to focus intensively on the critical phenomena of war and 
state-making and the obverse outcome in Pakistan. I also wanted to write 
a short book because a voluminous work would not have done justice to my 
goal. Within these parameters, I discuss these elements as much as I can. 

I also wanted to challenge the defensive nationalist narrative in 
Pakistan that is dominant among the elite and intellectuals who blame the 
rest of the world for the country’s predicament. As such, I attempt to show 
that the outcome is largely the result of choices the Pakistani elite made and 
how they used or misused geostrategic opportunities and constraints. No 
amount of defensive nationalism will rectify the situation, and it is in the 
interest of Pakistan that Pakistanis start correcting their national narratives 
and seek a peaceful social revolution regarding national ideology, strategies, 
and goals. 

Aqil Shah raises a number of issues with my argument to which I 
would like to respond. First, he argues that both South Korea and Taiwan 
had direct security guarantees and hence were free to pursue developmental 
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economic policies. The big challenge here is to prove counterfactually what 
would have happened if Pakistan had direct protection from the United 
States or China. What guarantee is there that Pakistan would not have 
been emboldened to carry out more wars, crises, and revisionist agendas? 
In fact, during all the wars Pakistan initiated or participated in, there was 
an expectation of military or political support from the United States and 
China, in particular in 1965, 1971, and 1999. So there is no guarantee that an 
elite driven by a highly ambitious revisionist strategy would have mollified 
its policies just because it had a security guarantee from the great-power 
patron. If the security challenge is largely self-generated, it is very unlikely 
that a great-power alliance would have tempered that revisionism.

A second critique is that South Korea and Taiwan are homogeneous 
societies, which therefore facilitated their transition to democracy. This is 
a very contentious argument. Going by this logic, China would have seen 
democracy, while multi-ethnic India and Indonesia would have become 
authoritarian. What is surprising is that ethnic homogeneity is not 
necessarily correlated with higher degrees of democracy. In fact, some of 
the most illiberal democracies have been those where a single ethnic group 
dominated. Take the case of Sri Lanka, for example, where the dominant 
Sinhalese (constituting nearly 75% of the population) have suppressed 
minority rights. Pakistan also has a dominant ethnic group in the form of 
Punjabi Sunni Muslims, who instead of integrating minorities have engaged 
in repressive policies and alienated minorities such as Shias, Ahmadis, 
and the small Christian and Hindu groups, as well as the populations of 
provinces like Baluchistan. We should also not forget that fascism thrived 
under ethnic homogeneity in Germany, Italy, and Japan.

A dominant argument that I make in the book is that countries facing 
intense security threats confront them with different strategies. The elite 
needs good ideas and strategies to achieve successful results. The challenge 
here is that the Pakistani elite’s main reference points are not progressive 
but top-down, and thus their ideas are unlikely to make much improvement 
in the state’s policies. Further, continuous pressure from progressive civil 
society is needed to change policies, and that is also missing in Pakistan. 

Shah considers that if the geostrategic curse were the issue, why did 
Pakistan not change during periods when it received little or no U.S. help. 
This generates questions about the larger argument. Did Pakistan experience 
a major economic crisis, and did its elite face the need for reforms during 
those periods, as did India, for example, in 1991? Was U.S. aid supplanted 
by aid from other states, such as Saudi Arabia or China? Did international 
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financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and World 
Bank pump money into Pakistan whenever it faced a crisis? The answer to all 
these questions is in the affirmative, and therein lies the problem. Given the 
low amount of taxes collected, Pakistan compensated for its budget deficits 
through other sources. It was never allowed to default and face a financial 
crisis, which would have fomented reforms. Someone was always there to 
rescue it for geopolitical reasons. Countries change only when the elite are 
forced to do so, facing intense crises. The impact of geostrategic curse is a 
long-term one, and episodic breaks in U.S. aid will not make a big difference 
unless alternative sources of aid from other geopolitical allies dry up.

Shah also offers an argument based on the original sin—that is, the 
way the partition of British India occurred for Pakistan’s later troubles. 
Then the founding leaders’ policies took a life of their own. This is not 
fully discounted in my analysis, but I point out that the argument assumes 
that countries with initial challenges do not change. My central claim, by 
contrast, is that during critical turning points a country can change (as is 
evident in several previously authoritarian states, some of which emerged 
from even worse original situations than Pakistan, such as South Korea). 

Christine Fair claims that I focus the blame for Pakistan’s situation 
almost exclusively on the United States. However, this reading of my 
argument is selective. The central theme of the book is that the Pakistani 
elite used the U.S. alliance differently from their South Korean or Taiwanese 
counterparts. My criticism takes aim at peculiar, short-sighted policies of 
the United States that focus on transactional aid rather than trade (unlike in 
South Korea and Taiwan) and thus miss every opportunity to force change 
in a positive direction. The success of Pakistan’s asymmetrical bargaining 
strategy shows that the United States either underestimated or did not care 
about the long-term effects of its policies, a lingering problem even today.1 

Fair also asserts that it was Pakistan that took the initiative to form an 
alliance with the United States. My book acknowledges that Pakistan moved 
to become a U.S. ally at the first opportunity in the 1950s. But everything I 
have read suggests that this was a two-way process and that the Eisenhower 
administration, especially John Foster Dulles with his intense hostility 
toward Nehru’s nonaligned India, found Pakistan martial and trustworthy. 
There is compelling evidence that the United States played a key role in the 

 1 For powerful examples of this narrative, see Teresita C. Schaffer and Howard B. Schaffer, How 
Pakistan Negotiates with the United States: Riding the Roller Coaster (Washington, D.C.: United 
States Institute of Peace, 2011); and Husain Haqqani Magnificent Delusions: Pakistan, the United 
States, and an Epic History of Misunderstanding (New York: PublicAffairs, 2013).
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installation of Ayub Khan in 1958 and in the successive removal of prime 
ministers even before that. By the early 1960s, nearly a decade of U.S. 
interactions ended up with the three A’s—Allah, army, and America—as the 
key players in Pakistani politics. 

I am also not persuaded by Fair’s exoneration of the United States in the 
Soviet war in Afghanistan. She claims that Pakistan already had a jihadist 
strategy to fight in Afghanistan. But the extent of the country’s involvement 
would have been minimal until and unless the United States, through the 
CIA, participated in the war and elevated the Inter-Services Intelligence’s 
role as the conduit for the money and weapons that eventually propelled the 
withdrawal of the Soviet Union.2 

None of this is to absolve Pakistan or its strategic choices. In the book, 
I discuss the Pakistani elite’s exploitation of geostrategic opportunities 
to achieve their narrow goals at every turn of the relationship. The big 
question is why the elite did not turn the country’s alliance with the United 
States into a blessing. To me, the answer lies in the peculiar policies that 
Pakistan, on the one side, and the United States, its Western allies, and 
international financial institutions, on the other, adopted toward each other. 
Warrior State does not engage in a blame game but attempts a social science 
diagnosis. Overall, my aim was to explain larger processes rather than to fill 
in minor details. Whether or not one agrees with my analysis, we need more 
diagnosis than narrative or description to understand Pakistan.

 2 Steve Coll’s Ghost Wars paints a different picture than Fair presents here. See Steve Coll, Ghost 
Wars: The Secret History of the CIA, Afghanistan, and Bin Laden, from the Soviet Invasion to 
September 10, 2001 (New York: Penguin Press, 2004).



[ 178 ]

asia policy

Author’s Response:  
The United States Needs a New Policy toward Pakistan

C. Christine Fair

F irst, I would like to extend my appreciation for all the thoughtful 
constructive criticism offered by my colleagues in this roundtable. This 

is truly an opportunity for learning from some of the finest thinkers on this 
complex subject, and I hope to incorporate these suggestions and challenges 
in future work on this topic. In this essay, I would like to address a few 
suggestions that deserve special attention or response. 

John Gill is most certainly spot on when he suggests that scholars need 
to better understand how the Pakistan Army manages its image and how 
its obsession with this influences the army’s domestic and international 
behavior. As Gill noted, I made some efforts to contend with this complex 
puzzle. However, obtaining relevant data is extremely challenging. 
Given that I am blacklisted by Pakistan’s intelligence agency, I have little 
expectation of ever being able to return to the country to take on this puzzle 
more robustly. Hopefully, other scholars who are better positioned to do so 
may answer Gill’s important call. 

Marvin Weinbaum, in his review, is absolutely correct to note that none 
of our books “cast much light on the interactions between the military and 
extremist groups.” He finds missing “discussion about how those values and 
beliefs associated with Islamic groups may have contributed to forming the 
military’s thinking, including policies toward India, Afghanistan, and the 
West.” I do spend considerable space discussing aspects of this complex set of 
relations, but the data sources that I used for the book do not illuminate this 
issue to his or my satisfaction. My current work in progress, which focuses 
on the writings of Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), will in some measure elucidate 
the vast similarities between official army publications and those of this 
proscribed terrorist organization. However, LeT is only one of numerous 
militant groups employed by Pakistan’s military and intelligence agencies to 
prosecute Pakistan’s policies at home and abroad. Weinbaum and I will likely 
not be able to resolve our differences in opinion regarding the degree to which 
the Pakistan Army’s thinking has evolved either about the need for strategic 
depth or about the utility of the zoo of militants that the army and intelligence 
agencies have cultivated. Weinbaum is much more optimistic than I am, and 
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only time will tell which view is more accurate. I would argue that it is less 
injurious to U.S. interests to err on the side of skepticism. In the past, the 
United States’ cupidity and propensity to see the best in Pakistani intentions 
only rewarded Islamabad for its perfidy while undermining Washington’s 
interests at the expense of the American taxpayer. 

Hasan Askari Rizvi, like Weinbaum, is also skeptical about the 
durability of “strategic depth” in the army’s thinking. He specifically argues 
that the introduction of nuclear weapons obviates such a requirement. 
However, the facts belie this claim. As I note in my book, we now know that 
Pakistan had a crude nuclear device from about 1980. However, during the 
1980s and 1990s, there is wide scholarly consensus that Pakistan continued 
to view Afghanistan through this lens of strategic depth. Moreover, only 
one general—Mirza Aslam Beg—understood strategic depth as affording 
Pakistan with a physical space. As chief of the Pakistan Army between 
1988 and 1991, Beg was a fierce proponent of strategic depth in the physical 
sense, and his tenure was marked by considerable nuclear proliferation. 
More generally, the cultivation of strategic depth in Afghanistan has not 
been viewed as a strategy for developing a physical sanctuary for Pakistan’s 
forces and war materiel; rather, it has been understood in zero-sum terms 
as opening up a political space in which Pakistan can compete with India 
for access. I see no evidence that suggests that Pakistan has abandoned this 
view of Afghanistan as a space to be politically cultivated. 

Aqil Shah is correct in his assessment that I “discount the role of 
political learning on elite attitudes and behavior.” He argues that “as the 
case of Brazil and other Latin American countries demonstrates, the 
experience of authoritarian government can unite political elite against 
military praetorianism, and electoral competition can create incentives for 
them to erode the military’s undue political and strategic influence.” Shah is 
infinitely better positioned than am I to draw from these other cases given 
his broader training and engagement of important examples outside South 
Asia. Indeed, he makes this case in his own superb book. I do hope that 
Shah is correct in his optimism. I also share his assessment that “Pakistan’s 
most recent transition from authoritarian rule in 2007–8 has revealed 
that major political parties like the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) and the 
Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) have learned their lessons from 
exile, incarceration, and repression under authoritarian rule and appear 
strongly committed to the democratic process.” However, the army has also 
forged tools to manage these new developments and sustain core military 
interests such as control over Pakistan’s foreign and defense policies. 
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Turning to T.V. Paul’s review, he is correct to note that my volume does 
not engage international relations (IR) theory; rather, I use the literature of 
strategic culture more as a heuristic tool. Of course, I am very upfront about 
this in the volume. After all, my training is in the humanities and my PhD 
is in South Asian languages and civilizations. In my research, I aim to be an 
empirically grounded scholar of South Asian political military affairs with 
a firm rooting in the languages, cultures, and societies of the countries in 
which I work. In writing my book, I precisely sought to engage the various 
audiences who are devoted to understanding Pakistan specifically and 
South Asia generally. If scholars of IR or other disciplines find my book 
useful, I will be grateful and humbled. One of my objectives is to inform 
the U.S. government and other nations that are aiding and abetting the 
worst of Pakistan’s behaviors. Even if adopting policies that treat Pakistan 
like a greedy state does not change its behavior, at least Islamabad will not 
be cultivating jihadis and nuclear weapons on the U.S. dime. However, my 
main goal is to communicate to Pakistanis. If Pakistan’s army is ever to be 
ousted from power, and if Pakistan is ever to be anything but a source of 
regional insecurity, Pakistanis need to understand what their military and 
its civilian accomplices have done and then demand change.

I was not surprised that Paul opined that in my book one often “gets 
a sense that Fair is more interested in the trees than the forest.” He is 
surely correct. After all, if one does not understand the “trees” thoroughly, 
how can one accurately depict the “forest” that they collectively form? As 
some of the reviewers pointed out, Paul could have benefited from a closer 
examination of these varied trees, particularly the various important 
distinctions in Islam’s interpretative traditions and among militant groups. 
With respect to Islamist terrorist actors, for example, Paul regrettably 
conflates the Jamaat-e-Islami–based so-called mujahideen of the 1980s 
with the Deobandi Taliban organization of the mid-1990s onward. He 
also conflates all the militant groups operating in and from Pakistan and 
Afghanistan with “Wahabbis.” Paul could have paid more attention to the 
domestic political issues along the lines of Shah. And as I noted in my own 
review, his recounting of the history of U.S.-Pakistan relations dangerously 
repeats Pakistani fictions that place the onus of Pakistan’s problems on the 
United States rather than on the country’s military and civilian leadership 
who sought to render Pakistan a rentier state.

Yet most the disquieting assertion in his review is a statement that 
is ostensibly a compliment. Paul writes that “what is laudable…is Fair’s 
willingness, as someone who used to be sympathetic to many of the 
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activities of the Pakistani military, to reconsider her views upon seeing 
the facts differently.” His contention that I have been “sympathetic” to 
Pakistan’s activities is unfounded. Notably, he provides no example of 
such positions I have taken to buttress this contention. In fact, my track 
record as a scholar and policy analyst undermines this assertion. In 
2004, for example, I detailed the various Islamist militant groups and the 
state support they enjoy in Pakistan.1 In 2007, I argued that the focus on 
madrasahs (religious seminaries) as a source of terrorist labor is misplaced 
because the real problem is the state’s dedication to using terrorists as tools 
of foreign policy.2 In 2009, I was the first scholar of Pakistan to openly 
call for containing Pakistan because of the state’s refusal to abandon 
jihad under a nuclear umbrella as a principal tool of foreign policy.3 I have 
insisted on this position since then even though it has had few takers in 
Washington. Over the last decade, I have testified before various U.S. 
congressional subcommittees and have been unsparing and unflinching 
in my criticism of the Pakistan Army, the Inter-Services Intelligence, and 
the flotilla of terrorist organizations Pakistan employs and the impunity 
it enjoys in doing so.4 And I have paid for this position personally—by 
being threatened by Pakistani intelligence—and professionally by being 

 1 C. Christine Fair, “Militant Recruitment in Pakistan: Implications for Al-Qaeda and Other 
Organizations,” Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 27, no. 6 (2004): 489–504.

 2 C. Christine Fair, “Militant Recruitment in Pakistan: A New Look at the Militancy-Madrasah 
Connection,” Asia Policy, no. 4 (July 2007): 107–34. This view was later expanded in C. Christine 
Fair, The Madrassah Challenge: Militancy and Religious Education in Pakistan (Washington, D.C.: 
United States Institute of Peace, 2008).

 3 C. Christine Fair, “Time for Sober Realism: Renegotiating U.S. Relations with Pakistan,” 
Washington Quarterly 32, no. 2 (2009): 149–72. Some two years later, Bruce Riedel articulated 
a similar position in the New York Times. See Bruce O. Riedel, “A New Pakistan Policy: 
Containment,” New York Times, October 14, 2011 u http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/15/opinion/
a-new-pakistan-policy-containment.html.

 4 See, for example, C. Christine Fair, “Protecting the Homeland against Mumbai-Style Attacks 
and the Threat from Lashkar-e-Taiba,” report presented to the U.S. House of Representatives, 
Committee on Homeland Security, Subcommittee on Counterterrorism and Intelligence, 
Washington, D.C., June 12, 2013 u http://docs.house.gov/meetings/HM/HM05/20130612/100964/
HHRG-113-HM05-Wstate-FairC-20130612.pdf; C. Christine Fair, testimony in the hearing “2014 
and Beyond: U.S. Policy Towards Afghanistan and Pakistan, Part I” before the Subcommittee on the 
Middle East and South Asia of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, U.S. House of Representatives, 
112th Cong., 1st sess., no. 112–97, Washington, D.C., November 3, 2011 u http://www.gpo.gov/
fdsys/pkg/CHRG-112hhrg71039/pdf/CHRG-112hhrg71039.pdf; C. Christine Fair, “Lashkar-e-
Taiba beyond Bin Laden: Enduring Challenges for the Region and the International Community,” 
testimony before the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Washington, D.C., May 24, 2011 
u http://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Fair_Testimony.pdf; and C. Christine Fair, 
testimony in the “Hearing before the Oversight and Investigations Subcommittee of the Committee 
on Armed Services: Afghanistan and Iraq: Perspectives on U.S. Strategy, Part 2,” U.S. House of 
Representatives, 111th Cong., 1st sess., no. 54–057, Washington, D.C., November 5, 2009 u  
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-111hhrg54057/pdf/CHRG-111hhrg54057.pdf.

http://docs.house.gov/meetings/HM/HM05/20130612/100964/HHRG-113-HM05-Wstate-FairC-20130612.pdf
http://docs.house.gov/meetings/HM/HM05/20130612/100964/HHRG-113-HM05-Wstate-FairC-20130612.pdf
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-112hhrg71039/pdf/CHRG-112hhrg71039.pdf
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-112hhrg71039/pdf/CHRG-112hhrg71039.pdf
http://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Fair_Testimony.pdf
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unable to continue doing research in Pakistan. Thus, this accusation is as 
indecorous as it is baseless.

In conclusion, notwithstanding some of the significant and irresolvable 
differences of opinion on important matters, participating in this roundtable 
has been a remarkably rewarding process. I am appreciative to all who have 
made it possible. 
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