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Review by Andrew W. Reddie, University of California, Berkeley

I

n their recent article, “Dangerous Confidence? Chinese Views of Nuclear Escalation,” Fiona S. Cunningham and
M. Taylor Fravel outline both the causes and consequences of Chinese views concerning conventional and nuclear
warfare, limited or otherwise.

This article represents a new attempt by the foremost scholars in the international security literature to examine China’s
nuclear force posture and to outline the consequences of this posture for strategic stability, in general, and strategic
competition between Washington and Beijing, specifically. 1 It also provides evidence that careful fieldwork,
interviewing, and archival research can yield useful insights for scholars of international security and strategic studies.
Cunningham and Fravel also offer an alternative to Caitlin Talmadge’s recent argument that Beijing may pursue limited
nuclear escalation in a scenario in which its nuclear deterrent is at risk—in spite of Beijing’s stated no first use policy. 2
Amid continued debates surrounding Chinese nuclear modernization and efforts by the U.S. administration to
multilateralize existing arms control regimes to include Beijing, the need for this analysis is unquestionable. 3
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Cunningham and Fravel argue that Chinese nuclear strategists hold paradoxical views concerning escalation control—
that escalation can be controlled in conventional contexts and that it cannot be controlled in nuclear contexts. As a
consequence, Chinese nuclear procurement and operational doctrine eschews non-strategic nuclear forces and options for
pursuing limited nuclear war. The second step of their argument suggests that China is confident that nuclear escalation
can be avoided. The authors go on to argue that this confidence may threaten strategic stability.
As is the case with all good work in the social sciences, the article provokes new substantive questions as well as
methodological questions worthy of further consideration. In this article review, I examine the primary argument put
forward by the authors regarding Chinese views of escalation. I then turn to a discussion of the methodological
approach. Finally, I outline the need for alternative approaches to investigate the behavioral and cultural determinants of
nuclear force posture and doctrine and its attendant consequences for conventional and nuclear escalation.
Chinese Nuclear Posture and Limited Nuclear War
Cunningham and Fravel begin by outlining a cognitive theory concerning how Chinese views on escalation influence
Chinese force posture and nuclear doctrine. Specifically, they argue that the Chinese view that escalation cannot be
controlled beyond the nuclear threshold limits Chinese preparation for limited nuclear war. They also note, on the basis
of interviews and Chinese military publications, that Beijing appears confident that it can control conventional
escalation.
This paradox is intriguing—particularly whether utilitarian or normative considerations are driving this outcome—but
more work is needed to contextualize the finding. Is this paradox—at the state or unit level—unusual? Are the same
considerations at play in Washington and Moscow? This context is particularly important given that, as the authors note
at the outset of their article, much of the academic discussion and policy debates regarding limited nuclear war—
including the potential for “escalate to de-escalate” strategies—occurs between adversaries with symmetrical capabilities
(62). 4
The argument that China’s material capabilities—with a comparatively small nuclear arsenal—are a driver of Beijing’s
willingness to avoid a limited nuclear war doctrine is given short shrift in the piece. “Trading” nuclear capabilities in
limited nuclear conflicts does not offer an attractive proposition to Beijing—even if the suggested doubling of China’s
nuclear forces is to occur. 5 Indeed, the authors quote a Chinese officer in the Second Artillery in 2004 that makes this
point, “Once an adversary uses small-yield nuclear weapons to attack our military targets, if we use a corresponding
[number] of nuclear weapons to counterattack at the same level, we will enter a war of attrition we cannot win” (89).
Given this logic, it is possible that both cognitive and material factors determine nuclear strategy. How much each set of
variables matters represent an important question for future scholarship.
It is also worth considering whether the cognitive model for the Chinese position on nuclear escalation is static or
dynamic. As China’s nuclear posture changes—both quantitatively and qualitatively—are Chinese beliefs concerning
the viability of escalation control likely to change? What might drive these shifts in beliefs? These are important
questions for scholars to consider in future work.
(Over)confidence and Nuclear Escalation
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Cunningham and Fravel next turn to a discussion of Chinese confidence in avoiding nuclear escalation writ large. As
they make this shift, it is worth noting that there is a subtle distinction between the belief that “nuclear escalation cannot
be controlled” (108) and confidence “that nuclear escalation can be avoided” (65)—and that the determinants of each
may vary.
According to the authors, the confidence that nuclear escalation can be avoided is explained by three factors: “the longstanding decoupling of [China’s] conventional and nuclear strategies; the availability of other strategic capabilities such as
conventional missiles, space weapons, and cyberweapons; and organizational biases of different groups involved in
China’s nuclear strategy and missile operations” (95).
On the question of decoupling, I have two concerns. As the authors note, “China established its first conventional
missile unit in 1993 as an experimental unit within the then exclusively nuclear Second Artillery. Conventional missile
units remained within the Second Artillery to take advantage of organizational efficiencies in training and equipment.
Moreover, for operational flexibility, conventional missiles were dispersed among different Second Artillery bases, rather
than centralized in one exclusively conventional missile base” (93). Separating material capabilities from strategy for the
purpose of analysis is not an easy endeavor but the distribution of material capabilities—conventional and nuclear—
suggests that there is reason to interrogate the reality of Chinese decoupling—as the authors later note in their discussion
of commingling. Taking the decoupling argument at face value, it is also possible that decoupling is driven by Beijing’s
confidence that nuclear escalation can be avoided, rather than the other way around.
Second, and perhaps most interesting, is the argument that China’s conventional missiles, space weapons, and
cyberweapons offer a “strategic” alternative to nuclear escalation. This argument flows from Cunningham’s prior work
exploring non-nuclear strategic capabilities and mirrors recent work engaging with the strategic effect of cyber
capabilities. 6 Whether this argument holds, however, depends upon the definition of “strategic.” Across the international
security literature, “strategic” has been loosely defined and is often contingent upon the research subject. 7 Cunningham
suggests that, “strategic weapons… can be used to attack important targets such as an adversary's satellites, its homeland
critical infrastructure, its aircraft carriers, and an adversary's forward-deployed forces and allies in a conflict.” 8 Others
offer a far more restrictive definition that describe strategic weapons as immensely destructive and war-winning in terms
of their effects—hence its treatment as a euphemism for nuclear weapons. 9 I tend to prefer this restrictive definition, but
the line between ‘strategic’ and ‘non-strategic’ is, at best, blurred and in need of further discussion. Whether
conventional missiles, space capabilities, and cyber weapons offer a strategic substitute for nuclear escalation appears to
be contingent on the definition of the strategic effect that these weapons are designed to achieve.
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Finally, Cunningham and Fravel outline the organizational biases that have led to a preponderance of focus on
conventional rather than nuclear posture in China. I found this section compelling—and the conclusion that nuclear
experts and military officers fail to examine nuclear escalation and crisis stability telling. Once again, this article could
have considered whether this phenomenon is particular to the Chinese case.
All three explanations explored above suffer from the same foundational problem. Each explanation for Chinese
confidence in avoiding nuclear escalation provides a monadic explanation for a dyadic phenomenon. Confidence
regarding the avoidance of nuclear escalation is driven not only by the distribution of material capabilities and
organizational biases of one side, but of all parties to a conflict. It is unclear to this reader why Chinese military experts
would not take into account the vagaries of adversary decision-making when it comes to nuclear escalation given that
they are in evidence in the design of China’s minimal deterrence force posture. 10
Methodological Questions
In pursuit of Chinese operational doctrine, the authors conducted a series of interviews with Chinese experts, and
gathered Chinese texts used for military training and research publications authored by Chinese civilians and military
officers, leaning heavily on various Science of Military Strategy documents.
To their credit the authors note the limits of this methodological approach: “They [the interviews] provide an
opportunity for interviewees to signal views that enhance deterrence but that may not reflect the actual beliefs driving
Chinese nuclear decisionmaking. Interviewees may also be influenced by organizational interests and views that provide
an incomplete picture of the views that inform official nuclear decisionmaking” (81). It is also worth noting that elite
interviews with foreign researchers represent an opportunity for signaling to external audiences. 11
More might have been made of the differences between individuals in the researcher’s sample. The demographic
characteristics and organizational affiliations of interviewees might explain diverging perspectives concerning the viability
of limited nuclear war and the potential for nuclear escalation, respectively.
With that said, the methodological approach undertaken by Cunningham and Fravel is eminently defensible, particularly
in order to study a series of interrelated research questions for which we have little to no empirical data. This lack of
empirics is a problem with two consequences for the analysis in the article—as well as broader scholarship concerning
strategic competition.
First, it impacts the microfoundations of Chinese views of nuclear escalation. For example, Cunningham and Fravel
note that “many Chinese experts agree that once nuclear weapons were used, subsequent nuclear escalation would not be
controlled” (76). But what evidence is there for the contention outlined by Chinese experts? Given the focus of the
article, more discussion concerning the means to evaluate the arguments proffered during interviews and in the
documents analyzed by the authors would be welcome.
Second, this uncertainty is mirrored in the discussion of the consequences of Chinese nuclear force posture for strategic
stability. At the close of the article, Cunningham and Fravel argue that Chinese (over)confidence has had deleterious
effects on strategic stability and they point to several pathologies associated with Chinese views concerning nuclear
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escalation. Specifically, the authors suggest that Chinese strategists do not address the danger of commingling
conventional and nuclear forces, 12 do not account for “pressures to escalate” in conventional conflict (101), do not
consider the potential for misperception between adversaries (102), and assume proportionality in an adversary’s
response to an escalatory scenario (103). We may have many sound theoretical reasons to think these are destabilizing,
but we lack the evidence to definitively claim that they affect strategic stability. Indeed, the lack of nuclear escalation
involving China in spite of these pathologies might suggest they have minimal effect.
Recent developments in experimental social science drawing from political psychology offer some hope that researchers
can close this gap, but more work is needed to integrate the excellent qualitative work undertaken by Cunningham and
Fravel into quantitative studies. 13 In time, the combination of these methods may allow us to interrogate the cultural,
demographic, and psychological underpinnings of escalatory behavior—whether conventional or nuclear.
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experimental methods for international relations inquiry.
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