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摘要
中國人民解放軍空軍司令馬曉天上將在 2015 年宣布，中國將研發一款新
型的長程核戰略轟炸機，藉此實現國家核武的三棲能力。本論文運用 Bernard
Brodie 提出的核威懾理論框架，從三個面向分析中國核武軍力結構劇烈變革背後
的原因：第一、中共高層領導人的意圖及願景；第二、人民解放軍核策略及準則
的演進；第三、中國航空國防工業科技之能力。此外，轟炸機視野及彈性俱佳的
固有優勢也使得此分析更加完善。中國發展轟炸機的主因源自於國家主席習近平
「修正主義式」的外交政策為本文得出的結論。進言之，中國在核戰略及準則的
發展，將聚焦於將存活率、穿透率以及戰略溝通化極大化。因此，中國對長程核
戰略轟炸機自主研發能力的重視，同時擺脫對外國航空科技長期以來的依賴，顯
示出，中國現在已準備好加入美、俄等具有三棲核武能力國家的行列。

關鍵字：長程轟炸機，核威懾，第二擊能力，核戰略
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Abstract
In 2015, the People’s Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF) commander, General
Ma Xiaotian, announced that China will develop a new long-range, strategic nuclear
bomber and complete the nation’s nuclear triad. This research analyzes the reasons
behind this seismic shift in the PRC’s nuclear force structure from three perspectives: (1)
the ideas and vision of high-level CCP leadership, (2) the evolution of PLA nuclear
strategy and doctrine, (3) the technological capabilities of China’s aerospace defense
industry. Dr. Bernard Brodie’s concept of nuclear deterrence provides the theoretical
framework for this research and the inherent bomber advantages of visibility and
flexibility offer further refinement in the analysis. This study concludes that the main
drivers behind China’s decision to develop a bomber are the revisionist foreign policy
agenda of current Chinese President Xi Jinping, coupled with the evolution in the
nation’s nuclear strategy and doctrine which now focuses on maximizing survivability,
penetrability, and strategic communication. The timing of these developments
coincides perfectly with the fact that China has very recently unshackled itself from the
nation’s historic reliance on foreign aircraft technology, thus demonstrating that its
aerospace industry is capable of indigenously developing a long-range, strategic bomber.
China now sits poised to join the United States and Russia in the club of nuclear triad
nations.

Keywords: long-range bomber, nuclear deterrence, second-strike capability, nuclear
strategy
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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Background and Motives
Since the end of the Cold War, the world’s geostrategic and geopolitical landscape
has been ever-changing and evolving. Democratization in Central and Eastern Europe,
vast economic and political reforms in South America, the toppling of entrenched
dictators in the Middle East, the exponential rise of international terrorism, a nuclear
armed North Korea, China supplanting Japan as the world’s second largest economy,
and Russia rising from the graveyard to challenge the status-quo of international norms
and behavior are just a few highlights of the past three decades of world change. This
ever-developing global state of affairs has ultimately led to today’s current geostrategic
landscape where the United States is the unquestioned hegemon, but constantly has its
supremacy and authority challenged by the world’s other great powers, specifically the
Russian Federation and People’s Republic of China (PRC).1
As these three countries jockey for control and influence on the world stage, the
degree of power that they are able to exert can be, from a realist international relations
perspective, measured by their military capability and strength.2 Traditionally, military
strength in the social sciences is most commonly measured by a country’s military
expenditure.3 An examination of military spending in the Stockholm International
Peace Research Institute’s database, reveals that the United States, China, and Russia

1

Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, “The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers in the Twentyfirst Century: China’s Rise and the Fate of America’s Global Position,” International Security, Vol. 40,
No. 3, Winter 2015/2016, pp. 7-53.
2
Stephen M. Walt, “International Relations: One World, Many Theories,” Foreign Policy, No. 110,
Special Edition, Spring 1998, pp. 29-32, 34-46.
3
Brooks and Wohlforth, “The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers in the Twenty-first Century: China’s
Rise and the Fate of America’s Global Position,” pp. 7-53.
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have the world’s three largest defense budgets.4 Therefore, using realist international
relations theory logic, it can be concluded that these three countries are also the most
powerful and influential players on the world stage.
However, a more detailed look at the military construct of the world’s three most
powerful countries reveals many differences. One difference is so glaring that it clearly
stands above the others: the size and structure of their strategic nuclear forces.
Currently, the United States possesses an estimated 6,800 nuclear warheads, which is
roughly on par with Russia’s 7,000 warheads. In astonishing contrast, China only has
approximately 260 nuclear warheads, which means that its arsenal is less than four
percent the size of its competitors.5 Furthermore, the bedrock of both the United States’
and Russia’s nuclear strategy is a reliable nuclear triad of delivery systems and vehicles:
land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), sea-launched ballistic missiles
(SLBMs) delivered from nuclear-powered submarines, and nuclear gravity bombs and
air-launched cruise missiles employed from intercontinental bombers.6 Conversely,
China has no such triad, instead relying only on road mobile ICBMs and SLBMs to
carry out its nuclear strategy.7
When viewed through Kenneth Waltz’s structural neorealist lens, where in an
anarchic world states can only rely on self-help in order to guarantee their security, it
would seem that the Chinese are at a distinct disadvantage when compared to their
counterparts.8 Possessing a nuclear arsenal that is a fraction of the size of the United

4

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, “SIPRI Military Expenditure Database,” September 4,
2017, < https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex>.
5
Ploughshares Fund, “World’s Nuclear Weapon Stockpile,” March 2, 2016,
<http://www.ploughshares.org/world-nuclear-stockpile-report>.
6
United States Department of Defense, “Nuclear Posture Review Report,” 2018, p. IX, and Defense
Intelligence Agency, “Russian Military Power: Building a Military to Support Great Power Aspirations,”
2017, pp. 1-111.
7
Office of the U.S. Secretary of Defense, “Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s
Republic of China 2017,” Annual Report to Congress, 2017, pp. 1-97.
8
Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Long Grove: Waveland Press, 1979), p. 127.
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States’ and Russia’s and missing an entire leg of the nuclear triad has the potential to
greatly decrease Beijing’s power and influence around the globe. However, since its
very first nuclear test in 1964, Chinese nuclear philosophy and strategy has been
different than that of the West’s. Stemming from Mao Zedong’s early views that
nuclear weapons were merely “paper tigers” and his firm beliefs in the idea of “people’s
war”, Chinese nuclear strategy evolved into the doctrine of minimal deterrence.9 Under
this concept, China kept a small nuclear force only to deter enemy aggression, not to
achieve specific military objectives in and of themselves.10 This has been the Chinese
way of thinking about strategic security since the 1950s. However, with China’s
stunning economic growth over the last several decades and transformation into a global
power, it has begun to reassess its nuclear force structure and strategy.11
In addition to updating its nuclear command and control facilities, acquiring new
and more survivable road-mobile ICBMs, and continuing to improve their SLBM
capabilities, reports have recently surfaced that China is developing its first, nuclearcapable, intercontinental bomber.12 Multiple articles in the both China Daily and China
Youth Daily, as well other western media outlets have quoted the People’s Liberation
Army Air Force (PLAAF) commander General Ma Xiaotian as confirming that the
PLAAF is currently developing a new long-range, strategic bomber that will be capable

9

Mao Zedong, On Protracted War (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1967), pp. 134-136.
M. Taylor Fravel and Evan S. Medeiros, “China’s Search for Assured Retaliation: The Evolution of
Chinese Nuclear Strategy and Force Structure,” International Security, Vol. 35, No. 2, Fall 2010, pp. 4887.
11
Michael S. Chase, “China’s Transition to a More Credible Nuclear Deterrent: Implications and
Challenges for the United States,” Asian Policy, No. 16, July 2013, pp. 69-101.
12
China does have a small fleet of aging H-6 bombers, (modeled on the Soviet-era Tu-16). It is assessed
that a small number of these bombers do have a limited nuclear capability, although it is thought that this
mission is primarily for testing and research. They are not considered by defense experts as true
intercontinental nuclear bombers and thus do not form the third leg of a true nuclear triad.
Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “Chinese Nuclear Forces, 2016,” Bulletin of Atomic Scientists,
Vol. 72, No. 4, 2016, pp. 205-211.
10
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of both conventional and nuclear strike.13 Additionally confirming these reports, the US
Department of Defense’s 2017 Annual Report to Congress on the status of the PLA
confirmed that the PLAAF is indeed developing a long-range, nuclear bomber,
assessing that this capability “would provide China with its first credible nuclear ‘triad’
of delivery systems dispersed across land, sea, and air.”14
The development of an intercontinental nuclear bomber and completion of a true
nuclear triad brings Chinese strategic forces closer to being on par with the United
States and Russia from a strategic perspective. While exact details about this new
bomber are Chinese state secrets, several unofficial government sources have reported
that it will be similar in design and mission capabilities to the United States Air Force’s
B-2A Spirit, also known as the “Stealth Bomber.”15 If that is the case, then the price tag
of this program will certainly be in the tens of billions of dollars, as one B-2A costs the
US Air Force $1.7 billion.16 Even for the world’s second largest economy, the price of
this type of weapons program is significant and will consume a considerable portion of
future defense budgets.
With such a high cost, and over six decades of consistent nuclear strategy, force
structure and doctrine, the question becomes, what factors have changed and compelled
the PLAAF to finally complete a true nuclear triad? This question is at the very heart of
13

Zhang Lijun and Li Wei, “New Strategic Bomber to Make PLA Air Force a Strong Force,” China
Youth Daily, February 16, 2017, < http://english.chinamil.com.cn/view/201702/17/content_7491722.htm>, and Zhao Lei, “PLA Air Force Commander Confirms New Strategic
Bomber,” China Daily, September 2, 2016, < http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/201609/02/content_26683883.htm>, and Franz-Stefan Gady, “ China Wants to Develop a New Long-Range
Strategic Bomber,” The Diplomat, July 13, 2015, < http://thediplomat.com/2015/07/china-wants-todevelop-a-new-long-range-strategic-bomber/>.
14
Office of the U.S. Secretary of Defense, “Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s
Republic of China 2017,” pp. 1-97.
15
Zhang and Li, “New Strategic Bomber to Make PLA Air Force a Strong Force,” and “New Bomber
Will Complete China’s Nuclear Triad,” Business Standard, July 26, 2017, < http://www.businessstandard.com/article/news-ani/new-bomber-will-complete-china-s-nuclear-triad-117072600741_1.html>.
16
$1.7 billion is reflected in 2016 United States Dollars (USD) adjusted for inflation. The official price is
listed as $1.15 billion in 1998 USD. United States Air Force, “B-2 Spirit Factsheet,” U.S. Air Force,
December 16, 2015, < http://www.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/104482/b-2-spirit/>.
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this research, as understanding the evolution of Chinese strategic thinking and decisionmaking is of vital importance to both the United States and its allies around the world.
This research specifically analyzes, through the theoretical framework of nuclear
deterrence, the factors that drove the Chinese to develop a true intercontinental strategic
bomber, thus enabling the eventual completion of a nuclear triad. It examines this
decision from three perspectives with the purpose of identifying the main drivers of
Chinese strategic and nuclear thinking: the ideas and vision of the Chinese Communist
Party’s (CCP) leadership, the evolution of PLA nuclear strategy and doctrine, and the
technological capabilities of the Chinese aerospace defense industry.

1.2 Purpose
The main purpose of this research is to gain a better understanding of the
significant factors that drive Chinese nuclear strategy and doctrine. For decades,
China’s “No First Use Policy” along with the philosophy that nuclear weapons should
only serve as a deterrent and not be used as a means to achieve military objectives in
and of themselves, have driven a stable and relatively predictable PRC nuclear policy
and strategy.17 However, in developing an intercontinental nuclear bomber, the PLAAF
would now be taking on not only a deterrence role, but potentially also a nuclear strike
role. Michael S. Chase, a senior political scientist at the RAND corporation and a
professor at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, writes that,
“the possibility of an emerging nuclear mission for the PLAAF, and of this change in
China’s nuclear posture, highlights the importance of discussions related to the implications
for strategic stability and nuclear issues in the US - China relationship.”18 In order to
achieve this strategic stability between America and China, it is imperative that high-level
17

Monika Chansoria, “The Political History of China’s Nuclear Bomb,” CLAWS Journal, Winter 2013,
pp. 79-96.
18
Chase, “Nuclear Bomber Could Boost PLAAF Strategic Role, Create Credible Triad,” pp. 5-9.
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policymakers and leaders in the United States have a clear understanding of the main
drivers that affect and drive Chinese strategic thinking.
This research aims to add to the existing literature on Chinese nuclear strategy and
the evolution of its strategic policies.19 Many of these works focus on assessing and
analyzing the “three noes” that are at the heart of the PRC’s nuclear thinking: (1) no first
use of nuclear weapons, (2) never use or threaten to use nuclear weapons against a state

that does not possess them, (3) never use nuclear weapons in a nuclear weapon free
zone.20 While detailed analysis of China’s “three noes” nuclear philosophy is of great
importance, it will not be the focus of this research. Instead, this research aims to first

identify, within the theoretical framework of nuclear deterrence, what specific military
objectives and capabilities the addition of an intercontinental nuclear bomber will bring
to the PLA. Then, using these objectives and capabilities as a framework, the PRC’s
decision to build a new nuclear bomber will be analyzed from the following three
perspectives in order to determine the main factors that drove China to finally complete
its nuclear triad: (1) ideas and vision of high-level CCP leadership, (2) the evolution of
PLA nuclear strategy and doctrine, (3) the technological capabilities of China’s
aerospace defense industry.
By having a holistic understanding of the main factors that led China towards
leveling the nuclear playing field with its nearest competitors, the results of this research
can be applied to broader Chinese strategic developments. This information, when
combined with existing literature, will give policymakers and academics alike an outline
of how to view, interpret, and predict future Chinese nuclear decisions.
19

See, for example, Chansoria, “The Political History of China’s Nuclear Bomb,” pp. 79-96, and Fravel
and Medeiros, “China’s Search for Assured Retaliation: The Evolution of Chinese Nuclear Strategy and
Force Structure,” pp. 48-87, and Mark Schneider, “The Nuclear Doctrine and Forces of the People's
Republic of China,” Comparative Strategy, Vol. 28, No. 3, 2009, pp. 244-270, and Gregory Kulacki,
“China’s Nuclear Arsenal: Status and Evolution,” Union of Concerned Scientists, October 2011, pp. 1-6.
20
Office of the U.S. Secretary of Defense, “Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s
Republic of China 2017,” pp. 1-97.
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1.3 Literature Review
When researching Chinese nuclear strategy, doctrine, and thinking, there is no
shortage of academic literature and scholarship available for study. This vast wealth of
knowledge, from both Chinese and Western scholars and experts, clearly demonstrates
the importance of understanding Chinese strategic decision making, especially given
China’s rise on the world’s geopolitical and geostrategic stage. Perhaps the seminal
work on explaining the foundations of Chinese nuclear policy and strategy is
Understanding Chinese Nuclear Thinking, published by the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace in 2016.21 This edited compilation consists of articles from Chinese
nuclear academic experts as well as current and retired officers in the PLA covering and
analyzing a broad range of Chinese nuclear topics.22
While this book examines many aspects of both historical and current PRC
nuclear thinking and decision making, it makes no reference to the development of a
nuclear-capable bomber nor to the completion of a nuclear triad. Chapter Three does
elude to the early years of the Chinese nuclear program and provides a detailed
discussion of why nuclear-capable aircraft were not pursued at that time.23 However,
that analysis only covers the 1960s and the topic of a new nuclear bomber is not
revisited.
Additionally, according to this work, one of the drivers of modern Chinese
nuclear policy is the influence of other countries’ policies and technology. The author
states, “other countries’ nuclear-weapon strategies are increasingly influencing
21

Li Bin and Tong Zhao, Understanding Chinese Nuclear Thinking (Washington DC: Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, 2016).
22
Chapter 10 in Understanding Chinese Nuclear Thinking is written by Gregory Kulacki, an American,
who is a member of the Union of Concerned Scientists. He is the only non-Chinese contributor to this
volume.
23
Xu Weidi, “China’s Security Environment and the Role of Nuclear Weapons,” in Li Bin and Tong
Zhao, ed., Understanding Chinese Nuclear Thinking (Washington DC: Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, 2016), pp. 73-74.
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traditional Chinese nuclear thinking and nuclear-weapon policy. Consequently,
growing debates in China about its nuclear-weapon policy could result in some
deployments of new Chinese weapons, as seen in other nuclear-armed states.”24 Both
Russia and the United States possess nuclear-capable, intercontinental bombers, and the
United States has even recently announced the development the B-21 “Raider” to
replace its fleet of aging B-52 “Stratofortresses.”25 Based on the above assertion, it
would seem logical to at least examine the idea of China developing its own bomber,
thereby matching the technological developments of its competitors. Surprisingly
however, the new intercontinental nuclear bomber that was announced by General Ma
in 2015 is never mentioned by the authors among the new developments of Chinese
weapons.
Another extremely important observation in Chapter 10 of Understanding
Chinese Nuclear Thinking is made by Gregory Kulacki, a member of the Union of
Concerned Scientists. Based on his decades of experience in studying Chinese nuclear
strategy and philosophy, he concludes that “from the moment the US government
became aware of the PRC’s decision to develop nuclear weapons, it has not focused on
trying to understand why Chinese leaders made the decision to do so. Instead, US
policymakers have organized government resources to focus primarily on China’s
capabilities. As a consequence, Chinese intentions have been underexplored.”26 This
research aims to remedy Kulacki’s critique by not solely focusing on examining the
capabilities that a new bomber would bring to the PLAAF, but also understanding the
underlying reasons behind the PRC’s decision to build and develop this aircraft.
24

Li and Tong, Understanding Chinese Nuclear Thinking, p 3.
United States Air Force, “The B-21 has a Name: Raider,” U.S. Air Force, September 19, 2016, <
http://www.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/948366/the-b-21-has-a-name-raider/>.
26
Gregory Kulacki, “Nuclear Weapons in U.S. – China Relations,” in Li Bin and Tong Zhao, ed.,
Understanding Chinese Nuclear Thinking (Washington DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
2016), p. 260.
25
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A few years prior to Li Bin and Tong Zhao’s compilation, in 2012, Christopher
T. Yeaw, Andrew S. Erickson, and Michael S. Chase aimed to explore the direction that
the evolution of Chinese nuclear policy was going to take over the next decade. Their
research concluded that Chinese nuclear policy is evolving from a strategy of
“minimum deterrence” with a force that could provide assured retaliation, into a
strategy and force structure that is much more “lean and effective” and “capable of
meeting national security needs.” 27 Along with various other Chinese scholars, they
termed this concept “dynamic minimum deterrence” and called this an “evolutionary
departure from past practices.”28
What is striking about this assertion of a force “capable of meeting national
security needs” is that it implies the PLA’s nuclear policy and strategy no longer merely
serves as a deterrent, but now could be used to achieve actual national military
objectives if called upon to do so. This is in contrast to one of China’s basic nuclear
policy tenants that was developed during the infancy of its nuclear program. As both
Monika Chansoria, a visiting fellow at the Japan Institute of International Affairs, and
Sun Xiangli, the director of the Arms Control Research Division of the Center for
Strategic Studies at the China Academy of Engineering Physics, have concluded,
China’s nuclear policy has always been, and will be, that nuclear weapons are not to be
used as a means to fulfilling military objectives.29
Since Yeaw, Erickson, and Chase’s work was published in 2012 it was
concluded prior to the PLA’s announcement that it was developing a new nuclear
27

Christopher T. Yeaw, Andrew S. Erickson, and Michael S. Chase, “The Future of Chinese Nuclear
Policy and Strategy,” in Toshi Yoshihara and James R. Homles, ed., Strategy in the Second Nuclear Age
(Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2012), pp. 53-54.
28
Chu Shulong and Rong Yu, ‘‘China: Dynamic Minimum Deterrence,’’ in Muthiah Alagappa, ed. The
Long Shadow: Nuclear Weapons and Security in 21st Century Asia (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2008), pp. 161–87.
29
Chansoria, “The Political History of China’s Nuclear Bomb,” pp. 79-96, and Sun Xiangli, “The
Development of Nuclear Weapons in China,” in Li Bin and Tong Zhao, ed., Understanding Chinese
Nuclear Thinking (Washington DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2016), p. 82.

9

bomber. Therefore, their research focuses on the modernization of China’s nuclear
arsenal from the perspective of developing new, and more survivable, road-mobile
ICBMs, and to a lesser degree the development of new SLBMs and Jin-class ballistic
missile submarines.30 They make no mention of a nuclear bomber or completion of a
true nuclear triad. One of the pillars of this research aims to use the evolution of
Chinese nuclear strategy, similar to Yeaw, Erickson, and Chase’s work, to investigate
why the PLA finally decided to pursue and develop a new intercontinental strategic
bomber.
In Would China Go Nuclear?: Assessing the Risk of Chinese Nuclear Escalation
in a Conventional War with the United States, Caitlin Talmadge, a professor at the
Elliott School of International Affairs at George Washington University, examines the
conditions under which Beijing might disregard their “no first use policy”, and like
Yeaw, Erickson, and Chase assert, use nuclear weapons as a means to achieve specific
objectives vis-a-vis a conventional war with the United States.31 This assertion is again
contrary to established thinking, however she concludes that if Beijing were to develop
a more capable nuclear arsenal, it would force the United States to reconsider
preemptive conventional attacks on Chinese nuclear forces. Would adding a strategic
intercontinental bomber to the PRC’s nuclear arsenal bolster its strength enough to
prevent a preemptive US attack? Unfortunately, Talmadge does not examine this issue
as her research only talks about Chinese nuclear modernization from a more general
perspective.
Michael Chase also examines the role that nuclear modernization is having on
shaping and evolving Chinese nuclear policy and strategy. He notes that Chinese
30

Yeaw, Erickson, and Chase, “The Future of Chinese Nuclear Policy and Strategy,” pp. 74-76.
Caitlin Talmadge, “Would China Go Nuclear?: Assessing the Risk of Chinese Nuclear Escalation in a
Conventional War with the United States,” International Security, Vol. 41, No. 4, Spring 2017, pp. 50-92.

31
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strategic forces are becoming more “lean and effective” in an attempt to secure their
second-strike capability. However, he warns that if the United States continues its
buildup and development of missile defense systems in Asia then this could lead to
decreased strategic stability.32 When viewed from the Chinese perspective, as the
United States’ missile defense system becomes more robust and capable, then securing
a reliable second-strike capability through modernization of ICBMs alone becomes ever
more challenging.33 It is logical to assume that when viewed through this lens, the PLA
would need to diversify its nuclear assets to counter American missile defense systems.
Although he makes no reference to a nuclear bomber, completing a true nuclear triad
would, at first glance, help diversify China’s nuclear portfolio providing it a robust
second-strike capability. Further research towards this end is certainly warranted and
required to gain a better understanding of how a new bomber would fit into the Chinese
strategic puzzle.
A review of the existing literature and research on Chinese nuclear strategy,
doctrine, and philosophy reveals two irrefutable points. The first is that the PLA’s
nuclear arsenal is undergoing a wave of modernization that is being driven by an
evolution in its strategic thinking. While this is true, scholars and defense experts do
not agree on the reasons behind the new developments in Chinese nuclear strategy nor
do they necessarily agree on the outcomes that the modernization will have on the PLA
and Chinese overall strategic thinking. This uncertainty has many experts questioning

32

Chase, “China’s Transition to a More Credible Nuclear Deterrent: Implications and Challenges for the
United States,” pp. 69-101.
33
The United States’ public position is that its missile defense system in Asia is only to protect South
Korea and Japan from North Korea. It is not intended to counter Chinese ICBMs. U.S. Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson stated, “it [the missile defense system] is directed solely at the defense of [South Korea].”
China and the PLA do not share this view. Chinese Foreign Ministry Wang Yi is on record stating, “[The]
THAAD system undermines China’s security, and is construed as a veiled threat.” Abraham M. Denmark,
“China’s Fear of U.S. Missile Defense is Disingenuous,” Foreign Policy, March 20, 2017,
<http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/03/20/chinas-fear-of-u-s-missile-defense-is-disingenuous-north-koreatrump-united-states-tillerson-thaad/>.
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the stability of future US – China strategic relations. The second glaring point
uncovered by reviewing the current literature is that, while most of the experts agree
that China is modernizing its nuclear forces and is evolving its nuclear philosophy, no
research has been allocated to how an intercontinental nuclear bomber and completion
of a true nuclear triad fits into that modernization. More importantly, following in line
with Gregory Kulacki’s overarching critique of the field mentioned above, minimal
effort has been allocated to understanding why and what factors ultimately led the
leaders of the CCP, PLA, and PLAAF to make this decision. This research aims to
remedy this shortfall.

1.4 Research Methods
Social science researchers generally have three methods of collecting data at
their disposal: interviews, observation, and document analysis.34 For this research,
interviews and observation are not appropriate for a plethora of factors, namely the
sensitivity of the subject matter, time constraints, and a lack of financial resources.
Therefore, the principal research method used in this thesis is document analysis. To
investigate the views and ideas of high-level CCP leadership the document analysis
focuses on speeches, statements, and records of public interviews of the political elite
within the CCP. These primary sources of data are the best indicators available as to the
views and ideas of China’s ruling-elite, which without question, ultimately shape and
direct every aspect of Chinese national security, to include nuclear strategy and weapon
system development.
When examining the evolution of the PLA’s nuclear doctrine and strategy, the
document analysis primarily focuses on official government white papers written by
34
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12

high ranking military officers and other experts within the PLA. These white papers
provide the best available, first-hand insight into Chinese nuclear thinking and strategy
development, challenges faced by the strategic community, and the differing
perspectives among its leaders and intellectuals.
In order to evaluate the economic and technological capabilities of the Chinese
aerospace defense industry, information and data from secondary sources is
incorporated with data from official government agencies of both the People’s Republic
of China and the United States. The secondary source data is from a compilation of
other scholars’ peer-reviewed work on the Chinese defense industry and provides
important insights as to its actual capabilities. This analysis is extremely important as it
determines whether Chinese industry is actually capable of producing a militarily
relevant strategic nuclear bomber, and if so, at what cost.
Political scientists focus on the written record when other means of research are
not applicable or relevant.35 Such is the case in this thesis, with document analysis
providing the best and most logical research approach allowing an in-depth
understanding of the main reasons behind the completion of the Chinese nuclear triad
and development of a true intercontinental nuclear bomber.

1.5 Approach and Limitations
The data collected via document analysis is interpreted and presented in a logical
manner in order to develop a concept that attempts to identify the main factors that
drove the PRC to develop an intercontinental nuclear bomber. The first step in
identifying these main factors is to determine the military and strategic benefits and
capabilities that a new nuclear bomber would bring to the PLA. These new capabilities,
35
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analyzed through the theory of nuclear deterrence, then serve as a framework with
which to analyze the key factors that ultimately led China down this path. Once these
main drivers are identified, then they are combined into an overall philosophy that not
only explains the decision to build a strategic bomber, but can be more generally
applied to all Chinese strategic thinking and decision making.
There is no doubt that nuclear weapons are the most powerful devices ever
developed by mankind, and as such, states that possess them view them as essential to
their existence. Because of this fact, nuclear powers such as the United States, Russia,
and China highly classify details about their nuclear arsenals, strategies, and detailed
plans. However, since this research and analysis is completely unclassified, classified
topics, ideas, information, and data are simply not covered and examined. This fact will
not hinder this study, as much of the classified information pertains to specific weapon
system details, such as stealth characteristics, radar cross section, exact unrefueled range,
and maximum airspeed and altitude. While these details are important for military
planners and analysts, when examining overall nuclear strategy and doctrine, they are
much less important and not crucial to this project.
Another limitation in this research is the fact that China’s military transparency,
while slowly improving, is still considered to be at a low-level, especially when
compared to the United States.36 To overcome this constraint, when researching
Chinese nuclear strategy, specific emphasis is placed on using primary sources of
information, with a focus on PLA white papers authored by active duty specialized
nuclear officers and current high-level academics and scholars. Gathering data from
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these sources will greatly assist in alleviating much of the lack of transparency in the
Chinese military.

1.6 Chapter Arrangement
This thesis is organized into six chapters, each of which is further divided into
individual subsections. Following Chapter One’s introduction, Chapter Two determines
the benefits and capabilities that an intercontinental nuclear bomber brings to the PLA.
It specifically examines the nuclear force structure and capabilities of both the United
States and Russia and compares them to China’s strategic forces. This comparison
shows, in the context of the theory of nuclear deterrence, the advantages and benefits
that the US and Russia enjoy from their fleet of nuclear bombers, and conversely what
China currently lacks by not having this capability. Chapters Three, Four, and Five then
use the results of chapter two as a framework with which to analyze the key factors that
led to the PRC’s decision to complete the third leg of its nuclear triad. Chapter Three
focuses on the views and ideas of the CCP’s leadership with Chapter Four examining
the evolution of Chinese nuclear strategy, doctrine, and policy. Chapter Five examines
the decision to build a new bomber from the perspective of the evolving Chinese
aerospace industry and its growing technological capabilities. Finally, Chapter Six
culminates the thesis by combining the findings of Chapters Three, Four, and Five, into
a holistic conclusion that identifies the main reasons behind China’s decision to build a
nuclear bomber.
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Chapter 2: Nuclear Force Structures, the Nuclear Triad, and the Role
of the Bomber
People’s Liberation Army Air Force Commander General Ma Xiaotian’s 2015
announcement that China is currently developing a nuclear-capable, intercontinental
bomber signals that the PRC will join the United States and the Russian Federation as
the only nations that possess a true nuclear triad of strategic bombers, intercontinental
ballistic missiles, and submarine-launched ballistic missiles. This addition of a nuclear
bomber presents a seismic shift in the force structure of the PLA and also highlights that
the top echelon of Chinese leadership is rethinking the country’s nuclear strategy and
doctrine.
With this context in mind, this chapter first aims to examine the nuclear force
structures of the United States, Russia, and China. This comparison demonstrates just
how similar the nuclear stockpiles and delivery systems of Russia and the United States
are, and how different China’s is from these two nations. The next section of this
chapter introduces the theoretical framework of nuclear deterrence and how a nuclear
triad fits into this theory. Finally, the chapter concludes with an in-depth examination
of the nuclear bomber, specifically identifying its role within nuclear deterrence and the
nuclear triad. In other words, this last section identifies what advantages and benefits
the strategic bomber adds to a nation’s nuclear deterrent capability. The advantages
determined from this analysis will be carried forward into Chapters Three, Four, and
Five, and along with the theoretical framework of nuclear deterrence, serve as the
foundation for determining the fundamental reasons why China is developing a strategic,
intercontinental nuclear bomber.
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2.1 The Structure of the United States’ Nuclear Forces
On July 16, 1945 the United States became the first nation to successfully test a
nuclear device and a few months later on August 6th became the first and only nation to
use nuclear weapons in combat. The US dropped two atomic bombs on the Japanese
cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, bringing an end to World War II and effectively
ushering in the nuclear age. Over the next several decades, the United States and the
Soviet Union entered into a nuclear arms race that saw both of their nuclear arsenals
expand at an astonishing pace. Figure 2.1 below shows the number of nuclear warheads
amassed by the US, reaching a peak of just over 30,000 in the late 1960s. In order to
effectively employ and deliver these warheads the “US nuclear arsenal contained many
types of delivery vehicles for nuclear weapons, including short-range missiles and
artillery for use on the battlefield, medium-range missiles and aircraft that could strike
targets beyond the theater of battle, short- and medium-range systems based on surface
ships, long-range missiles based on US territory and submarines, and heavy bombers.”37
As the Cold War began to wind down, the US and USSR mutually agreed to
limit the size of their nuclear arsenals in a phased draw down. This resulted in the first
Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) signed in 1991. This agreement was then
followed by the START II treaty signed in 1993, which was then replaced by the New
START agreement signed in 2010.38 Under New START, both the United States and
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Russia are limited to a maximum of 1,550 nuclear warheads on deployed launchers and
bombers.39

Figure 2.1 The Nuclear Warhead Arsenal of the United States, 1945-2017
Source: Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “The Nuclear Notebook—United States,” The Bulletin
of the Atomic Scientist, 2018, <https://thebulletin.org/nuclear-notebook-multimedia>.

As a result of the constraints imposed by New START, the United States’
nuclear arsenal can be seen in Table 2.1.40 It contains a triad of intercontinental ballistic
missiles, sea-launched ballistic missiles, and heavy bombers that employ air-launched
cruise missiles and gravity bombs. After the retirement of the Peacekeeper ICBM in
2005, the first leg of the American triad consists of only one type of silo-based ICBM,
the Minuteman III (LGM-30G). Currently, each missile has only one warhead in order
to comply with New START limitations and there are 400 operational missiles deployed
across the US mainland.41

39
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The second leg of the US’s nuclear triad consists of 14 Ohio-class nuclearpowered, ballistic missile submarines (SSBN), each of which are equipped with 20
missile launchers carrying the Trident II sea-launched ballistic missile (UGM-133A).
On a continuous basis, two Ohio-class submarines are in maintenance overhaul, leaving
an operational fleet of 12, with approximately 1,100 warheads at sea at any given time.
There are an additional four Ohio-class submarines that have been retrofitted to carry
only conventional cruise missiles, bringing the actual total to 18 submarines, nine of
which are assigned to the Pacific Ocean, with five placed in the Atlantic Ocean. 42
The third and final leg of the United States’ nuclear triad is composed of
nuclear-capable, long-range, strategic bombers. Currently the US fleet is comprised of
54 nuclear-capable B-52H Stratofortresses and 20 B-2A Spirits.43 The B-52Hs are
stationed at Minot Air Force Base in North Dakota as well as Barksdale Air Force Base
in Louisiana. While the B-52Hs are not capable of carrying nuclear gravity bombs, they
are equipped with the AGM 86C/D Air-Launched Cruise Missile (ALCM), which
contains the W80 nuclear warhead. The B-52Hs have an unlimited range when airrefueled and the ALCMs unclassified range is approximately 1,500 nautical miles.44
Bolstering the United States’ fleet of B-52Hs are 20 B-2A Spirits, more conventionally
known as the “Stealth Bomber.” With a price tag of 1.7 billion US dollars, the B-2 is
easily the world’s most expensive aircraft. Unlike the B-52Hs, the B-2As carry only
gravity-nuclear bombs and do not employ cruise missiles. The B-2A’s nuclear
armament consists of the B-61 mod 7, the B-61 mod 11, and the B-83 thermonuclear
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bombs.45 Like the B-52H, the B-2A’s range is unlimited when refueled inflight. Unlike
during the employment of ALCMs, in order to employ gravity-dropped weapons, the
“Stealth Bomber” has to fly over its intended target.
In summary, the United States’ nuclear force structure and arsenal has decreased
in size significantly since its Cold War peak in the mid-1960s. This was primarily
driven by several START agreements with the USSR/Russia as well as a focus on
modernization emphasizing in part, quality over quantity.46 These constraints and
developments have shaped the United States’ nuclear triad, which currently consists of
Minuteman III intercontinental ballistic missiles, Trident II sea-launched ballistic
missile employed by Ohio-class submarines, and air-launched cruise missiles and
gravity bombs employed by a fleet of B-52Hs and B-2As.

45
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Table 2.1 The United States’ Nuclear Force Structure
Source: Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “United States Nuclear Forces, 2017,” Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientists, Vol. 73, No. 1, 2017, pp. 48-57.

2.2 The Structure of Russia’s Nuclear Forces
The Soviet Union detonated its first nuclear device on August 29, 1949,
unofficially marking the beginning of the Cold War.47 This secret test was conducted
just four short years after the United States’ first test and began an arms race between
these two superpowers the likes of which the world has never seen. Initially behind the
United States in both the number of warheads and the technology of its delivery systems,
47
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Aspirations,” pp. 1-111.
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the USSR worked feverishly to close the gap. In terms of numbers of nuclear warheads,
the USSR not only caught up to the United States, but eventually surpassed them.
Figure 2.2 below shows the actual number of nuclear warheads possessed by the
USSR/Russia, reaching a peak of more than 40,000 in the mid-1980s.48 This surpassed
the United States’ peak number of nuclear devices by approximately 10,000 and in
comparison to Figure 2.1, this graph demonstrates the USSR’s catch-up mentality that
helped accelerate the Cold War nuclear arms race.

Figure 2.2 The Nuclear Warhead Arsenal of the USSR/Russia, 1949-2017
Source: Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “The Nuclear Notebook—Russia,” The Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientist, 2018, <https://thebulletin.org/nuclear-notebook-multimedia>.

However, as the Cold War came to an end and the USSR and the US entered
into the START I agreement, the Russian nuclear inventory began to drastically reduce
in size and scope. Follow-on agreements and treaties, culminating in the New START
have resulted in a Russian nuclear force structure and size that is very similar to that of
the United States.
48
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Like the United States, Russia employs a nuclear triad of intercontinental
ballistic missiles controlled by the Strategic Rocket Force (SRF), sea-launched ballistic
missiles under the control of the Navy, and intercontinental strategic bombers operated
by the Aerospace Force. The first leg of Russia’s nuclear triad, its ICBM force, consists
of four different types of missiles, the SS-18, SS-19, SS-25, and SS-27. The SS-18s and
SS-19s represent the oldest missiles in the arsenal and are silo-based, liquid fueled, and
capable of carrying multiple re-entry vehicles (MIRV). The SS-25 and the SS-27 are
the next generation of Russian ICBMs and both of these delivery systems are roadmobile, as opposed to silo-based, theoretically increasing their survivability.49
Additionally, they both contain solid propellant, which not only decreases maintenance
costs and overall weight, but also greatly decreases their launch response time which
aids in increasing the systems overall survivability.50
The second leg of Russia’s nuclear triad is comprised of a fleet of 12 nuclearpowered ballistic missile submarines. Currently, Russia employs three different classes
of SSBNs: three Delta IIIs, six Delta IVs, and three Boreis-class vessels. Each class of
SSBNs can carry up to 16 sea-launched ballistic missiles, which are all MIRV capable,
totaling approximately 800 warheads under the Russian Navy’s control. Similar to the
United States, Russian SSBNs are divided amongst the country’s Pacific and Atlantic
fleets.51
Rounding out the Russian nuclear triad is its fleet of long-range, strategic
bombers, which belong to the Long Range Aviation Command of the Russian
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Aerospace Force. Currently, Russia possesses 57 Tu-95 “Bear” bombers and 13 Tu-160
“Blackjack” bombers.52 With aerial refueling, both the Tu-95 and the Tu-160 have an
unlimited range, placing all potential targets on the planet at risk. At any given time,
per New START, only 60 of these planes are nuclear-capable with the remainder
serving as trainers. Unlike the United States’ B-52Hs and B-2As, Russian “Bears” and
“Blackjacks” both can carry a mixture of the same types of nuclear weapons. Russia’s
bombers are capable of employing the AS-15 Kent air-launched cruise missiles with an
unclassified range of approximately 1350 nautical miles, gravity bombs, and also the
AS-16 Kickback short-range attack missile which has an unclassified range of 160
nautical miles.53
The above analysis clearly shows that while the United States and the USSR had
varying nuclear arsenals during the Cold War, their current stockpiles and deliver
systems have been in a relative state of symmetry since the 1990s. Interestingly, many
experts point out that time frame as the beginning of China’s rise on the international
scene, a rise which has enabled China to firmly establish itself as the world’s second
largest economy and the main competitor of the United States on the global economic,
political, and strategic stage.54 It would then stand to reason that if China is the United
States’ main competitor in almost every global category, then their nuclear arsenal and
force structure should be on par with the United States, or at the very least making great
effort towards equilibrium. The next section demonstrates that nothing could be farther
from the truth.
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Table 2.2 Russia’s Nuclear Force Structure
Source: Kristensen and Norris, “Russian Nuclear Forces, 2016,” pp. 125-134.

2.3 The Structure of China’s Nuclear Forces
On October 16, 1964, the People’s Republic of China detonated its first atomic
device at the Lanzhou test facility with a yield of 22 kilotons.55 Over the next decade,
the PRC increased its nuclear stockpile to slightly over 200 warheads. Figure 2.3 below
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illustrates that since that time until the present, the PRC’s nuclear arsenal has barely
grown, currently reaching approximately 260 warheads.

Figure 2.3 The Nuclear Warhead Arsenal of China, 1964-2017
Source: Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “The Nuclear Notebook—China,” The Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientist, 2018, <https://thebulletin.org/nuclear-notebook-multimedia>.

Furthermore, this number represents less than 1% of the Cold War highs of
30,000 and 40,000 nuclear devices possessed by the United States and the USSR
respectively, and less than 17% of the current New START-mandated levels. This
massive disparity is graphically shown in Figure 2.4 below. The United States’ arsenal
is represented in blue, the USSR’s/Russia’s is in red, and the PRC’s is the thin yellow
line that barely registers on the graph. Even taking into account that China did not truly
begin to rise until the 1990s, which is the same time that the US and Russia began to
make massive cuts to their arsenals, the disproportion is nonetheless extremely evident.
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Figure 2.4 The Nuclear Warhead Arsenals of the US, the USSR/Russia, and China
Source: Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “The Nuclear Notebook—US, Russia, and China,” The
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientist, 2018, < https://thebulletin.org/nuclear-notebook-multimedia>.

However, China’s disparity in the number of warheads vis-à-vis the United
States and Russia is not the only glaring difference between these three countries. As
described at length above, the United States’ and Russia’s strategic nuclear forces are
both structured around a triad of weapons and delivery systems: ICBMs, SLBMs
launched from SSBNs, and long-range bombers capable of employing both air-launched
cruise missiles and gravity bombs. China has no such triad, instead currently relying
solely on intercontinental and medium range ballistic missiles and sea-launched ballistic
missiles carried aboard SSBNs.56
The PRC’s ballistic missiles fall under the newly formed People’s Liberation
Army Rocket Force (PLARF) which is responsible for training, equipping, and
operating China’s land-based nuclear missiles.57 The PLARF’s medium-range ballistic
missile (MRBM) arsenal consists of the DF-21 and the DF-21A as well as the
56
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intermediate-range DF-26 which became operational in 2017. The country’s strategic
ICBM force is comprised of the limited range, DF-4 as well as the much longer-range
DF-5. Both of these older systems are silo-based and liquid fueled, decreasing their
survivability in a nuclear exchange. The remainder of China’s ICBM force is
comprised of the much more modern and survivable DF-31 and DF-31A. These two
weapons systems are both solid fueled and road mobile.58 In total, China possesses
approximately 143 MRBMs and ICBMs.
In addition to the PLARF’s land-based nuclear missiles, the People’s Liberation
Navy (PLAN) bolster’s China’s nuclear arsenal with a fleet of Jin-class SSBNs.
According to the most recent military intelligence estimates, the PLAN has four
operational Jin-class vessels with more under construction, although the exact number is
a tightly-held state secret.59 All of the submarines are based at either Longposan Naval
Base or at Yulin on Hainan Island.60 China’s Jin-class SSBNs are each capable of
carrying up to 12 JL-2 SLBMs, a derivative of the land-based DF-31 which have an
unclassified range of over 5,000 nautical miles.61
While China does possess two legs of a nuclear triad, the glaring omission from
its nuclear arsenal, when compared to the United States and Russia, is the lack of a
long-range, strategic nuclear bomber. Table 2.3 below, derived from the Bulletin of
Atomic Scientists, does list approximately 20 H-6 bombers, however notes that these
planes were lasted observed conducting nuclear tests in 1979 and have not been seen
participating in nuclear operations since. The 2017 annual report authored by the US
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Defense Department (DoD) to Congress also makes no mention of nuclear-capable PLA
bombers.62 The US Air Force charged the RAND Corporation to conduct its own study
of China’s nuclear force structure and their report also lacks any information on current
Chinese bombers.63

Table 2.3 China’s Nuclear Force Structure
Source: Kristensen and Norris, “Chinese Nuclear Forces, 2016,” pp. 205-211.

However, based on PLAAF Commander General Ma Xiaotian’s 2015
announcement, which has been confirmed by both the 2016 and 2017 DoD reports to
Congress on the state of the PLA, China is planning on rectifying this shortcoming and
developing their own nuclear-capable, strategic bomber. This development will
“provide China with its first credible nuclear ‘triad’ of delivery systems dispersed across
land, sea, and air—a posture considered since the Cold War to improve survivability
62
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and strategic deterrence.”64 It is the focus of this research to determine exactly what
factors drove Chinese leaders to decide to invest in, and develop, a true, long-range,
nuclear bomber and finally complete their triad.

2.4 The Theoretical Framework of Nuclear Deterrence and the Triad
As soon as mankind began work on developing nuclear weapons and their
delivery vehicles, military theorists and strategist began to develop theories and doctrine
on how to use these weapons in order maximize their effectiveness. After the United
States dropped two nuclear weapons on Japan to effectively end the Second World War,
the destructive power of atomic weapons was revealed to the world. With the potential
to destroy entire cities, civilizations, and even mankind itself, world leaders could not
rely on conventional military theory and strategy to guide the use of these weapons.
Instead, a new method and fresh way of thinking was required. What resulted was the
idea of using nuclear weapons as a deterrent and this fresh approach was pioneered by
Dr. Bernard Brodie.
While working at the RAND corporation in the 1950s, he authored Strategy in
the Missile Age in which he advocated his theory of nuclear deterrence.65 The ideas that
he put forth are still widely used today and are considered so influential that he earned
the nickname “the American Clausewitz.”66 The driving impetus behind his work is
that the power of nuclear weapons has fundamentally changed the nature of warfare and
the role of the military. In an earlier 1946 essay titled The Absolute Weapon, he wrote,
“thus far the chief purpose of our military establishment has been to win wars. From
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now on its chief purpose must be to avert them.”67 With this idea as his baseline, in
Strategy in the Missile Age he put forth the idea that preemptive nuclear strikes (firststrikes) are destabilizing and would lead to total war, which could result in the end of
humanity as we know it. Instead he argued that nations must maintain a robust and
credible second-strike capability. It is this second-strike capability, the ability of a
nation to retaliate in kind after first being attacked by a nuclear adversary, that Brodie
argues serves as the ultimate deterrent to being attacked in the first place. It follows
then, that if an enemy’s first-strike is avoided due to the overwhelming deterrent
capability of a retaliatory second-strike, then nuclear war can be avoided all together.68
This is the essence of the theory of nuclear deterrence.
One of fundamental concepts described in the previous paragraph is the premise
that the second-strike capability must not only be robust but also credible. In another
work, Brodie writes, “that instrument [second strike]…has to have its capacity to
function maintained at a very high level and constantly refined—which can be done
only at great cost to the community and great dedication on the part of the personnel
directly involved. We are in other words, expecting the system to be constantly
perfected while going permanently unused.”69 This concept, within the framework of
nuclear deterrence, means that a nation’s nuclear second-strike capability, not only has
to be 100 percent reliable, but also must be known and visible to potential aggressors.
In order to achieve perfect reliability and the prerequisite amount of visibility, military
experts argue that maintaining a triad of nuclear delivery systems whose “synergy and
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overlapping attributes help ensure the enduring survivability of deterrence capabilities”
is the most effective method of achieving this goal.70
Investing in, and maintaining, a nuclear triad of ICBMs, SLBMs, and long-range
bombers has several main benefits when compared to nuclear dyads or even a nuclear
monad. The first is that each leg of the triad serves as an effective hedge against any
unexpected or unforeseen problems in one weapons system.71 It is not uncommon for
military systems to fail or to require modifications which bring them temporarily offline, and while this is less likely in nuclear platforms, it is nonetheless a possibility.
Having a triad allows for one system to go down, while still retaining two other secondstrike retaliatory capabilities. Having two different strategic weapons systems
functional, while the third is temporarily unavailable, still goes a long way to
complicating an adversary’s targeting, at least for a limited period of time, and provides
for a robust enough, although potentially limited, second-strike ability.72 Therefore, the
strategic hedge against potential problems in any one weapons system enabled by a triad
ensures a nation that Brodie’s concept of a 100% reliable second-strike capability is, at
all times, maintained.
The second major advantage of having a nuclear triad is that each leg has its
own unique military advantages.73 These advantages not only provide a great deal of
flexibility to military planners, but also greatly complicate an enemy’s attack
planning.74 Both ICBMs and SLBMs have very low vulnerability to air attack and go a
long way to ensure a survivable second strike-capability. Bombers, if commanded and
employed correctly, also can be extremely survivable, if not even more than ICBMs.
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Additionally, bombers are the only leg of the triad that can be recalled after launch,
providing leaders more decision-making time. Finally, and most importantly, bombers
are the visible leg of the nuclear triad and serve to openly signal a nation’s intent. They
act as a “visible show of presence in crisis to strengthen deterrence against potential
adversaries.”75
This section served to introduce the theory of nuclear deterrence and within that
framework, discuss why a triad is the best force structure to achieve this goal. Brodie’s
theory of nuclear deterrence described above relies on a nation possessing and
maintaining a robust and 100% reliable second-strike capability. Throughout the
evolution of the Cold War, military planners and scholars have determined that a
nuclear triad not only provides a nation a credible hedge against possible problems, but
also provides planners flexibility while greatly complicated an enemy’s attack planning.
Within this construct, the next section will specifically expand on the unique advantages
that a long-range, strategic bomber brings to the nuclear triad and why it is essential to
the effective implementation of Brodie’s theory of nuclear deterrence.

2.5 The Role of the Intercontinental Strategic Bomber in Nuclear
Deterrence
From the time the Wright Brothers first took flight in Kitty Hawk, North
Carolina, in 1903, military experts and leaders turned their attention into developing the
airplane as an instrument of war. At the forefront of this thrust was Italian General
Giulio Douhet, who, among many other ideas, strongly believed in the ability of a
strategic bomber force which could bring such overwhelming force to a battlespace that
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it alone could win a war.76 Like many theorists, Douhet and his ideas were ahead of
their time and limited by current technology. However, once the strategic bomber was
mated with an atomic weapon by the Unites States Air Force in August 1945, his theory
suddenly became viable as Japan surrendered to the Allies just one week after the
atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The advent of nuclear
weapons and long-range, intercontinental bombers changed the face of warfare forever.
Since 1945, the long-range, strategic bomber has evolved from a propeller
driven, slow, all metal airplane, into today’s stealthy, mostly carbon-fiber, and in some
cases supersonic weapons systems. Resulting from this ever-improving technology is
an evolving strategy of how to employ the bomber within the construct of nuclear
deterrence and how to leverage its inherent advantages inside the structure of a nuclear
triad.
As mentioned in the previous section, current military experts and scholars agree
that the nuclear bomber fulfills two main roles within the nuclear triad that serve to
complement the other two legs: visibility and flexibility.77 Within Bernard Brodie’s
theory of nuclear deterrence, a nation’s second-strike capability has to be 100% credible.
In order to be considered credible, a nuclear force must be, at least in part, visible and
known to potential adversaries. This visibility can then be used by a nation to signal its
intent and resolve to the enemy, further strengthening and solidifying its deterrent
capability. The 2018 United States Nuclear Posture Review states that for deterrence to
be effective, potential adversaries cannot miscalculate the consequences of initiating a
first strike. Furthermore, correcting any misperceptions regarding either capability or
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intent through overt signaling is paramount to strategic stability.78 A recent US military
white paper further refines this idea by stating, “signaling intent is a vital aspect of
successful deterrence. Designed to remain hidden from the view of an adversary,
ICBMs and SSBNs offer no effective way of conveying American resolve or an
escalation/de-escalation in posture, should an adversary move toward conflict. The
bomber fleet, however, effectively demonstrates resolve. For example, if an adversary
were to openly challenge the status-quo, the president could order the nation’s B-52s
and B-2s on alert, put them in the air, and/or deploy them to forward bases. All of these
actions are visible signals of American intent, designed to lead to a de-escalation of
tensions. Without question, bombers are the most effective tool for overtly
demonstrating resolve.”79
In order to demonstrate resolve and effectively communicate to an adversary,
bombers and nuclear weapons can be generated onto alert status. This process involves
preparing the bombers for combat as well as loading them with nuclear weapons. Once
loaded, the bombers can take off in a very short period of time, if required. Furthermore,
if a stronger show of force than merely loading the airplanes with nuclear weapons is
required, further signals of escalation can be communicated all the way up to actually
launching the nuclear-armed bomber fleet. While ICBM and SLBM forces also have
heightened states of readiness, these cannot be seen by adversaries and therefore are not
highly effective tools to communicate intent and resolve.80
In addition to being the visible leg of the nuclear triad, through which a nation
can express its resolve and reinforce its second-strike capability, the nuclear bomber
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also allows for a great deal of flexibility to both nuclear planners and top-level decision
makers.81 The nuclear bomber, once launched, is the only leg of the triad that can be
recalled. When compared to ICBMs and SLBMs, which once fired, can reach their
targets in a matter of minutes, bombers take hours to reach their potential targets.82 The
recall ability and long flight time required by bombers greatly enhances the decisionmaking time of top-level leaders. This extra time, when coupled with the visible
deterrent of nuclear-armed bombers enroute goes a long way towards proving and
solidifying a country’s resolve and second-strike capability in the minds of its adversary.
Finally, a by-product of visibility and flexibility, is the fact that nuclear bombers
are highly survivable to a first strike. Because nations use their bombers as a signaling
tool during the escalation of a potential nuclear conflict, the airplanes are in a high state
of alert and can be launched in a matter of minutes. Since an enemy’s inbound firststrike would take at a minimum approximately 30 minutes to arrive, national leaders
could order their bombers into the air to avoid the incoming nuclear strike. The
bombers and their nuclear weapons, since airborne and far away from ground-zero,
would then survive the first-strike. They could then land at other airports and await
follow-on orders or they could continue on to their targets. In either scenario, they
remain an extremely viable second-strike option.83
Visibility coupled with inherent flexibility that are the fundamental advantages
brought by the long-range, strategic bomber to a nuclear triad. These advantages ensure
the bomber’s survival from a first-strike and therefore allow it to function as a highlyeffective second-strike weapon greatly enhancing a nation’s nuclear deterrent
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capability.84 It is these specific advantages -- visibility and flexibility, within Bernard
Brodies’ theory of nuclear deterrence, that are used as the analytical framework for the
remainder of this research. The next three chapters analyze, within this framework, the
PRC’s impetus to develop a bomber through the following three lenses: the views and
ideas of China’s paramount leaders, the development of the nation’s nuclear strategy
and doctrine, and the technological capabilities of the China’s aerospace industry.
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Chapter 3: The Impact of China’s Leaders on Its Nuclear Force
Structure
The idea and impetus behind the 2015 announcement that China was to begin
development of long-range, strategic bomber and complete its nuclear triad did not
originate from within the PLAAF, or even from the top levels of the PLA command
structure. This decision to invest tens of billions of dollars into a major research and
development project, one which has the potential to upset the current the geo-political
strategic landscape and reshape and transform China’s nuclear arsenal, was made at the
top levels of the Chinese government. In fact, anytime Chinese nuclear decisions and
strategy are analyzed and researched, the ideas, views, and visions of top-level Chinese
leaders must be incorporated.85 Thus, the main sources of data in this chapter are quotes,
speeches, and interviews from Chinese leaders from 1949 through the present
referencing nuclear strategy, doctrine, and overall national security. The words and
views of China’s leaders over the past 69 years are then juxtaposed against the theory of
nuclear deterrence and the advantages of visibility and flexibility inherent in a nuclear
bomber. The intent of this analysis is to determine what has changed in the upper-most
echelons of the CCP in order to drive China towards developing a strategic nuclear
bomber.
In China’s Security Environment and the Role of Nuclear Weapons , published
by the Carnegie Endowment for international peace, Xu Weidi advocates that study on
Chinese nuclear thinking can generally be divided into two periods.86 The first period is
from 1949 until 1989 and focuses on Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping. The second
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period subsequently covers from 1989 until the present.87 However, based on the recent
announcement that current Chinese President Xi Jinping has been able to consolidate his
power and continues to serve as China’s leader without any term limits, this research
will add one more category to Xu Weidi’s paradigm.88 The time period from 1989 until
the present is further divided into the period from 1989 until 2012, and then from 2012
until the present. This further division takes into account the dramatic and rapid rise in
Xi Jinping’s power and control, especially when compared to his two predecessors
Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao. After the 19th Party Congress in October 2017, and the
more recent announcement in March 2018 of an indefinite term as China’s paramount
leader, it is clear that Xi has far surpassed the power of his two forerunners, cemented
his strongman status, and must now be considered on a similar level as Mao and Deng.89
Therefore, the research in this chapter builds upon Xu Weidi’s structure and is presented
as follows: 1949-1989 covering Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, 1989-2012 covering
Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, and 2012-present covering Xi Jinping.
Constructed from the views of these five paramount leaders of China, expressed
via their own speeches, publications, and interviews, this chapter determines, within
Bernard Brodie’s theoretical framework of nuclear deterrence, the main philosophical,
ideological, and conceptual reasons behind China’s announcement to finally build a
long-range, strategic nuclear bomber.
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3.1 The Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping Era
As with almost any major strategic or political developments within the PRC,
the study of nuclear philosophy and nuclear doctrine must first and foremost begin with
an examination of China’s first paramount leader and revolutionary founding father.
Chairman Mao Zedong’s thoughts, philosophies, and visions are so powerful and longlasting that his shadow looms large even in modern-day China. His views on nuclear
weapons and strategy are no different, and they also had a great impact on his successor,
Deng Xiaoping who pushed several of Mao’s ideas into the 1980s. Therefore from
1949 until the late 1980s, China’s nuclear strategy, doctrine, and force structure was
relatively constant and firmly in line with Mao Zedong’s ideas.90
Mao Zedong’s perhaps best-known thought on nuclear weapons is that they, and
the imperialist countries that possess them, were mere “paper tigers.”91 With this
metaphor, Mao is saying that the people and their nationalism are the primary factors
that win wars, not technology. Mao firmly believed in, and founded his communist
revolution on, the principles of “the people’s war.” This philosophy of warfare places
emphasis on soldiers over technology and is founded on the idea of drawing the enemy
deep into the countryside and forcing them into a guerilla style of warfare. Under these
pretexts, the enemy’s supply lines are heavily stretched with the objective of extending
the war as long as possible in order to “bleed the enemy dry.”92
Within Mao’s context of “the people’s war,” when sending his forces to battle
on the Korean peninsula against a nuclear-armed, although in his mind “paper tiger”
adversary (the United States), he told his troops, “you [the United States] can use your
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atomic bombs, and I will use my hand grenades.”93 Building upon the idea of
prioritizing soldiers over technology Mao also stated “I would still like to place my
hopes on the infantry in war.”94 Moreover, he additionally stated, “If we were to go to
war, we would fight with conventional weapons because fighting with conventional
weapons is at least a form of military art.”95
From this last statement, it is possible to glean a bit of romanticism or idealism
from Mao’s thoughts on war and strategy. Mao’s idealism would, however, soon be
challenged by world events and ultimately lead China’s paramount leader to revise his
philosophy on atomic weapons. In the midst of the Korean War, the PRC felt constant
pressure in the form of nuclear blackmail from the United States and its support of the
Nationalist Chinese government of Chiang Kai-shek.96 Additionally, the United States
was using its nuclear arsenal in an attempt to dissuade further Chinese involvement on
the Korean Peninsula by stationing nuclear-capable bombers in the region. Furthermore,
during this time period, US President Harry Truman publicly said that he would
authorize the use of nuclear weapons against China if Korean peace talks began to break
down.97 Reinforcing Truman’s declaration, Strategic Air Command Commander Air
Force General Curtis Lemay was on record stating, “there are no suitable strategic air
targets in Korea. However, I would drop a few bombs in proper places like China.”98
Ironically enough, the United States was not the only country that was exerting
nuclear pressure on Mao’s China. The USSR, initially an ally in the early Chinese
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nuclear program, ceased all developmental cooperation in 1959 as a large political rift
began to develop between Mao and the USSR’s leader Nikita Khrushchev.99 As this
divide deepened, it was Mao’s belief that the Soviet Union’s strategic intent was to
control China with its nuclear forces.100 In this light, Mao believed that “to have a great
power control our country—that is not acceptable.”101
While initially, Mao viewed nuclear weapons as “paper tigers” and instead
prioritized the art of infantry and guerilla warfare, world events and nuclear-armed
adversaries forced him to reconsider and evolve his ideas. With the realities of the
nuclear age forcing his hand, during a Politburo meeting that was also attended by the
state’s leading nuclear scientists, Mao made the declaration that, “during the past years
we have been busy doing other things, and there was not enough time for us to pay
attention to this matter (of nuclear weapons). Sooner or later, we would have to pay
attention to it. Now, it is time for us to pay attention to it.”102 This statement was the
catalyst that ultimately kickstarted China’s nuclear weapons program and placed great
emphasis on the quick development of an atomic device. However, even though Mao
now realized that possessing nuclear weapons was a reality that China must embrace,
his views varied sharply from that of his American and Russian counterparts.
While the US and the USSR were drastically increasing their nuclear stockpiles
as can be seen in Figures 2.1 and 2.2, Mao said, “We must own atomic bombs, but we
will not make many of them.”103 Later he added, “We do not wish to own a big pile of
atomic bombs. Why would we need that many of them? But it is good to have a few of
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them.”104 These statements clearly demonstrate how Mao’s philosophy on atomic
weapons differed greatly from the west and it was because of his vision on the matter
that China’s nuclear arsenal remained very small.
Mao’s eventual successor Deng Xiaoping shared similar views on nuclear
weapons and philosophy.105 These views were shaped by similar revolutionary
experiences and the Cold War-driven, nuclear-age geostrategic realities of the time.106
Directly in line with Mao’s views, Deng also understood the importance of having
nuclear weapons, however cautioned against possessing too many of them and was
skeptical about their actual employment. Deng stated, “We still have to develop a few;
we will be bullied if we have none.”107 Later Deng added, “our position is to develop
some nuclear weapons, but in limited numbers…In the long run, the nuclear weapons
owned by China will be merely symbolic.”108
Within the extremely centralized, top-down hierarchical political construct of the
PRC during this time, it is clear that it was Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping’s impetus
that directly led to China’s relatively small nuclear arsenal seen in Figure 2.3. However,
their thoughts also played a major role in the development of Chinese nuclear strategy,
which in turn drove China’s nuclear force structure. Shedding light on Mao’s idea of
the actual function of nuclear weapons, he stated, “atomic bombs are used to scare
people and may not necessarily be used.”109 This idea stems from Mao’s belief that
while nuclear weapons can kill more people, they do not fundamentally change the
basic rules of warfare. This is a view that both he and Deng shared, and thus neither
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leader placed too much emphasis on nuclear warfare. Deng was perhaps slightly more
of a realist in this context as he believed that while the use of nuclear weapons was
remote, they could be used to cause a small amount of reprisal. He stated, “if you want
to destroy us, you have to suffer a little retaliation.”110 In other words, he is stating that
just a small retaliation from a small nuclear arsenal would be sufficient to deter an
attack from potential enemies. Furthermore, Deng believed that, “China [would]
weaken itself if it expends too much effort on this [nuclear weapons].”111
Mao and Deng’s shared views and philosophies on maintaining a small nuclear
arsenal with the fundamental idea of emphasizing conventional war over nuclear war is
in stark contrast to Bernard Brodie’s theory of nuclear deterrence as an uncontested
credible and reliable second-strike capability. In fact, the central underlying difference
between Mao and Brodie is the fact that Mao believed that nuclear weapons did not
fundamentally change the nature of warfare, while Brodie’s thesis is based on the exact
opposite.112 This sharp divergence thus leads to a Chinese nuclear philosophy and force
structure that is not compatible with Brodie’s theory, especially within the construct of
second-strike capability. It is clear that during this time, China’s main threat was the
nuclear blackmail from the United States, as well as the deepening rift with its
communist neighbor, the USSR. As Mao alluded, it was these two threats that led
China to arm itself with atomic weapons in the first place. However, within the nuclear
deterrence framework, the credibility and reliability of China’s second-strike capability
vis-à-vis its main rivals is extremely lacking for several reasons.
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Firstly, with only a small arsenal, when compared to its competitors, the ability
of China’s nuclear forces to actually survive a first-strike attack and then employ a
second-strike was extremely questionable. Furthermore, if China’s nuclear forces did
survive a first-strike, Deng intended China only to possess the ability to cause a small
amount of retaliatory damage. This lack of willingness and ability to respond in-kind to
a first-strike greatly undermines Brodie’s idea of a credible and reliable second-strike
capability.
Secondly, during this time period, due to the limited emphasis placed on nuclear
weapons and strategy, China was only focusing on developing ballistic missiles as their
sole delivery mechanism.113 In essence, this provided no hedge against problems in
their singular weapons system, further contrasting Brodie’s philosophy. Furthermore,
both Mao and Deng did not agree with using nuclear weapons as practical tools of
coercion, as this was the way of the imperialists, and starkly opposed to communist
ideals.114 Within this context then, Mao and Deng did not intend to highlight the
visibility of their nuclear arsenals nor to use their nuclear weapons to signal intent and
resolve to their adversaries. Finally, as the PRC’s first two paramount leaders both
agreed that conventional war was more important than nuclear war, and the possibility
of actually using nuclear weapons was minute, then having a strategic force with a
multitude of delivery capabilities was certainly not important.
In this light, it then becomes clear that within Mao and Deng’s views on nuclear
weapons and their capabilities, there was no room for China to invest in a long-range,
strategic bomber. Derived from Bernard Brodie’s theory of nuclear deterrence, the two
main advantages that a bomber brings to a nation’s nuclear arsenal are visibility and
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flexibility. During this time period, China had no desire to signal its nuclear intent or
resolve to its adversaries. Furthermore, since the actual employment of nuclear
weapons was severely discounted by both paramount leaders, then there was certainly
no interest or desire in devoting precious resources into a delivery system whose main
advantage is flexibility in nuclear strike employment. From this analysis, it then
becomes evident that from 1949-1989, based on the views and ideas of Mao Zedong
and Deng Xiaoping, there was no place for a long-range, strategic bomber in China’s
nuclear force structure.

3.2 The Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao Era
Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao’s reigns as China’s paramount leader are grouped
together in this research not only because they chronologically followed Mao and Deng,
but also because both of these leaders were not revisionist powers looking to elevate
China’s global strategic position. Instead, they both focused on propelling China’s
impressive economic growth, a philosophy that was inherited from Deng. As Jeffrey A.
Bader, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institute concluded, the ideological philosophies
“that each stood for—Jiang’s ‘Three Represents’ and Hu’s ‘harmonious society’—had
little or no relevance to China’s place in the world… Both Jiang and Hu were consensus
leaders in periods of collective leadership. Neither was in a strong position to lay out a
new foreign policy vision, even if they had been so inclined.”115 From 1992 until 2012
China was seen as conforming to the international order and strategic balance of power.
In this reality, while modernization of nuclear doctrine and force structure did happen, it
was small in scale, conforming to the low profiles of both of these leaders.
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This ability and desire for China to “keep a low profile,” which Jiang and Hu
inherited from Deng, was possible because of the relatively peaceful international
security environment of the time. This enabled Jiang to state that the next couple of
decades represent “a period of strategic opportunity” for continued Chinese economic
growth and development.116 In line with this outlook, many of the comments of Jiang
and Hu with regards to nuclear weapons centered on anti-proliferation and moving
towards a global zero, instead of nuclear force modernization and strategy
development.117 In a speech, similar to many others on the this topic, in front of many
high level world leaders, Jiang said, “to eliminate nuclear weapons and root out the
dangers of nuclear war is the common wish of the people throughout the world. It is
also an objective that the Chinese Government and people have been unswervingly
striving for. Let us all work together for the ultimate realization of a nuclear weaponfree world.”118
Hu Jintao echoed Jiang’s status-quo statements when speaking in front of the
United Nations by stating that China’s main goal was to “maintain global strategic
balance and stability and vigorously advance nuclear disarmament…China does not
participate in any form of nuclear arms race. We will continue to keep our nuclear
capabilities at the minimum level required for national security.”119 In a 2012 nuclear
security summit in Seoul, he reinforced this idea by stating, “China will, as always, push
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for the complete prohibition and thorough destruction of nuclear weapons.”120 These
statements by both Jiang and Hu demonstrate the similarity of their visions for China’s
non-revisionist, peaceful rise on the international stage.
It must be noted that during Jiang and Hu’s time, China’s nuclear development
and force structure did not remain completely stagnant. In fact, as a US Army War
College report noted, during Jiang’s rule, “particular attention is being given to
upgrading its [China’s] nuclear weapons program to exploit missile technology and to
deploy nuclear warheads.”121 This focus on upgrading missile technology continued
under Hu’s regime as China finally completed and deployed their road mobile ICBMs
the DF-31 and DF-31A, which provided a great upgrade in survivability over their older,
silo-based systems. In conjunction with this new technology, progress and attention
was given to new training methods as well as doctrinal development of how to best use
these new weapons.122
It should also be mentioned that within Brodie’s theory of nuclear deterrence,
the upgraded and mobile DF-31s DF-31As did strengthen the survivability of China’s
second-strike capability. However, upgrades to a nation’s ICBM force do not
effectively and overtly demonstrate resolve and they do not offer a nation the ability to
signal its intent to potential adversaries. This is based on the inherent nature of the
ICBM, a weapons system that is survivable, however, paradoxically with respect to the
theory of nuclear deterrence, must remain hidden and out of sight. Additionally, the
new, road-mobile ICBMs do not add any flexibility to Chinese military and civilian
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leaders since, once launched, they cannot be recalled and, like their predecessors, will
reach their targets in a matter of minutes.
Thus, it is clear that the nuclear developments in doctrine and force structure
during the Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao periods did not add any visibility nor flexibility to
China’s strategic forces. These improvements did increase China’s survivability from a
first-strike but did not upset the regional or global balance or serve to label China as
anything but peaceful. The small updates that the PLA’s strategic forces embarked on
the during the 1990s and early 2000s are actually directly in line with Jiang and Hu’s
vision of China laying low and maintaining the “global strategic balance.” Within this
vision there was no place for a weapons system whose main purpose is to be visible and
signal nuclear resolve and intent. Therefore, there was no impetus or drive within the
highest echelons of the CCP to invest in, or embark on, the development of a nuclear
capable, long-range strategic bomber.

3.3 The Xi Jinping Era
Xi Jinping, the head of the fifth-generation of Chinese leadership, assumed
control of the PRC in 2012 and has been, contrary to his predecessors Jiang and Hu,
pursuing an agenda that challenges China’s place in the international system from all
three widely accepted national pillars of strength: political, diplomatic, and military.123
Xi inherited a China that was not on the rise, but that had risen. In 2012, China had
already supplanted Japan as the world’s second largest economy, the planet’s largest
trading nation, an export behemoth that had amassed trillions of US dollars in foreign
exchange reserves, the largest manufacturing country in the world, and the largest
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trading partner of almost every country in Asia.124 However, Xi does not want China to
rest on its laurels, but instead is driving the nation to newer heights and in the process is
reshuffling the global balance. His plan to keep propelling China forward is termed the
quest for achieving the “Chinese Dream” and it consists of two pillars. The first pillar is
to continue to transform China into a “wealthy, powerful, democratic, civilized, and
harmonious, socialist, modernized nation” by the 100-year anniversary of the founding
of the PRC in 2049.125 The second aspect of Xi’s guiding ideology is to realize, and
advance on, China’s rise as a great power within the world’s geostrategic and
geopolitical landscape.126
Thus, the Lowry institute has concluded that Xi Jinping is aiming to continue to
evolve China, with the ultimate goal of becoming a “global leader in terms of
comprehensive national power and international influence” by the year 2049.127 The
revisionist tone of this statement cannot be understated, as Xi is announcing that China
will continue to challenge the established post-Cold War international order and contest
US global hegemony across all spectrums. In order to become a true international
leader, exert Chinese influence across the globe, and reshape the global strategic
balance, Xi understands that his country needs a world-class military. In his address to
the 19th Party Congress Xi stated, “We will make it our mission to see that by 2035, the
modernization of our national defense and our forces is basically completed; and that by
the mid-21st century our people’s armed forces have been fully transformed into world-
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class forces.”128 Xi’s plan to transform the PLA is grounded in his thought that
“innovation is the fundamental solution.”129 In Xi’s plan, this innovation, coupled with
advancement in military theory and development of state-of-the-art technology, will
enable China to foster new types of combat forces. With respect to innovation driving
new types of combat forces, Xi has led by example. Two years after taking control of
China and chairmanship of the Central Military Commission (CMC), he enacted a broad
reorganization of the PLA. By his order, China restructured its seven Military Regions
(Beijing, Chengdu, Guangzhou, Jinan, Lanzhou, Nanjing, and Shenyang) into five new
Military Theaters, or operational theaters (North, South, East, West, and Central).
Additionally, this reform established a PLA Army Headquarters, elevated the Second
Artillery Corps to the PLA Rocket Force, and established a completely new
organization, the Strategic Support Force.130 The resultant PLA Rocket Force (PLARF)
was established to control all of China’s ICBMs, a move that placed this new combat
force on equal organizational footing as the PLA, PLAN, and PLAAF.131
Shortly after establishing the PLARF, Xi stated that, “it [the PLARF] is the
strategic support for our country’s major power status; and it is an important foundation
for safeguarding our nation’s security.”132 This statement echoes Xi’s revisionists ideas
and establishes the nuclear deterrent capability of the PLARF as the backbone of
China’s effort to reshape the global order. Thus, it becomes clear that Xi, within his
vision of a new world order, tremendously values a strong nuclear deterrent capability.
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However, there is an inherent problem with China’s current nuclear force structure,
especially vis-à-vis the US and its evolving military technology. Since all of the PRC’s
deterrent capability, the “backbone of China’s great power status,” is invested in
missiles (ICBM and SLBMs) there is no hedge against systems that counter ballistic
missiles, such as the US Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system. The
vulnerability of China’s missile-only nuclear deterrent capability is not lost on Xi. In
response to the 2017 US THAAD deployment on the Korean peninsula, he stated that it
“undermines the strategic security interests of China, Russia and other regional
countries, and upsets the strategic balance in the region.”133
The above statement demonstrates that Xi understands the implications that the
anti-ballistic missile system has on China’s strategic deterrent capability. As such,
according to Cui Liru, former president of the China Institute of Contemporary
International Relations, President Xi continues to push the “Chinese military to counter
the Pentagon with its own modernization in air, sea, space and cyber weapons…partly
in response to Mr. Trump’s plans to revitalize American nuclear forces.”134 In this
context, and specifically directed at the PLAAF, he has charged this service with
transforming into a strong people's air force leveraging integrated air and space and
offensive and defensive capabilities.135 This falls directly in line with Xi’s push to
transform the PLA into a world class force through innovation and the development of
new combat forces, ultimately supporting his revisionist foreign policy agenda.
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Xi’s desire to contend US hegemony and reshape the global, strategic landscape
is grounded in the knowledge that maintaining an effective and strong nuclear deterrent
is paramount. General Ma’s 2015 announcement that the PLAAF is developing a longrange, nuclear bomber is consistent with this vision. Within Bernard Brodie’s theory of
nuclear deterrence, the second-strike capability of a nation must be credible, reliable,
and survivable. The addition of a strategic bomber, and completion of China’s nuclear
triad, would certainly provide a hedge against any future developments in US antimissile technology, greatly increasing the second-strike capability of China’s nuclear
deterrent.
Additionally, unlike his predecessors, Xi Jinping is not interested in lying low,
but instead he pushes the revisionist foreign policy agenda of his “Chinese Dream.”
Part of this impetus is to export Chinese power and influence around the globe. In this
light, the advantages and leverage that possessing a nuclear-capable bomber, whose
main function would be to signal Chinese intent and resolve, while simultaneously
increasing nuclear flexibility, cannot be understated. Michael Chase, shares this
assessment stating that, “They [nuclear bombers] would also offer new strategic
signaling options and an additional layer of nuclear strike options in the region beyond
what is currently available with China's land- and sea-based strategic missile force."136
Therefore, within Xi’s “Chinese Dream” and the current security situation
perceived by China, the addition of a nuclear-capable bomber fits perfectly within
Brodie’s theory of nuclear deterrence. A new Chinese long-range bomber would
greatly help increase the credibility, reliability, and survivability of China’s nuclear
deterrent second-strike capability, specifically in the face of rapidly evolving antimissile technology. Additionally, visibility and flexibility, the main advantages that a
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bomber provides within a nuclear triad, blend very well with Xi’s vision of the future
global order, which is heavily influenced and shaped by Chinese power. As such, this
seismic shift in China’s nuclear force structure, which is in line with Bernard Brodie’s
theory of nuclear deterrence, from an ideological leadership perspective, is being driven
by China’s fifth paramount leader, Xi Jinping.

3.4 Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter was to examine the ideas, views, and philosophies
with regard to nuclear weapons and strategy, of China’s paramount leaders in an effort
to determine, from a leadership perspective, what ultimately is driving China to develop
a long-range, nuclear bomber. During the Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping eras, China,
due to external pressures, quickly developed nuclear weapons and built up a stockpile of
approximately 250 warheads. However, these two leaders placed great emphasis on
conventional warfare and greatly discounted the possible use of nuclear weapons. Their
views and visions were generally incompatible with Bernard Brodie’s theory of nuclear
deterrence and thus there was no drive or desire to expand China’s strategic forces
beyond several hundred warheads and their corresponding ballistic missile delivery
systems.
Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, the third and fourth generation of Chinese leadership,
focused their efforts on China’s economic development, maintaining a low profile, and
not upsetting the global strategic balance. While modest updates to China’s ICBM
forces were made during this time period, these upgrades were mainly in line with
China’s peaceful rise. Jiang and Hu had no wish for China to demonstrate its nuclear
intent and resolve on the world stage, to challenge the global or regional status quo, and
they even attempted to push the world towards total nuclear disarmament. Hence, a
major change in China’s nuclear force structure was just not possible during this era.
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By the time Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, China’s economic might had
grown leaps and bounds, thrusting the PRC past Japan as the world’s second largest
economy. Xi leveraged China’s upward trajectory, and through his vision of the
“Chinese Dream” began to assert the PRC on the world stage. The result was a
revisionist foreign policy in which China is actively challenging US hegemony and the
existing world order. In order to carry out his ambitious foreign policy, Xi understands
the need to transform the PLA into a world-class force, with strategic, nuclear
deterrence at its core. Thus, the visibility and flexibility to signal Chinese intent and
resolve around the globe that a new strategic bomber would add to Xi’s nuclear arsenal,
falls directly in line with the revisionist elements of his Chinese Dream. Additionally,
Xi views US developments of anti-ballistic missiles weapons systems as a threat to his
strategic missile force. Adding a nuclear bomber would hedge against this rapidly
evolving technology and enable China to greatly improve the credibility, survivability,
and reliability of its second-strike capabilities.
In conclusion, it is the views and ideas of China’s current leader, Xi Jinping, and
his desire to reshape the global order that is, through this chapter’s lens of analysis, the
main driver behind China’s ambition to build a long-range, strategic bomber. As a
hedge against the vulnerabilities of China’s ballistic missiles, a strategic bomber
enhances China’s second-strike capabilities and buttresses Bernard Brodie’s theory of
nuclear deterrence. Additionally, the advantages of visibility and flexibility inherent
with a nuclear bomber complement Xi’s desire to enhance Chinese global influence. It
is these reasons, that from a leadership perspective, have ultimately propelled China to
develop a nuclear bomber and complete a true nuclear triad.
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Chapter 4: The Evolution of Chinese Nuclear Strategy and Doctrine
The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the development and evolution of
Chinese nuclear strategy and doctrine in order to determine what changes in policy, if
any, support the completion of a nuclear triad and the addition of a strategic bomber.
The previous chapter focused on the impact of the nuclear views and philosophies of
China’s paramount leaders on the country’s nuclear force structure. This chapter, in
part, builds upon those views and how they directed and shaped China’s nuclear
strategy since the nation’s initial atomic test in 1955. In her work The Development of
Nuclear Weapons in China, Sun Xiangli asserts that Chinese nuclear doctrine and
strategy, both past and present, can be directly traced back to the views and ideas of
Mao Zedong.137 However, her study goes on to observe that after the death of Mao in
1976, and the subsequent Open and Reform Policies of Deng Xiaoping, Chinese nuclear
thinking, while still grounded in Mao’s early ideas, experienced rapid growth and
evolution.138 Therefore, this chapter is constructed similarly to Sun’s work, by first
exploring nuclear doctrine during the Mao era, the establishment of China’s no-first use
policy, and the “theory of a few.” The second part of this chapter examines the rather
rapid development of Chinese nuclear philosophy and doctrine post-Mao to include the
ideas of bolstering the survivability and penetrability of the nation’s second-strike
retaliatory capability and its transformation into a more “lean and effective” nuclear
force.139
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This chapter relies heavily on data from speeches and interviews of high-level
Chinese officials, both civilian and military, as well as government reports and white
papers in its analysis of Chinese nuclear strategy. Based on this data, the shape and
direction of China’s nuclear doctrine is then evaluated via the lens of Bernard Brodie’s
theory of nuclear deterrence. Additionally, the inherent advantages of visibility and
flexibility provided by a long-range, strategic nuclear bomber are examined through the
viewpoint of Chinese strategic thought to determine, from a doctrinal perspective, what
reason led China down this long and expensive path towards joining the US and Russia
in the nuclear triad club.

4.1 Chinese Nuclear Strategy and Doctrine, 1950-1990
As stated in the previous chapter, Mao Zedong and his vision and ideas about
nuclear weapons were the foundation of China’s nuclear program and early strategy.
His overarching ideas and philosophy were ultimately put into reality by China’s first
premier and Mao’s close confidant, Zhou Enlai. Together, these two men were at the
top of China’s early nuclear decision-making apparatus and were responsible for
establishing the three fundamental pillars of Chinese nuclear strategy: “the firm
commitment to no first use of nuclear weapons, the possession of a limited number of
nuclear weapons, and the maintenance of basic nuclear retaliatory capabilities.”140
The first of these three pillars, and perhaps the most widely known, is China’s
commitment to no first use of nuclear weapons. In Mao’s own words, “our country may
produce a small number of atomic bombs in the future, but we do not have the intention
to use them…we are just using them as a defensive weapon.”141 Zhou Enlai echoed
Mao’s thoughts by stating, “China is developing nuclear weapons to oppose nuclear
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blackmail and nuclear threats, and to prevent nuclear powers from using nuclear
weapons.”142 From the direction of these two leaders, it becomes evident that China,
once in possession of nuclear weapons, did not intend to be the first nation to use them
in any future conflict. The idea of no first use became sanctioned Chinese policy just
after the detonation of the country’s first nuclear device in October 16, 1964. The
official statement from the PRC released on that date stated, “the Chinese Government
hereby solemnly declares that China will never at any time and under any circumstances
be the first to use nuclear weapons.”143 Keeping in line with the spirit and intent of its
policy of no first use, two other, derivative “no” doctrines have been established by
China:144
1. China will not use or threaten to use nuclear weapons against nonnuclear-weapon states.
2. China will not use nuclear weapons in a nuclear-weapons-free zone.
Established decades ago, these three “noes” form the baseline of Chinese nuclear
strategy and are as applicable today as they were in 1964. The US and Russia have
never made any such pledges, making China’s polices unique within the world
geostrategic landscape. Additionally, within the October 16, 1964 PRC statement,
China expressed that it had no desire or intention on entering into an arms race with any
nation, especially the US or USSR. Instead, and again in line with Mao’s philosophy of
favoring “people’s war” over the technology of atomic bombs, China adopted its second
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nuclear doctrinal pillar of this era: possessing only a limited number of nuclear
weapons.145
This second cornerstone of early Chinese nuclear strategy was initially termed
the “theory of a few,” and later become known as minimum deterrence.146 Just like the
no first use policy, this second pillar stemmed directly from Mao’s views. He believed
that possessing only a small number of nuclear weapons was sufficient enough to
achieve the desired deterrent effect, at one time specifically stating that six atomic
weapons would prevent anyone from attacking Chinese cities.147 While this idea may
be true vis-à-vis a similarly armed adversary, when viewed against Brodie’s theory of
nuclear deterrence against a superior enemy, in this case the US or USSR, it is
extremely short sighted. This paradox will be examined in more depth later in this
chapter.
Another factor that led China to developing only a small nuclear force was the
extreme cost associated with nuclear weapons.148 It must be noted that during this time
period China remained economically closed to the international community, cut ties
with its closest ally, the USSR, and embarked on a period of economic self-reliance.”149
In this context Zhou remarked, “money should not be wasted on the unnecessary
development of excess nuclear weapons, as that would instead increase the burden on
our country; we should defeat our enemy through quality.”150 Thus, relying on the
strategy that only a few nuclear weapons served the purpose of deterrence coupled with
the difficult economic realities of the time, the Chinese nuclear arsenal remained small.

145

The State Council of the People’s Republic of China, “China’s Military Strategy.”
Yeaw, Erickson, and Chase, “The Future of Chinese Nuclear Policy and Strategy,” p. 53.
147
Richard Nixon, Memoirs of Richard Nixon (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2013), p. 557.
148
Sun, “The Development of Nuclear Weapons in China,” p. 81.
149
Teh-chang Lin, “The Division of Power in Mainland China’s Foreign Trade: Its Development and
Impact” Issues & Studies, Vol. 32, No. 5, May 1996, pp. 72-85.
150
Sun, “The Development of Nuclear Weapons in China,” p. 92.
146

59

As stated above, Mao and Zhou believed that the “theory of a few” and
maintaining only a small, but high-quality arsenal, would be sufficient to deter any
adversarial attack. From this idea of minimum deterrence, and constrained by the
economic hardships of the day, stemmed the third pillar of early Chinese nuclear
strategy: the maintenance of only basic nuclear retaliatory capabilities. Based on their
interpretation of deterrence, Chinese leaders did not see a need to develop a costly
nuclear triad, instead focusing their limited resources on ICBMs.
In the early phases of nuclear weapons development all three basic delivery
methods were assessed and considered by Chinese leaders.151 It was widely known at
the time that weaponization of air-dropped bombs from strategic bombers was the
simplest mode of delivery, a fact that was established by the United States in 1945 when
it used two B-29 Superfortress strategic bombers to drop atomic bombs on Japan.
However, during the earliest stages of China’s nuclear development, the Chinese Air
Force was considered extremely weak and it was believed that aircraft would not serve
as an effective tool for delivering nuclear weapons within the realities of modern
warfare. Therefore, one year prior to the 1964 detonation, it was decided by Mao, Zhou,
Nie Rongzhen (the third in command of China’s nuclear development), and the Central
Special Committee that the nation’s primary focus must be on developing missile
technology to deliver nuclear weapons.152 Reinforcing this idea, Nie stated in
November 1966, “in our development of nuclear weapons, the focus is not on the size of
the yield, but rather [on] the successful installation of nuclear warheads on missiles.
From the beginning, we have never focused on air-dropped nuclear bombs.”153 Zhou
shared similar views when he mentioned “the ones that really serve a great purpose are
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still missiles with nuclear warheads.”154 It becomes clear then, that the third aspect of
early Chinese nuclear strategy, the maintenance of only basic nuclear retaliatory
capabilities, meant that China would only invest in and develop one leg of the nuclear
triad.155
These three pillars of early Chinese strategic thought remained virtually
unchanged and unchallenged until the 1980s. This was for two main reasons, the first
of which was the fact that China’s nuclear force structure and doctrine was led and
controlled by only the nation’s top leaders.156 The Chinese political environment of the
time was not conducive to new developments or challenges and the dominance of the
CCP over civil-military relations meant that the ideas of Mao and his inner circle went
unchallenged. Furthermore, nuclear matters were treated with the upmost secrecy,
thereby “limiting knowledge of them and thus opportunities for interagency
deliberation.”157 The second reason these three pillars remained untouched was due to
the impact of Mao’s Great Cultural Revolution and the purging of many of the nation’s
leaders, academics, and visionaries. Throughout this turbulent time in Chinese history,
the PLA was wiped of many of its most talented officers and strategists and therefore
lacked the expertise and knowledge to develop, formulate, and update nuclear strategy,
policy, and operational doctrine until the early 1990s.158
With this context in mind, the three pillars of no first use, possessing only a
small arsenal, and maintaining only basic retaliatory capabilities endured for over three

154

Sun, “The Development of Nuclear Weapons in China,” p. 86.
The Central Special Committee began research on development of nuclear powered submarines and
SLBMS in 1965, however based on the Cultural Revolution, the economic hardships of the times, and the
complexity of the associated technology, China did not develop a capable SSBN until 1981, finally
successfully test firing an SLBM in 1988. Source: Sun, “The Development of Nuclear Weapons in
China,” p. 86.
156
Sun, “The Development of Nuclear Weapons in China,” p. 90.
157
Fravel and Medeiros, “China’s Search for Assured Retaliation: The Evolution of Chinese Nuclear
Strategy and Force Structure,” pp. 48-87.
158
Ibid.
155

61

decades, and are, although to a lesser extent, relevant still today. However, when they
are examined and analyzed via Bernard Brodie’s framework of nuclear deterrence
inconstancies begin to arise. Brodie argued that for nuclear deterrence to be plausible, a
nation must maintain the overwhelming capability of a retaliatory second-strike. Within
this concept, he added that a second-strike ability must be 100% credible, reliable, and
visible in order for the theory of nuclear deterrence to be effective. China’s first pillar
of no first use certainly does not violate any of Brodie’s principles as his ideas only
pertain to second-strike capability. However, the second and third pillars of the PRC’s
nuclear doctrine fall short of Brodie’s theory.
The “theory of a few” doctrine of only maintaining a small number of nuclear
weapons is contradictory to the western idea of nuclear deterrence. As Brodie theorized,
for a nation’s second-strike capability to be considered an effective deterrent, that
capability must be overwhelming in nature. While Brodie never put an exact number or
equation on paper defining the term overwhelming, referencing Figure 2.4, it becomes
evident that China, vis-à-vis the US and Russia, did not possess an overwhelming
second-strike capability. During this era, China’s nuclear arsenal, built on the idea of
minimum deterrence, was in fact only 1% the size of its rivals. While this number of
nuclear weapons could cause some level of damage in a second-strike, maintaining a
military capacity of 1% of your enemy’s is, by any measure, not considered
overwhelming.
Additionally, the third pillar of Chinese nuclear strategy, maintaining only a
basic retaliatory capability, does not meet the second criteria of Brodie’s nuclear
deterrent theory. Brodie asserts that a true second-strike capability must be 100%
credible, reliable, and visible. China’s decision in the early 1960s, as stated by both
Zhou Enlai and Nie Rongzhen, to focus all efforts on developing ballistic missiles
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makes it nearly impossible to achieve a nuclear force structure that is 100% credible,
reliable, and visible. From the perspective of credibility and visibly, Brodie states that a
country’s potential adversaries must clearly understand a nation’s resolve to use their
second-strike capability and that resolve must be visible in order to be effective. Mao’s
philosophy of focusing on the “people’s war” and his statements doubting the future use
of nuclear weapons, at least in part cast some level of doubt on Chinese resolve.
However, there is no doubt that China’s nuclear forces and their accompanying strategy
and doctrine during this time were not visible.
All of the PRC’s missiles during this period were liquid-fueled, and later silobased weapons, meaning they were stored and maintained underground. If a conflict
with a potential adversary were to escalate and China was to increase the readiness level
of its missile force, there existed no method with which to signal this increased resolve
to the adversary. In contrast, both the US and USSR possessed long-range nuclear
bombers that could be generated onto alert with nuclear weapons or even launched into
the air, visibly showing an adversary the nation’s second-strike capability.159
Finally, by only focusing their efforts on one type of missile system, the actual
reliability of China’s nuclear forces must be brought into question. It is much easier for
an adversary, via a first strike, to target and destroy only China’s ICBMs, as opposed to
having to attack multiple different types of nuclear delivery vehicles. This greatly
decreases the survivability, and thus the reliability of China’s forces. Additionally, by
only having one delivery mechanism, if a technical issue arose affecting the entire fleet,
then China would be left with zero deterrent capability. Furthermore, by relying on a
singular weapons system, a nation becomes extremely susceptible to advances in an
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adversary’s countermeasures. If an enemy is able to devise a way to neutralize the one
system, then again, China would be left vulnerable. This in fact is happening today,
where advances in US anti-ballistic missile technology are threatening the effectiveness
of China’s ICBMs and SLBMs.
In summary, China’s early nuclear strategy and doctrine was exclusively formed
by Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and the Special Central Committee and comprised of three
fundamental pillars: no first use of nuclear weapons, the “theory of a few,” and
possessing only a basic retaliatory capability. While the first pillar is not in dispute, the
second and third pillars fall short of Brodie’s requirements for effective nuclear
deterrence. China’s nuclear strategy during this era lacked survivability, did not possess
an overwhelming retaliatory capability, and its reliability and credibility are
questionable. Moreover, within these three pillars, the above analysis clearly
demonstrates that advantages of visibility and flexibility inherent in a nuclear bomber,
were not considered important to Mao and Zhou, which resulted on a focused effort on
only developing a nuclear monad of ballistic missiles. In Zhou’s own words, there was
no room for a strategic, long-range bomber in China’s nuclear arsenal.
As a result, China’s nuclear doctrine during this era is considered by scholars to
be underarticulated and relatively immature.160 However, the three pillars, due to the
reasons described above, remained unchanged and unchallenged until the early 1990s.
The following section examines and analyzes the evolution of Chinese nuclear strategy
from that time period until the present in order to determine if more recent doctrinal
developments have pushed China towards the development of a nuclear-capable bomber.
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4.2 Chinese Nuclear Strategy and Doctrine, 1990-Present
Following the death of Mao in 1976, arguably the single biggest factor affecting
all aspects of Chinese development was the Open and Reform policies of Deng
Xiaoping. Since the late 1980s, “major transformations have taken place in the
country’s political, economic, and social spheres, as well as in various other areas…
China has adjusted the strategic focus of its national security apparatus and has
gradually changed the composition of its military forces…a growing number of its
government departments and institutions have become involved in the consultation and
decision-making processes surrounding the country’s nuclear strategy.”161 Under this
new environment, and within the global security realities of the time, new ideas and
research were allowed to be conducted on nuclear strategy and doctrine, all with the
singular purpose of increasing the deterrent capability of the nation. This thrust became
known as developing a “lean and effective” force and strategy and has its roots in the
three pillars from the previous era.162 Although, this term was first used in a 2006
Chinese defense white paper, this line of thinking was at the heart of the strategic
development that began in the 1990s.163 The first pillar from the Mao era, the concept
of no first use, did not change and remains the bedrock of all nuclear thinking within the
PRC as evidenced by Major General Yao Yunzhu. As a senior researcher at the PLA
Academy of Military Science who also is a member of the Defense White Paper
drafting team stated, “the most important element of China’s nuclear policy is
renunciation of the first-use option.”164
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The second pillar of maintaining a small nuclear force also remained relatively
unchanged and is evident in the use of the word “lean” in lean and effective. However,
the term “effective” was directly targeted at the third pillar from the previous era.
Having only a basic retaliatory capability, that lacked survivability, credibility,
reliability, flexibility, and visibility was seen a major weakness in China’s nuclear
strategy. This led to a focus on improving two aspects of Chinese nuclear doctrine and
nuclear force structure: increasing survivability and increasing penetration ability.165 In
fact, these two terms are now listed in China’s 2015 Military Strategy as concepts that
the nation’s strategic forces are required to optimize.166
Although the strategy of maximizing survivability and penetration capability are
in current Chinese military doctrine, these concepts began to evolve in the late 1980s
and early 1990s. In the 1970s and 1980s the vast majority of China’s nuclear forces
were concealed underground in silos, mountains, and tunnels. Based on the adversarial
weapons of the time, they were considered by China’s experts to be relatively safe and
in their estimation had a relatively high degree of survivability.167 However, advances
in western weapons technology greatly increased in the 1990s, specifically intelligence
gathering, launch detection, and long-range precision strike capabilities rapidly evolved.
This quickly changing international security environment was realized by Chinese
nuclear experts and was the catalyst that lead the PRC to increase the survivability of its
nuclear forces.168
The first steps taken to increase survivability happened during the Jiang Zemin
and Hu Jintao eras when China began to develop and ultimately field the road mobile,
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solid fueled DF-31 and DF-31A ICBMs. From a strategy perspective, Michael S. Chase
noted that, “after decades of vulnerability, PLASAF’s deployment of road-mobile
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) enhanced the survivability of the nuclear
missile force and strengthened the credibility of China’s strategic deterrent.”169 The
increase in survivability is not only due to the mobile nature of these new weapons
systems, but also because they were fueled by solid propellant. The fact that the DF-31
and DF-31A are mounted on wheeled chassis that can be moved unpredictably, greatly
complicated an adversary’s targeting. Additionally, because they contain solid rocket
fuel, as opposed to the liquid propellant used on older, silo-based systems, they can be
launched within minutes, greatly enhancing survivability.170
Another doctrinal change taken by China to increase survivability has been a
desire to increase the quick-response capability of its nuclear forces. Traditional
Chinese nuclear strategy has been to wait, possibly days, to launch a second-strike after
being attacked.171 However, beginning in 2004, several defense white papers noted the
importance of minimizing response time following an attack. Additionally, The Science
of Military and Strategy, which was published by the PLA’s Academy of Military
Sciences stated, “when conditions are suitable and it becomes necessary, that is if it is
verified that an enemy has launched a nuclear attack on China, a nuclear counterattack
can be launched before the enemy’s warheads explode and cause actual destruction.”172
This desire to increase response time capability has now also been encompassed into
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China’s 2015 Military Strategy which calls for its strategic forces to “improve strategic
warning” and optimize “rapid reaction.”173
The development of a nuclear bomber fits perfectly with this relatively new
doctrinal development of minimizing response time. Having a fleet of bombers, loaded
with nuclear weapons and generated onto alert status would allow the PRC, once an
attack is detected to launch their bombers within minutes, greatly increasing
survivability. It must be noted that the same strategy could be employed by China’s
solid-fueled ICBMs, however once those are launched they cannot be recalled and will
reach their targets in most cases in less than 30 minutes. However, one of the greatest
advantages of a bomber is the flexibility that it affords top level decision-makers.
Within the doctrine of decreasing response time, China would be able to launch its
bomber fleet, ensuring their survival and then either direct those bombers to strike their
targets or order them to land hours later at another base within the PRC and await
further instruction. In either scenario, the alert status of the bombers provides for
minimal response time, while the inherent nature of the platform provides a great deal
of flexibility.
In addition to increasing the survivability of its nuclear forces, China has been
striving to enhance the penetration ability of its strategic weapons, a doctrinal evolution
that is aimed at bolstering the reliability and credibility of its nuclear deterrent. The
perceived weakness in the current penetration capacity of China’s force stems solely
from the advancement of the United States’ anti-ballistic missile defense technology.
Chinese defense experts claim that ever since the US withdrew from the Anti-Ballistic
Missile Treaty in 2002 its technological development has gone unhindered.174 Since the
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only delivery vehicles in China’s nuclear arsenal are missiles, the nation’s entire
deterrent capability is extremely vulnerable to this evolving US defense capability. The
Chinese fear of their deterrent forces not being able to penetrate America’s anti-ballistic
missile defense was most recently exacerbated by the US Army’s THAAD deployment
to South Korea.175 However, a long-range bomber would be impervious to anti-ballistic
missile defense, helping to diversify China’s nuclear delivery capability and greatly
improve its penetration capacity.
One last development in Chinese nuclear strategy and doctrine that supports the
procurement of a bomber is a renewed emphasis on signaling national intentions via
strategic military forces. Recently, Chinese nuclear experts, via PLA publications, have
been stressing that “deterrence, like war, is a continuation of politics” and that “the
fundamental purpose of deterrence is to influence an adversary’s decision-making
calculus.”176 These works go on to “emphasize that a successful deterrent threat
requires capability, will, and effective communication with the adversary,” additionally
adding that this communication “is mainly conducted through show of force and
posturing.” 177 This desire to signal strategic intentions through shows of military force
and elevating readiness postures are the exact characteristics that the advantage of
bomber visibility accomplishes.
In conclusion, while Chinese nuclear strategy and doctrine post the 1990s is still
rooted in the three pillars of the previous era, the loosening of restrictions, political
stability, and opening of China have allowed for evaluation, evolution, and refinement
in the field. Although the principle of no first use and the commitment to a lean force
remain, Chinese leaders and strategists have identified that possessing only a basic
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retaliatory capability great reduces their deterrent capability. In order to fall more in
line with Brodie’s theory of nuclear deterrence, which relies on being credible, reliable,
and visible, the PRC’s nuclear doctrine and strategy has evolved to stress maximizing
survivability and penetration capability.
Within this strategic evolution, which brings Chinese doctrine much more in line
with western thinking, the development of a nuclear bomber fits quite well. In terms of
increasing survivability, the bomber can help to greatly minimize the response time of
China’s forces in the face of a certain attack, and once airborne can provide decisionmakers valuable extra time to weigh their options. To help buttress Brodie’s secondstrike concepts of reliability and credibility, a bomber would also greatly increase the
penetration ability of China’s nuclear forces, a tenant directed by the 2015 Military
Strategy. Finally, with a renewed and repeated emphasis on strategic communication
through military shows of force and posturing, the visibility of generating, and even
launching nuclear armed bombers cannot be overstated. Therefore, unlike during the
previous era, a strategic long-range bomber not only has a place and role in China’s
current nuclear doctrine, but its development appears to be essential in order to allow
the nation to realize its stated military and national security strategy.
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Chapter 5: The Technological Capabilities of China’s Military
Aerospace Industry
The United States Air Force developed and built its first true, intercontinental
strategic bomber, the B-52, in 1952.178 Similarly, the Soviet Union’s Air Force began
the production of the correspondingly capable Tu-95 in 1956.179 While these two
aircraft were built decades ago, they still form the foundation of both the US’s and
Russia’s strategic aviation capabilities. China, however, waited until 2015, more than
six decades after its counterparts, to announce that, it too, was going to develop a longrange, nuclear capable bomber. While the two previous chapters analyzed this decision
from the views of China’s leaders as well the country’s evolution in nuclear doctrine
and strategy, this chapter analyzes the announcement from the perspective of the
technological capabilities of China’s aerospace industry. It aims to answer why China,
from an aircraft development and technological standpoint, delayed more than half a
century when compared to its strategic rivals, in developing a true, intercontinental
bomber.
The first section of this chapter presents a brief overview of the history of
China’s aircraft development, showing an overwhelming reliance on technology transfer,
mainly from Russia. This notion is succinctly illustrated by Erik Lin-Greenberg in the
2007 edition of the Air & Space Power Journal when he states that “Chinese
dependence on Soviet assistance limited the development of indigenous aircraft and
doctrine.”180 The second part of this chapter focuses on what most experts agree is the
number one shortfall of China in regards to aircraft development: the inability to
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produce jet engines, specifically turbofan jet engines. As a RAND study, titled A New
Direction for China's Defense Industry observed, “the most glaring weakness of China’s
aviation industry has been in the area of jet engines.”181 This chapter concludes with a
brief look at the future of Chinese military aerospace capabilities and how they fit with
the evolving PLA nuclear doctrine and strategy.
The analysis in this chapter demonstrates that China has historically, simply, not
been able to produce a long range, strategic bomber similar to the B-52 or Tu-95. The
PRC aerospace industry’s reliance on foreign technology and reverse engineering,
coupled with its inability to produce turbofan engines posed major problems for China.
However, recent breakthroughs, to include the homegrown development of the J-20 and
J-31 stealth fighters, have begun to demonstrate to the world that the PRC may have
finally overcome its historical shortcomings, and that the capacity may now actually
exist within China to indigenously build a long-range, strategic bomber.

5.1 The PLAAF’s Historical Reliance on Foreign Technology
China’s Air Force, the PLAAF, was established in 1949 as the aerial warfare
branch of the PLA. It is currently the largest air force in Asia and the third largest in the
world, behind only Russia and the US. It possesses more than 2,700 aircraft, including
2,100 combat planes, and has approximately 398,000 personnel.182 While these
statistics, at first glance, appear impressive, a RAND report detailing the direction of
China’s military aviation technological and industrial capabilities made the following
sobering observation: “Although China is one of the few countries in the world with a
military-aviation industry that produces almost all major types of military aircraft
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(fighters, bombers, transports, helicopters, etc.), many of the military aircraft produced
in China are obsolete by Western standards. For example, many of the fixed-wing
military aircraft currently manufactured in China are based on 1950s-era Soviet
systems… In addition, there are significant gaps in China’s production capabilities, such
as the inability to produce large bombers, jet transports, or purpose-built attack
helicopters.”183 The above statement captures the major shortfall of the PLAAF: the
fact that many of its aircraft, while built in the PRC, are actually designed and
engineered in the USSR/Russia. This historical dependence on outside technology and
expertise has severely limited China’s indigenous capabilities and technical know-how.
The following examination of the PLAAF’s combat aircraft shows just how reliant the
PRC has been on foreign technology.
The backbone of the PLAAF’s combat forces are about 600 fourth generation
fighters, consisting of the Su-30, Su-35, J-8, J-10, and J-11. Of these aircraft, the Su-30
and Su-35 are directly built in Russia and purchased by the PRC. The J-11 is a
licensed-built variant of the Russian Su-27.184 Together, these three aircraft, the Su-30,
Su-35, and J-11, comprise roughly half of the 600 fourth generation fighters. The other
half of China’s modern fighter force consists of the Chinese-built J-10. Although this
aircraft was built in China, experts point out the similarities, which indicate some level
of Chinese reverse engineering, to the Israeli-built Lavi and also the European-built
Eurofighter Typhoon.185 Additionally, while the intention of the Chengdu Design
Bureau was to outfit the J-11 with the Chinese built WS-10 turbofan jet engine, 25 years
of flawed development led to the decision to, instead, use the Russian built AL-31
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engine.186 Thus, while the J-11 is, indeed, built and designed in China, it uses Russian
engines and is, to a certain extent, reverse engineered from Israeli and European designs.
The remainder of the PLAAF’s fighter force is comprised of the much less
capable J-7, which is a licensed-built copy of the Russian MiG-21. The PLAAF
maintains about 400 of these third generation fighters.187 Therefore, of China’s
approximately 1,000 frontline fighters, 700 are either built in Russia or direct copies of
Russian planes, with the remaining 300 using Russian engines. An examination of
China’s bomber force, comprised solely of the H-6, reveals the same reliance on
Russian technology.
The PLAAF’s H-6 is a medium bomber that is a licensed-built copy of the
Russian Tu-16. It is not considered an intercontinental bomber due to its relatively
limited range of only 6,000 km.188 In comparison, the B-52 has a range of 14,000 km
and the Tu-95’s range is 15,000 km, demonstrating that the H-6 is indeed not a strategic
weapon.189 The PRC first began to produce the H-6 under license in 1957 and has been
steadily upgrading the bomber ever since.190 Up until the latest variant, the H-6K, all H6s used Chinese built, Russian designed turbojet engines. China’s ability to design and
manufacture jet engines is discussed in the next section, however, the fact the H-6 had
to rely on inferior, turbojet technology, severely limited its range and capability.
Similar to the PLAAFs modern fighters, the H-6Ks now use vastly superior turbofan
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engines, however these engines are not indigenously produced, but instead, again
purchased from Russia.191
The above described reliance on foreign aerospace technology, mainly Russian,
cannot be overstated and clearly demonstrates that China has historically lacked the
capability to design, engineer, and produce its own combat aircraft. In this context,
even if China desired to build a long-range bomber with similar capabilities to the
American B-52 or the Russian Tu-95, it simply was incapable of doing so itself. Instead,
if China desired this capability then it would have to purchase the technology. However,
unlike tactical fighters, or even medium range bombers, countries very seldomly export
strategic nuclear weapons technology to other nations.192 Furthermore, neither the
United States nor Russia have ever exported the B-52, Tu-95, or any other of their more
modern long-range bombers. Under the dual realities of not being able to produce a
bomber themselves and having no ability to purchase foreign technology, China has
been without this strategic capability for decades.

5.2 China’s Jet Engine Problem
The above detailed reliance on foreign technology has had many adverse effects
on the Chinese aerospace industry. However, the singular biggest problem caused by
this dependence is the fact that China is unable to produce any type of turbofan engine.
In fact, of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, all of whom are
nuclear powers, China is the only country which cannot manufacture its own
turbofans.193 As a recent RAND study illustrates, “no Chinese-produced turbofan
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engine has yet been accepted for installation in a Chinese aircraft…This is undoubtedly
a major reason why China does not produce heavy bombers or jet transports, because
turbojets lack the power and fuel efficiency needed to propel large aircraft over long
distances.”194
Turbofans are a major evolution in aircraft engine technology over their
predecessor, the turbojet. Beginning in the 1960s all long-range aircraft began to use
turbofan engines due to their increased power, and most importantly, increased fuel
efficiency.195 This increase in fuel efficiency directly translates to a greatly expanded
range, a vital design requirement of an intercontinental bomber. With the exception of
the Tu-95, all of the world’s current strategic bombers, the American B-52, B-1, B-2
and Russian Tu-22 and Tu-160, use turbofan engines.196 The fuel efficiency and
resultant increase in range inherent in turbofan jet engines, makes these bombers truly
intercontinental.
While China has had some success in indigenously building turbojet engines,
such as the WP-8 used in the H-6, these engines are antiquated technology and not
considered viable for long-range flight.197 In the 1970s, China, under license from Rolls
Royce, began to attempt to build its first turbofan, the Spey Mk 202, however after
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nearly 25 years of work, was not able to produce a satisfactory copy.198 Simply stated,
the high degree of precision in manufacturing, metallurgy expertise, and sustained
reliability required to develop, or even copy, a turbofan engine has eluded China and its
aerospace industry.199
This inability to produce turbofans and the importance of these engines to the
PLAAFs combat capability is not just a western observation but is a fact that is known
within the Chinese aerospace industry as well. Chen Xiangbao, vice-president of the
Aero Engine Corporation of China and a member of the Chinese Academy of
Engineering, stated in a recent China Daily article, “despite China’s tremendous
achievements in science, technology and manufacturing industries over the past several
decades, aircraft engine-making remains one of the few fields in which the country still
lags behind top players like the United States and Russia.”200 Speaking to China’s
inability to precisely manufacture engine parts, he goes on to state, “we are able to
develop the two most important components in an advanced engine — the single crystal
superalloy turbine blades and powder metallurgy superalloy turbine disks — but in mass
production, the products’ quality is not very satisfactory…the country still has a long
way to go before it can develop and produce world-class engines.”201
In order for China to join the United States and Russia in the club of nuclear
triad countries, the PRC must first address two major weaknesses in its military
aerospace industry. It must first, and foremost, wean itself of off its historical reliance
on foreign technology and indigenously develop the capability and capacity to produce
combat aircraft from the design phase all the way through to the production phase.
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Within this context, it must also solve its jet engine problem. Specifically, China must
break through the turbofan barrier that has crippled its combat aircraft industry for over
50 years. Only once these two obstacles are overcome will China be able to build a true,
intercontinental, long-range bomber.

5.3 The Future
China seems aware of the shortcomings of its aerospace industry and appears to
be actively seeking to remedy its major faults and increase its indigenous capability.202
Li Bin, professor of international relations at Tsinghua University and a well-known
expert on Chinese strategic policy, asserts, “on the issue of technological development,
China accepts the premise that lagging behind would make it vulnerable to attack.”203
In this context, the “Made in China 2025” initiative, which calls for massive
government investment in order to create self-sufficient domestic industry, identified
the aerospace industry as a top focus area.204 This newly-found emphasis on indigenous,
self-reliant technology seems to be paying off for the PRC.
In 2011, China unveiled to the world the J-20 air superiority stealth fighter,
becoming only the second nation behind the United States to have a fifth generation
fighter in its military arsenal. Only three years later, China introduced the J-31, a multirole stealth fighter designed to counter the American F-35.205 The United States
certainly did not offer any assistance to China in the development and production of
these aircraft, and no other nation, to include Russia, has perfected this level of
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technology. It then stands to reason that China, without foreign assistance, was able to
indigenously produce these modern combat aircraft. The ability of the Chinese
aerospace industry to design and manufacture these two fifth-generation fighter aircraft,
clearly demonstrates that the investments, impart called for by the “Made in China 2025”
initiative, are paying off. However, one glaring weakness still remains: the jet engine
problem.
The J-20 and J-31, although indigenously engineered and built in China, still
rely on Russian turbofan engines as their source of power. China has aimed to install
the Chinese-built WS-15 and the WS-13 on the J-20 and J-31 respectively, however the
performance and reliability of these engines is still lacking. Instead, the J-20 is
currently powered by the Russian made AL-31 and the J-31 by the RD-93.206
Overcoming, this last major hurdle and completely shedding its reliance on foreign
aviation technology, however, finally appears to be within China’s reach.
Lin Zuoming, chairman of Aviation Industry Corp of China and member of the
Central Committee of the CCP has laid out his vision that China will, “resolve the
bottleneck in the country’s rapidly growing aviation industry — reliable and highperformance engines.”207 Chen Xiangbao, vice-president of the AECC, while admitting
to China’s historical short falls in jet engine design, additionally stated in 2017 that, “it
will not take a long time for our fifth-generation combat plane to have China-made
engines.”208 In fact, it seems that some J-20s may already be operating with Chinese
engines. Reports in September 2017 noted that certain J-20s were observed to have
“serrated afterburner nozzles and interior flaps,” indicating they are not using the
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Russian-built AL-31 engines, but instead, a different type of turbofan.209 While the
PLAAF has not officially confirmed the switch to indigenously-built engines for its
newest fighters, it seems that based on current observations and the direction of top
level leaders within China’s aerospace industry, it is only a matter of time before China
solves its jet engine problem.
Thus, either currently, or within a relatively short period of time, China will
demonstrate to the world that it has the capability to design and build state-of-the-art
combat aircraft without any reliance on foreign technology. It stands to reason then,
that the PRC’s aerospace industry will be able to leverage this experience and technical
know-how into the development of a credible long-range, nuclear bomber. While in the
past, China was able to indigenously build the Russian designed H-6, due in part to its
turbojet engines, its short range did not classify it as a strategic bomber. This lack of
range meant that the H-6, by Bernard Brodie’s definition, was not a credible deterrent
and therefore not part of China’s nuclear arsenal.
However, the advances in China’s aerospace industry outlined in this section
demonstrate that China’s aerospace industry now finally has the ability to realize
General Ma’s 2015 announcement and indigenously produce its own long-range
strategic bomber. In the past, China’s reliance on foreign technology resulted in an
aerospace industry that lacked technical expertise and, instead, relied heavily on
copying and reproduction of other nations’ designs. This fact, coupled with the reality
that nations do not export strategic nuclear weapons delivery technology, simply left
China without the means to procure a nuclear bomber. This is no longer the case, as
now the PRC has demonstrated that it has the skill and experience to design modern
military aircraft. This technological breakthrough appears to have happened at exactly
209
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the correct time for China. President Xi Jinping’s revisionist foreign policy, coupled
with the evolution of Chinese nuclear strategy and doctrine, demonstrate a need and
desire for a true, strategic bomber and its inherent advantages of visibility and flexibility.
It now appears that China’s aerospace industry can deliver just such a combat platform.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
6.1 Research Findings
There is little argument that the world’s three most powerful and technologically
advanced militaries are the United States, Russia, and China. There exist many
similarities between the forces of these three nations, such as advanced fighter aircraft,
nuclear-powered submarines, aircraft carriers, and military satellite constellations, to
name a few. However, there are also many differences, none of which is bigger and
more glaring than the imbalance of the US and Russia’s nuclear arsenal and their
corresponding nuclear force structure and those of China. Chapter two illustrates that
while Russia and the US have similar numbers of warheads and delivery vehicles, China
possesses an arsenal only four percent the size of its rivals, up slightly from less than
one percent during the Cold War. More significantly, China does not possess a true
nuclear triad; it lacks the strategic bomber. However, based on PLAAF Commander,
General Ma Xiaotian’s 2015 announcement, coupled with western intelligence reports,
it appears that China intends to rectify this shortcoming in its nuclear force structure and
develop a long-range, nuclear bomber. This would complete the PRC’s nuclear triad
and it would represent a seismic shift in the nation’s nuclear force structure.
In the context of this historic announcement, the purpose of this research was to
determine what factors have changed and finally compelled the PLAAF to commit to
building an intercontinental bomber and finalizing the nation’s triad. Three different
perspectives, the ideas and vision of China’s leaders, the evolution of PLA nuclear
strategy and doctrine, and the technological capabilities of the Chinese aerospace
defense industry, were analyzed within Dr. Bernard Brodie’s theoretical framework of
nuclear deterrence and the inherent bomber advantages of visibility and flexibility. The
ultimate goal of this research was to determine, with regard to the three above82

mentioned perspectives, what aspects have changed and ultimately steered China
towards this momentous decision.
Through the perspective of the first lens of analysis examined in chapter three,
the ideas, views, and philosophies of China’s paramount leaders reveal that a long-range
strategic bomber was not compatible with the visions of the PRC’s first four leaders.
Chairman Mao and his successor, Deng Xiaoping, shared similar ideas on nuclear
weapons, emphasizing conventional warfare and discounting the possibility of nuclear
conflict. Their ideas and visions, which were generally contrary to Brodie’s
understanding of nuclear deterrence, led to China quickly developing a small nuclear
stockpile and only prioritizing the development of ballistic missiles. The third and
fourth generation of Chinese leaders, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, also had no place for a
bomber in their strategic national priorities. These two leaders focused on China’s
peaceful rise and maintaining the global and regional status quo. This resulted in China
maintaining a low-profile, only embarking on small updates to its strategic force.
Within this lay-low mentality, the nuclear bomber’s advantages of visibility and
flexibility simply did not fit. However, by the time China’s fifth paramount leader, Xi
Jinping, came to power, China had already risen. Xi’s foreign policy, based on his idea
of the “Chinese Dream,” is considered by many experts to be nothing short of
revisionist. Within the “Chinese Dream,” is the thrust to transform the PLA into a
world class force with nuclear deterrence at its core. The strategic hedge against
evolving anti-ballistic missiles systems, coupled with the visibility and flexibility
provided by a nuclear bomber falls directly in line with Xi’s desire to showcase Chinese
power and resolve around the globe. Therefore, based on the analysis of the ideas and
vision of China’s leaders, it is Xi Jinping’s desire to reshape the global and regional
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order that is the ideological driver behind China’s quest for a long-range, strategic
bomber.
The second lens of analysis investigated in chapter four examines Chinese
nuclear strategy and doctrine in two different eras. Investigation of the first era, from
1950 through 1990, divulges that Chinese nuclear strategy was closely controlled by
Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and the Special Central Committee. During this time,
China’s nuclear doctrine is characterized by three pillars: no first use, possessing only a
small arsenal, and maintaining only basic retaliatory capabilities. While the first pillar
is not contrary to Brodie’s theory, the second and third certainly are. This resulted in a
Chinese nuclear strategy that lacked survivability and an overwhelming retaliatory
capability, which ultimately led to doubts in its reliability and credibility. Additionally,
the nuclear bomber’s advantages were not considered important by Mao and Zhou,
which led to a focused effort on only ballistic missile development.
However, with the opening of China in the 1980s, and the corresponding
loosening of restrictions, and political stability, Chinese strategic thinkers and leaders
were able to evaluate and refine their nuclear strategy. This evolution in nuclear
thinking led to an emphasis on maximizing survivability and penetration, as well as
enhancing the PLA’s strategic communication capabilities. Stressing the importance of
survivability and penetration, as currently outlined in the 2015 Military Strategy,
directly supports Brodie’s concept of maintaining a reliable and credible second-strike
capability and is greatly buttressed by the addition of a nuclear bomber. Additionally,
the PLA’s mandate to increase its strategic communication ability through military
shows of force and posturing, provides clear evidence that the development of an
intercontinental, nuclear bomber is essential in order to allow China to achieve its stated
national security goals and objectives.
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Analysis of the final lens, the technological ability of the Chinese aerospace
industry, demonstrates that up until this point in time, China did not have the capability
to design and build its own strategic bomber. An historic reliance on foreign aviation
technology, resulted in an industry that lacked expertise and experience, instead relying
on imitation and reproduction. Additionally, the fact that no other nation in history has
ever exported a true, intercontinental nuclear bomber, left China with no options to
complete its triad. However, over the last decade, China has placed great emphasis on
developing its indigenous design and manufacturing capabilities. The results of this
focused effort can be seen in the J-20 and J-31 stealth fighters, which are both state-ofthe-art fifth generation Chinese-built fighters. The Chinese aerospace industry now
stands poised and ready to leverage the experience and technical know-how gained from
the development of these two aircraft into the design and production of the nation’s first
strategic bomber.
In conclusion, General Ma’s 2015 announcement that the PRC is developing an
indigenous, nuclear bomber was driven by three main factors. From the perspective of
the ideas and views of China’s paramount leaders, it was President Xi Jinping’s
“Chinese Dream” and its associated revisionist foreign policy agenda that propelled the
PRC down this path. Additionally, the evolution of Chinese nuclear strategy and
doctrine, which now focuses on maximizing survivability and penetration, while
simultaneously increasing strategic communication capability, can be best enhanced
with the addition of bomber. Finally, the Chinese aerospace industry, after decades of
reliance on foreign technology, now has the capability to design and manufacture this
weapon of war. The timing of this technological breakthrough appears to be perfect as
the PRC’s need for a long-range, nuclear bomber and the completion of a true, nuclear
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triad is evident in both Xi Jinping’s global aspirations and the nation’s evolving nuclear
strategy.

6.2 Opportunities for Further Research
Chapter two illustrated the difference between the US and Russian nuclear
arsenals when compared with China’s, both from a numerical standpoint as well as a
force structure standpoint. This research focused solely on the structural disparity
between the forces of these nations. It did not address or analyze the shear numerical
advantage that both the US and Russia maintain over the PRC. As China continues to
assert itself on the world stage in an attempt to realize Xi’s “Chinese Dream,” the
nation’s nuclear strategy and doctrine will undoubtably continue to evolve. The
question then becomes, what will it evolve into? Will that evolution cause the PRC to
rethink the idea of maintaining only a small arsenal of nuclear weapons and push it
towards parity with the US and Russia?
In addition to national goals and the evolution of strategy, another important
factor that will impact the size and construct of China’s nuclear arsenal is the type of
weapons that the new bomber will employ. Based on the American and Russian models,
China will more than likely outfit its new bomber with either gravity bombs, cruise
missiles, or both. Whichever direction the PRC chooses to take, decisions will have to
be made as to how many of these new weapons to develop in order to ensure that the
newest leg of the nation’s triad is credible, reliable, and survivable. The addition of new
nuclear weapons will present fresh challenges to China since it is a signatory to both the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty as well as the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban
Treaty. How the PRC will test and verify the reliability and credibility of these new
weapons, while simultaneously integrating them into its new bomber remains to be seen.
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As Xi Jinping has stated, strategic nuclear deterrence will serve as the
foundation of the PLA as it transforms into a world-class military force aimed at
supporting China’s great power ambitions. Within the context of this transformation,
and with the addition of an intercontinental strategic bomber, what types of new
weapons, how many new warheads, and how the PRC will test these new devices
remain unanswered questions that present themselves as fascinating areas for further
research.
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