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Future East Asian Security Architecture
Implications for the PLA

Alan D. Romberg

“security architecture” is too grand a term for what currently exists 
in East Asia and what is likely to exist in the foreseeable future. What we 
have, rather, is a set of security issues and relationships—some formal, 
most not—that constitute the totality of the present reality, with little 
prospect that this will change significantly.1 Therefore, although this 
chapter may occasionally lapse into the use of the term “architecture,” 
there is in fact no discernable structure to guide our analysis.

This chapter makes reference to Chinese security concerns in Central, 
South, Southwest, and Southeast Asia, but the focus is on Northeast Asia, 
because the main drivers for the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) increas-
ingly lie in that region. Over the course of the next fifteen to twenty years, 
questions relating to terrorism and other transnational issues could arise in 
other quadrants around China’s periphery. For example, Tibet in the post-
Dalai Lama era could give rise to some particularly delicate conditions draw-
ing PLA attention. Uighur separatism is likely to continue to be a focus of 
military responsibility as well. Moreover, at some point China may well feel 
the need to consider what would necessarily be an expensive strategic lines 
of communication (SLOC) protection force in Southeast and South Asia, 
especially for growing energy imports. But the fundamental fact remains 
that, as they are now, the issues that relate to China’s core national security 
interests will be far more concentrated in Northeast Asia than elsewhere. 

The state of Sino-American relations will be of crucial importance 
to China’s perception of its security needs and its decisions about PLA 
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size and configuration. If relations with the United States are strained 
or characterized by continuing or even deepening mutual strategic 
suspicion, the PLA will be tasked with countering any U.S. develop-
ments from around China’s periphery that hint of containment. But the 
nature of cross-Taiwan Strait relations, and the possible U.S. role, will 
remain a primary driving force for the PLA. Moreover, China will seek 
to exercise increasing control over approaches to the mainland from 
the Pacific. Even if Sino-American relations are more relaxed, Beijing 
will continue to hedge against the ongoing U.S. buildup in the Pacific, 
just as Washington will hedge against the uncertainty of China’s future 
strategic decisions. Thus for now, and for the foreseeable future, the 
PLA’s emphasis will be on continuing air and naval modernization that 
have greater relevance to the situation to China’s east than areas at other 
points of the compass.

CURRENT SITUATION

Today, the issues that drive the security policies of the principal security 
players in East Asia—and particularly Northeast Asia—are in the realm of 
what one might call “traditional” national security. For China, the over-
whelming focus is on Taiwan. That does not mean that the focus is only 
on sizing and shaping the PLA to deal with Taipei’s military; rather, and 
far more important, it means being prepared to deter, delay, deflect, and, 
if necessary, defeat the United States in the Taiwan theater. Even more 
specifically, it means two things: (1) developing the capabilities to act 
with sufficient speed and effect to “win”—whatever that may mean under 
the circumstances—before the United States can intervene with more 
than token forces; and (2) developing asymmetric capabilities to counter the 
United States in recognition of the fact that force-on-force match-ups 
may not be to China’s advantage over any conceivable time frame.

In assessing U.S. goals, more than a few analysts in the People’s Repub-
lic of China (PRC) view the United States as determined to prevent the 
mainland’s unification with Taiwan. They see U.S. efforts dedicated to 
maintaining the status quo, with no war and no peace, in which the 
island stands as both a physical obstacle to China’s access to the Pacific 
and a potential base of operations against the mainland. 
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These concerns come against a more generalized background of the 
“hundred years of humiliation” and an underlying “never again” mental-
ity that informs PLA priorities, budgets, and strategies. Still, at this time 
at least, it is hard to conjure up a scenario that would pit the PLA against 
another major power, including the United States, in all-out conflict 
other than one relating to Taiwan. So, while one has to presume that a 
significant proportion of the efforts and resources devoted to military 
modernization have a general national security purpose, they also (in 
general) must be useful in a Taiwan scenario.

As a result, the prevailing strategic condition in Sino-American rela-
tions is schizophrenic. Both countries seek constructive relations as a fun-
damental national goal, not just for the short run but for the medium 
and long term, as well. This means not only diplomatic and economic 
engagement, but specifically a lively military exchange at various levels, 
going beyond academic institutions to operational forces and senior mili-
tary and civilian defense leaders. At the same time, each side is preparing 
for war against the other both as a deterrent and as a means of securing 
“victory”—or avoiding defeat—should conflict prove unavoidable.

In this context, although Sino-Japanese relations have been improv-
ing since fall 2006, they remain tentative, at best. 2 The U.S.-Japan alli-
ance is the cornerstone of the American security presence in the region 
and of the ability of the United States to project power in fact and in 
perception. It is decidedly a mixed blessing in China’s view. 

Beijing has long seen the value of the alliance to itself in the sense 
that the U.S. strategic assurance means Japan does not need to consider 
seriously developing either extensive conventional offensive capabilities 
or nuclear weapons.3 Its implicit contribution to stability on the Korean 
Peninsula is also valuable to the PRC. 

But China is not convinced of the limits of American ambitions for 
Japan and for the alliance, and many strategic planners in China con-
sider the alliance an American instrument to enlist Japan in U.S. hege-
monic plans, including the containment of China. On the other hand, 
they also worry that Japan will use the alliance to enlist the United States 
in Tokyo’s “assertive” policies as it moves toward the status of a “normal” 
country. Japan’s deepening role as an alliance partner, not just in terms of 
logistical support but potentially as a more active participant in a Taiwan 
contingency as well, is of great concern to PLA military planners. 
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Indeed, beyond the underlying competition with China for power and 
influence in the region, and beyond competing claims over resources and 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) limits that are the most obvious sources of 
potential bilateral conflict, Japan’s ultimate ambitions toward Taiwan remain 
perhaps the most important short- and medium-term concern for Beijing. 
Whether Prime Minister Abe’s apparent new emphasis on good relations 
with the PRC—including his reaffirmation of Japan’s “one China” policy—
will prove reassuring to China is an open question. But it is likely that, 
even with agreement on a new “strategic” relationship and plans for robust 
military exchanges, the PLA will continue to plan for the worst. Thus, the 
PLA will want to have the capacity to deter and, if necessary, defeat Japan 
in a Taiwan scenario (at least one area of Chinese military modernization is 
specifically designed with Japan in mind—medium-range missiles).

The approach to the Korean Peninsula of both China and the PLA is 
far more relaxed than in years past. Bilateral relations with South Korea 
(ROK) are prospering along a variety of tracks—political, economic, 
cultural, and even security. And while in some technical, legal sense the 
PRC-North Korea (DPRK) alliance remains in effect, in every way it can 
without openly renouncing that alliance, Beijing has made clear that it 
regards North Korea’s security like that of any other country. That is, it 
feels no special commitment to come to Pyongyang’s aid with military 
forces. It is not hard to draw up a list of reasons why this is so.

One issue, of course, is what might happen if the DPRK simply col-
lapsed. Would U.S. forces end up north of the 38th parallel? Would the 
currently shrinking U.S. force presence on the peninsula be reversed? 
Would Washington be willing to provide some guarantees to Beijing—
perhaps ahead of time—about ultimate disposition of U.S. forces for the 
longer term, even if some movement northward were to take place in the 
immediate wake of a DPRK collapse? 

Whether stemming from DPRK collapse or not, the PLA must assess 
what a future “unified” Korea would look like, and what the security align-
ment vis-à-vis the United States would be. Especially if a more conserva-
tive South Korean government comes to power in spring 2008, as seems 
likely, and if the recent tensions in U.S.-ROK relations—including alli-
ance relations—are reversed, what will the consequences be for China? 

All around the PRC’s periphery, it is clear that Beijing is wasting no time 
in seeking to develop relationships that will help ensure that the United 



FUTURE EAST ASIAN SECURITY ARCHITECTURE    |    315          

States would have fewer opportunities to launch attacks on China, should 
it come to that. The success of this approach is seen in ROK President Roh 
Moo Hyun’s announced proscription on the deployment of U.S. forces 
in Korea into combat in the region without prior Korean approval. Simi-
lar restrictions would appear to exist elsewhere and, indeed, it is hard to 
imagine a scenario in which any nation in Southeast, South, Southwest, 
or Central Asia would consent to the American use of its bases for such 
purposes. Whether the PLA is currently working to establish real basing 
arrangements for itself in some of these countries (for example, in Burma 
or Pakistan) is a hotly debated issue. But what cannot be debated is that, 
in terms of military diplomacy, China’s approach is highly activist and suc-
cessful. Moreover, although China’s “military power” is currently more a 
matter of perception than reality for countries in the region, in bureaucratic 
parlance, that is good enough for government work. Even if Beijing is not 
seen as posing a direct military threat to the region, the perception of a 
strong and strengthening China serves to encourage the nations on China’s 
periphery to remain on good terms with Beijing even as they also seek some 
balancing presence from the United States (and perhaps Japan) across the 
spectrum of national power—economic, political, and military.

China’s attitude toward and relationship with Russia is extremely com-
plicated but not terribly threatening to anyone, except perhaps in terms 
of the firepower the Russians are all too ready to sell to the PLA, which 
could be used against American or other forces in a Taiwan contingency. 
The joint exercises held so far between China and Russia do not appear 
to be precursors to joint military operations in any foreseeable real-world 
scenario.

DRIVERS FOR CHANGE

What will influence this picture over time? One of the most important 
drivers will be the success of the PLA in modernizing its forces in ways 
that enhance China’s influence and power. For the purposes of this dis-
cussion, we assume that almost regardless of what happens to China’s 
economy and its foreign relations, modernization will continue apace 
and China will not only continue to acquire an impressive array of weap-
ons systems, but also an increasing capability to use them effectively.4 
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There is some debate about how effectively the PLA can integrate the 
plethora of new systems it is acquiring into its military strategy and doc-
trine. Whatever the facts in that regard, even though the United States 
should remain well ahead in most weapons categories, the “problem” is 
not simply a capabilities match-up; the issue is whether each side devel-
ops reliable capacities, including asymmetric ones, to cope successfully 
with the strengths of the other side. In a metaphor of traditional naval 
battles, one might say that the task of each side will be to “cross the ‘T’” 
of the other side’s forces.

Over the next fifteen to twenty years, three issues will be the most 
important in determining how security relations play out and, therefore, 
how the PLA will seek to position itself: Taiwan, U.S.-PRC “strategic” 
relations, and Japan. This is not to dismiss other factors, such as the 
course of economic change for China, the United States, and the world; 
major terrorist incidents; the collapse of Pakistan; widespread conflict 
in the Middle East; or the potentially disruptive effect of developments 
on the Korean Peninsula. Although this chapter addresses some of these 
contingencies, none of these would fundamentally alter China’s strate-
gic aims. For example, in the event of a crisis on the Korean Peninsula, 
all of the governments concerned should be able to cope in ways that 
do not threaten the basic national security interests of the others. It 
might involve the PLA developing some capacity to help stabilize the 
situation on the DPRK-PRC border, perhaps even including some lim-
ited cross-border intervention. However, absent a total breakdown in 
Sino-American relations and PRC-ROK relations, not only is it hard to 
envisage a massive PLA intervention deep inside Korea, but also there is 
no significant prospect of U.S. forces being deployed in northern Korea 
on a long-term basis or in a way that China would perceive as overly 
threatening. (On the other hand, China might not share that view and 
it would be useful to consider how to convey it credibly to Beijing.)

The weakening of the U.S. alliance system is also something to take into 
account and ought to be a matter of considerable concern to Washington 
policy makers. In most respects, Washington and Tokyo would claim 
that the alliance is stronger than ever and the prospect is for even closer 
and stronger ties in the years ahead. But while recent public opinion 
polls in Japan have shown substantial and growing support for the alli-
ance, there is greater tension and fragility to that relationship than is 
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obvious—or healthy; looking out over the next couple of decades, both 
countries will need to be alert to the implications of this situation and 
to rectify it as best they can.

The U.S.-ROK alliance is under even greater strain. Efforts have been 
made to patch up some of the damage done over the past several years, 
including through high-level meetings.5 

Although the implications of the failure to rectify the weaknesses in 
U.S.-ROK and U.S.-Japan ties could be substantial, this analysis pro-
ceeds on the assumption that, because of the essential importance of 
the alliance to both nations and the obvious desire of both governments 
and both publics to maintain it, issues in the U.S.-Japan alliance will 
be self-rectifying; one hopes this will prove to be the case with South 
Korea, as well. 

As suggested earlier, one cannot rule out developments in Central, 
South, Southeast, or Southwest Asia that could cause Beijing to react in 
some substantive fashion, including perhaps the redeployment of some 
military assets closer to those regions. But a scenario in which the PLA 
might feel that its priority must be shifted to those areas in any signifi-
cant manner is highly unlikely. 

The chapter now turns to discuss briefly the possible range of devel-
opments in the three principal areas already identified, to address a cou-
ple of the “lesser” contingencies, and then to talk about the creation of 
a “regional security structure.”

Taiwan

Assuming that Beijing continues along its current generally accom-
modating course with Taiwan, and carries it the logical next steps for-
ward, no matter whether a Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) or 
Kuomintang (KMT) government takes power in 2008 in Taipei, and 
in the years thereafter, the impulse on the island toward independence, 
though deeply felt, will remain in check. This is not to say that sentiment 
in favor of unification will grow substantially, but rumbling dissatisfac-
tion with Taiwan’s current ambiguous status could attenuate, even if a 
meaningful minority continues to hold strong views in favor of pushing 
for de jure separatism.



318    |    ALAN D. ROMBERG

In this scenario, differences over the ultimate resolution of Taiwan’s 
relationship with the mainland would be more or less set aside in favor 
of pragmatic cross-strait ties, reduced military tensions, and some sig-
nificant level of “international space” for Taiwan (even if there is no con-
cession in the area of sovereignty). One cannot expect that, even under 
these benign circumstances, all dimensions of the military face-off across 
the strait would disappear. After all, what leader in Beijing could afford 
to “assume” that there would not be another turn of sentiment on the 
island toward pushing for independence and that it was therefore safe to 
give up all aspects of deterrence against that possibility? But the quality 
of cross-strait relations would change. Moreover, if the administration in 
Taipei were to embrace some version of “one China,” confidence-building 
measures (CBMs) could be developed, as specified in the “authorized 
statement” of the State Council Taiwan Affairs Office in May 2004, 
and the “state of hostility” between the two sides could even be formally 
ended, as provided for in the “Jiang Zemin 8-point proposal” of 1995. 
But creating confidence that such an agreement would not collapse with 
the next change of administration in Taipei would not be easily gener-
ated, which would make especially this last step very difficult. 

Although some in the United States (and in Japan) might be ner-
vous about the implications of such an evolution, it would be hard (and 
self-defeating) for either government to oppose such a change. These 
developments would neither come close to effecting unification (which 
will not take place for a very long time) nor change the fact that Beijing 
would not be in control of Taiwan’s policies. 

Although one would hope that mutual steps would lead to a reduc-
tion in the military component of cross-strait relations, in response to the 
PRC’s determination to preserve a deterrent against Taiwan independence, 
Taiwan would still need to maintain a hedge against a malign change in 
the mainland’s policies. Thus, while some of the grander designs for glitzy 
arms purchases would most likely be scrapped (as they should be), the 
United States would still press Taipei to adopt adequate defense budgets. 
Moreover, the United States would maintain an adequate capability of its 
own to cope with any threat to Taiwan, not only because this is required by 
the 1979 Taiwan Relations Act (TRA), but also because, from a strategic per-
spective, it would be prudent to do so. All of that said, however, a reduction 
in tensions would clearly serve the overall U.S. strategic national interest. 
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Even if the cross-strait relationship did not evolve beyond this level, 
Japan would still be nervous about the long-term implications for its 
own supply lines, especially to the Middle East, and about China’s abil-
ity to establish a regular military presence in a wider region of the West-
ern Pacific. Nonetheless, overall stabilization of cross-strait relations 
and reduction of military tensions between Taiwan and the mainland 
would also tend to stabilize the strategic picture of both Japan and the 
United States.

As noted above, a requirement for such improvement in cross-strait rela-
tions is that Beijing maintain and extend its current approach to Taiwan, 
agreeing to set aside issues of unification and to take a number of steps to 
meet Taiwan’s aspirations while reducing its sense of threat. Given current 
trends, one might speculate that this is not only possible but likely. The 
problem is that straight-line projections are notoriously hazardous. More-
over, there is some risk that Beijing will underestimate the importance of 
its peaceful handling of the Taiwan question to the United States. 

There is a tendency on the mainland to assume that, while Taiwan is 
a “core” issue for the PRC, it is of lesser, perhaps even marginal, impor-
tance to U.S. security. Because of this, China believes it could take 
some risks without fear of precipitating a Sino-American war.6 Viewed 
from an American perspective, this considerably understates U.S. inter-
ests in Taiwan itself.7 Moreover, it ignores the larger implications of a 
potential PRC use of force, whether in the Taiwan Strait or elsewhere, 
that Washington sees for its security interests in the region.8 Thus, any 
PRC assumption about a second-order U.S. interest in Taiwan’s security 
could lead to a tragic miscalculation; it was precisely this concern about 
misperception that led the United States to deploy two aircraft carrier 
battle groups to the Taiwan area in the spring of 1996.

Setting aside purposeful military confrontation, if there were either 
economic disruptions or political chaos in mainland China, would that 
lead, as some postulate, to an attempt by the leadership in Beijing to 
divert attention and perhaps even stimulate the economy or political 
unity by adopting a harder line against Taiwan?

The answer is unclear, especially because the personalities of future 
leaders in the PRC will obviously play a central role in what sorts of 
decisions are made. That is one reason to maintain a hedge and work 
continuously on the underlying political relationship to shore up the 
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mutual commitment to resolve issues peacefully. Even so, it is hard to 
come up with a scenario in which it makes sense for Beijing to seek 
remedy for domestic woes through overseas adventure, including over 
Taiwan.9 Such a course would require the total overthrow of a carefully 
constructed foreign and security policy that is designed, first and fore-
most, to provide a benign external environment. Even if the domestic 
situation that external environment is meant to foster encounters dif-
ficulties, as it almost assuredly will at some point, the underlying logic 
will not change. In this analyst’s judgment, it would take something of a 
revolution on the mainland to drive China to reverse its policies and risk 
all it has achieved by undertaking an overtly aggressive foreign policy.

If Taiwan politics were once again to produce leaders who wanted 
to push the envelope on de jure independence—meaning primarily via 
constitutional change but also perhaps through blatant assertions of sov-
ereignty in other ways that Beijing could not ignore—then things could 
change. But it seems that the broad outlines of a modus vivendi, at least 
in this respect, are emerging and the frequently reaffirmed insistence of 
the people of Taiwan that their leaders not needlessly or recklessly rock 
the boat is firmly grounded. To repeat, if Beijing can rise to the occa-
sion to give the people of Taiwan a deeper sense of satisfaction that their 
interests are being met, their needs satisfied, and their achievements 
respected, it is reasonable to assume that Taiwan can and will become a 
more stable element in the regional security architecture.

The PLA will not lose interest in modernizing and significantly upgrad-
ing its capabilities, including, as noted, with respect to deterring any 
resurgent Taiwan independence sentiment.10 Furthermore, its perceived 
position of military inferiority to the United States will be a sufficient 
motivator to ensure that substantial PLA defense budgets are adopted 
for the indefinite future. This will include upgrading not only hardware, 
especially in the form of air and naval platforms and missile capabili-
ties, but also information technologies and exotic capabilities in terms 
of electronic and space warfare, in addition to increased investment in 
training and retaining qualified personnel. 

Still, the transformation of the Taiwan situation could pose some sig-
nificant “guns versus butter” choices for the leadership. If the stabilizing 
trends in cross-strait relations outlined above were to continue, and if 
China were to experience an internal crisis that would change the nature 
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of the debate in Beijing, the only factor that would significantly heighten 
tensions over Taiwan (and hence the level of PLA concern) would be a 
serious deterioration in Sino-American relations.

U.S.-PRC Strategic Relations

While the substantial transformation of the Taiwan issue would have a 
major impact on the choices of both China and the United States, the 
actual difference that the new situation would make in terms of policy 
would depend, as stated, on the overall state of U.S.-PRC relations. That 
said, it is currently difficult to untangle the Taiwan issue from the over-
all relationship. After all, a good deal of the mutual strategic suspicion 
that exists between the United States and the PRC is tied to perceptions 
of the other side’s goals in Taiwan. Many in China believe the United 
States wants to use to Taiwan to hem in China’s naval forces and even 
to use the island, eventually, as a base of military operations against the 
mainland. In turn, many in the United States see the PLA coveting 
Taiwan as a base for their own outward reach with a “blue water” navy 
and, at a minimum, as a strategic buffer against pressure from the east. In 
these circumstances, how can the Taiwan situation really be transformed 
unless the strategic suspicion is reduced? Conversely, how can the strate-
gic suspicion be reduced unless the Taiwan situation is transformed?

Approaching this issue from a Washington perspective, it is hard to sus-
tain the case that some PRC analysts make that the United States intends 
to hold Taiwan separate from the mainland in order to hem in the PRC 
or keep it focused on an issue that drains its energies from other areas. 
Even if unification were a realistic prospect in any foreseeable future, the 
United States still would not seek to obstruct it, although the debate in 
the United States over this question could well be more animated.

But unification is not a realistic prospect in any foreseeable future, 
and thus the issue needs to be posed differently. Would a reduction 
in tensions across the strait, a lessening of the possibility of war over 
Taiwan (however slim it may be now), and the substantial elimination 
of “the Taiwan question” as a burr under the saddle of Sino-American 
relations be in the U.S. national interest? Or would it threaten to lull the 
United States into complacency about both the Taiwan situation itself 



322    |    ALAN D. ROMBERG

and Beijing’s larger ambitions, causing Washington to lower its guard 
and invite challenges to its influence and interests?11

To this writer, the answer is indisputable; it is clearly the former, posi-
tive response, not the latter, doomsday approach. But, having said that, 
one must still ask what the prospects are that Beijing and Washington 
can move to a relationship that is at least more trusting and more coop-
erative, if not a full partnership approaching an alliance.

First of all, reducing mutual concerns over Taiwan is a sine qua non 
for the long-term improvement of the overall relationship and reduction 
of mutual strategic suspicion. As already noted, it is hard to imagine 
another issue that holds the possibility of real war between China and 
the United States. In addition, it is hard to think of how the need to pre-
pare for war in an active and focused way can be reduced if the Taiwan 
issue is not placed in a more stable and predictable context. 

A great deal has actually been achieved since 2003–2004 in creat-
ing some mutual confidence that one side will not take steps, and is 
not pursuing near-term goals, that challenge the other’s fundamental 
interests with respect to Taiwan. Although Beijing was determined even 
before the George W. Bush administration took office in 2001 to avoid 
confrontation on any issue including, if possible, Taiwan, the president’s 
negative attitude toward the PRC and his rather assertively expressed 
support for Taiwan’s security created doubts in Chinese minds about 
President Bush’s ultimate intentions. 

Especially in the wake of the EP-3 incident in April 2001, the presi-
dent showed extreme reluctance to embrace publicly the fundamen-
tal principles on Taiwan that have been crucial to U.S.-PRC relations 
since the 1970s. Even though he had openly supported the U.S. “one 
China” policy during the 2000 presidential campaign, and he grudg-
ingly referred to it during his February 2002 visit to Beijing, it was not 
until Jiang Zemin visited President Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas in 
October 2002, a full twenty-one months after taking office, that Presi-
dent Bush was willing to publicly endorse the entire “mantra” of the “one 
China” policy and adhere to the three U.S.-PRC joint communiqués (as 
well as the TRA).

He did so, it is important to note, not simply in the context of China’s 
cooperation on post-9/11 issues, though that was obviously crucial, but 
also in the wake of President Chen Shui-bian’s articulation of yibian, yiguo 
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(“one country on each side”) and his implicit threat to move to indepen-
dence (“go down Taiwan’s own road”). A little over a year later—when 
Chen was not only pushing for referenda that the United States found 
problematic in terms of cross-strait issues, but even raised the idea of a 
“brand new” constitution to be approved directly by the people, bypass-
ing the normal amendment procedures—President Bush was moved to 
chastise Chen Shui-bian with PRC Premier Wen Jiabao at his side at the 
White House.12

Then and through much of 2004, even after Chen’s May 2004 inau-
gural address when he pulled back from some of his more problematic 
proposals, Beijing questioned the American will and ability to rein in 
the Taiwan president. Over time, however, the PRC leadership gained 
greater trust in Bush and his intention to oppose Taiwan moves toward 
independence. The PRC’s narrowing of its own focus from promotion 
of unification to blocking independence also helped.13 The net result of 
all of this was that Washington and Beijing came to see each other as 
working to move the situation away from confrontation, and possibly 
war, over Taiwan.

This has not completely relieved the mutual strategic suspicion that 
exists. In addition to their bottom-line adherence to differing per-
spectives on Taiwan, the robust PLA modernization program, on the 
one hand, and active U.S. reinforcement of Pacific forces as well as 
diplomacy and military deployments around China’s periphery, on the 
other, keep that mutual suspicion alive and well.14 The “strategic” (or 
“senior” in U.S. parlance) dialogue developed in 2005 (a reprise of 
an effort almost a decade earlier under President William J. Clinton) 
held the prospect of beginning to get at this issue. But the departure 
of Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick from the administration 
cast its prospects into doubt. The “strategic economic dialogue” created 
under the aegis of Treasury Secretary Henry M. Paulson and Vice Pre-
mier Wu Yi can make an important contribution to a sense of mutual 
confidence, and it should not be denigrated. Indeed, in some respects 
it is the most important current bilateral conversation. But it cannot 
substitute for the political/security dialogue that former U.S. Deputy 
Secretary of State Robert B. Zoellick began with Senior Vice Foreign 
Minister Dai Bingguo. Whether his belatedly appointed replacement, 
John D. Negroponte, will have the interest, or time, over the remaining 
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months of the Bush administration to resume the conversation with 
the same focus and determination that Zoellick brought to it remains 
to be seen.

If the positive scenario outlined here for Taiwan and cross-strait rela-
tions becomes reality, it will open the door to a more broadly based 
reduction in tensions between Washington and Beijing. Furthermore, 
if this is reinforced by greater overall mutual strategic trust, while it will 
not bring peace and harmony to the world or even to Northeast Asia, it 
will have a major effect on the region’s “security architecture.” 

As noted earlier, the PLA will continue to modernize its forces—especially 
air, naval, and missile forces—as a natural aspect of China’s growing 
power, giving China a basis for protecting its national security and other 
interests and for projecting its political power in the region and beyond. 
The United States will also continue to develop its military capabilities, 
including in highly sophisticated areas of weaponry. But just as the PLA 
will need to take care not to give the impression of an outsized ambition, 
the United States will need to carefully ensure that its defense policies 
and plans affecting China are thought through beyond their short-term 
value to include also their long-term effect. Thus, assuming the United 
States gets beyond the nonsensical Rumsfeldian “What do they need all 
that capability for? Who is their enemy?” line, it will be important to 
have greater transparency on both sides about national security policy, 
military doctrine, capabilities, and plans. 

Japan

Ask any mainland Chinese analyst or official what “other” factor could 
spoil such a positive evolution in the regional strategic picture, and the 
likely one-word response is: Japan. The Chinese understand the funda-
mental importance of constructive Sino-Japanese relations to the future 
of the region and, hence, to China’s own well-being.15 And, at least for 
now, there is a noteworthy effort being made by both Japan and China 
to deal constructively with history issues and the modalities of bilat-
eral interaction that have plagued bilateral ties for the past several years. 
Prime Minister Abe’s trip to China in October 2006, within two weeks 
of assuming office, and Premier Wen’s return visit in April 2007 are 
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certainly welcomed developments. Yet, the historical overlay and the 
instinct among both sides to seek to manipulate the situation complicate 
the relationship. Furthermore, the preliminary steps taken to date are far 
from immune to setbacks. It will require considerable political will to 
move beyond atmospherics to substance.

More important yet, the fundamental issue is not history or shrine 
visits, but the contemporary competition between Japan and China for 
power and influence. There has been a remarkable rise in Japanese con-
cern about China’s growing strength across the political, economic, and 
military spectrum and a change in Japan’s underlying attitudes toward 
the foundations of the relationship. No longer does the “friendship para-
digm” govern Japan’s approach to China or the underlying adherence to 
“permanent penitence” obtain.16 Moreover, lingering Chinese apprehen-
sion about a resurgence of Japanese militarism, especially if (“when,” 
some Chinese would say) Tokyo’s alliance with the United States frays, 
has not been allayed.

Yet, for all of the focus on constitutional revision in Japan and becom-
ing a “normal” nation, it is highly unlikely that the Japanese will reverse 
their strong aversion to militarism. Under Prime Minister Abe, and no 
doubt under the rising younger generation of leaders who will follow, 
Japan will adopt a more assertively nationalistic stance to protect and 
advance its interests. But assertiveness and nationalism do not equate to 
aggressiveness, and abandoning passivism does not equate to abandon-
ing pacifism. That said, under two sets of conditions, Japan’s security 
orientation could change, with significant implications for China and 
the PLA.

First and of greatest importance, if the U.S.-Japan alliance were to 
weaken or lose credibility, especially with regard to extended nuclear 
deterrence, Japan would face a wrenching choice. It could simply adjust 
to a situation in which its security depended much more on strengthen-
ing political relations with China and accommodate to China’s domi-
nance. Or, it could choose to strike out on its own with a major shift in 
policy in the direction of obtaining offensive, and possibly even nuclear, 
weapons capabilities.

Second, if China was, for whatever reason, to become more assertive 
in confronting Japan, Tokyo might also go further along the path of 
“normalization” than seems likely at present. This could be the case even 
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if the U.S. alliance were intact (and certainly if it were not), with Japan 
opting for a far more active defense role. If China, for example, opted 
to mount direct challenges over disputed ocean areas and islands, dis-
patch more submarines and other naval vessels into the Japanese EEZ or 
even territorial waters, or openly threatened Japan over Tokyo’s possible 
involvement in a Taiwan contingency, this could force Japan to decide 
on a more robust approach. Perhaps in recognition of the fact that its 
actions affect Japan’s choices, China has made changes to its behavior; 
even before the current warming trend after Abe’s rise to prime minister, 
there were far fewer Chinese challenges to Japan’s air and sea space in 
2006 than in previous years.17

Although Taiwan may be the most fraught issue politically, perhaps 
the trickiest issue currently is competition for resources in the ocean 
areas lying between Japan and China. Many experts believe the quantity 
of oil and gas resources, while not trivial, is not enormous. Especially 
for Japan, one hears that the issue is more related to questions of sov-
ereignty and, from Tokyo’s perspective, compelling Beijing to observe 
international norms. In a way, this is actually more disturbing than it is 
reassuring; emotions can run high in such circumstances. Recent recom-
mitment by both sides to approach these issues cooperatively is encour-
aging, but one has yet to see a workable model for “sharing resources” 
even if sovereignty-related claims can be shelved for now.

Avoiding negative scenarios depends primarily on commonsense 
decisions in Washington, Tokyo, and Beijing. Given the fundamental 
interests of all parties, the odds that such decisions will be forthcoming 
are high—if not consistently, then at least as the predominant trend. 
Thus, one ought not to anticipate Japan “breaking out” as an indepen-
dent military force of great concern to China. 

That said, even if Beijing analysts and policy makers agree that the 
odds of a remilitarized Japan are low, they will keep a weather eye on 
those possibilities and, although the lead time for detecting any such 
major changes would likely be substantial, they will want to have both 
the contingency plans and surge capabilities to cope with any unex-
pected developments. This will argue for continued modernization 
of their missile force—moving apace toward road-mobile, solid-fuel 
models—and the development of air and naval capabilities to deter or 
confront Japan.
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OTHER ISSUES

There are also other factors that could affect the national security deci-
sions of the major players in the East Asia/Pacific region and their future 
relations.

Terrorism

A major act of terrorism in any number of places could shake things 
up in Northeast Asia, even if the attack did not take place there. For 
example, another assault on the United States could, depending on its 
presumed source, either cement U.S.-PRC relations further (if coopera-
tion dramatically increased, including the continuation of U.S. pres-
sure on Taiwan to avoid provocations) or drive a wedge (if the weapon’s 
source was suspected to be North Korea, for example).

An attack within China itself could also cement relations further, if 
the United States showed itself to be more open to backing a PRC crack-
down on domestic elements that might have been involved. The 2002 
labeling of the East Turkestan Islamic Movement as a terrorist organiza-
tion upset many foreigners, including Turkish-American groups, who 
were worried about the repression of Uighurs. But for all the political 
pain it caused the Bush administration, in fact it was not viewed as ter-
ribly significant in Beijing. Whether a major terrorist incident in China 
would produce a more meaningful American reaction, generating more 
positive assumptions about U.S. intentions, would have to be seen. But 
if so, there would likely be a price paid at home and elsewhere in terms 
of perceptions of U.S. human rights policy.

U.S. Alliances

The key role the U.S.-Japan alliance plays, and will continue to play, 
in the Northeast Asian security architecture is discussed above. On bal-
ance, assuming the alliance remains healthy and that the Taiwan situ-
ation remains calm, the net impact of the alliance should be positive 
for maintaining regional equilibrium and should not create any major 
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driving issues for the PLA. If the alliance becomes troubled, however, 
all bets are off.

The U.S.-ROK alliance is a somewhat different matter. It too contributes 
to regional stability and, as long as it is not seen as threatening to China, 
will be viewed in Beijing as contributing to the maintenance of peace and 
stability on the peninsula (thus in China’s interest). But it is not at all clear 
that the PRC currently holds such a benign view of the alliance nor is it 
clear that the United States and China are engaged in a sufficiently candid 
level of dialogue through which they can provide each other with mutual 
assurances about what might happen in a North Korean collapse contin-
gency. This could be fixed, but it will take some effort on both sides.

The less predictable scenario is one in which the North is believed 
to be transferring nuclear weapons-related material, equipment, or 
expertise. As President Bush made clear in his statement in reaction to 
the DPRK nuclear test in early October 2006, any such transfer would 
likely generate a forceful American response. In this analyst’s view, that 
includes the possibility of a military strike on those facilities that could 
be identified with the DPRK’s nuclear program. Strikes on other targets 
may also be seen as part of a “justified” response. 

It is possible in this scenario that not all nuclear-related targets would 
be eliminated and the DPRK could retaliate in some fashion. Thus, 
the risks of U.S. strikes on selected targets in the DPRK would be very 
high. Even if this course of action was based on highly credible evidence, 
accompanied by statements about both the limits of the purpose and 
extent of the strikes and the open-ended nature of further strikes should 
the North retaliate, the effects on Sino-American relations could be seri-
ous if China saw the net result to be a degradation of its security. 

U.S.-ROK relations would definitely suffer in this scenario and Beijing 
would be expected to make common cause with Seoul in a way that 
could seriously, perhaps fatally, weaken the alliance over time (if the 
strike had not already done so). This would not necessarily affect PLA 
planning or deployments in a significant way. The United States is 
already reducing its presence in South Korea. While Chinese concerns 
about possible basing of U.S. strike aircraft in South Korea would be 
reduced by the weakening of the alliance, announced ROK limitations 
on the American use of South Korean bases has most likely already made 
the alliance a relatively peripheral aspect of PLA planning.
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As mentioned earlier, a North Korean collapse scenario would send 
tremors through Zhongnanhai and could lead to certain PLA deploy-
ments, including those across the DPRK border to defend China’s inter-
ests from within the DPRK. However, as discussed above, well-managed 
responses by all concerned should be able to contain reactions to avoid 
confrontation.

Economy and Energy

An economic nosedive, not just in China but globally (especially in the 
United States), could have enormous implications for security relations in 
the region and hence for all the militaries concerned, including the PLA. 
Under these circumstances, it would be incumbent upon all to exercise 
restraint and communicate clearly. That said, it is in everyone’s mutual inter-
est to resist the most extreme beggar-thy-neighbor types of reactions and, 
unless particular countries were at loggerheads for other reasons, to focus on 
cooperative rather than competitive measures.

Still, the PLA will probably not take an extraordinary budgetary hit 
anytime soon. Beijing would continue to place a high priority on signal-
ing that it is not vulnerable, even at a time of economic distress, and that 
no party—especially the United States, Japan, or Taiwan—should seek 
to take advantage.

Energy demand will also be a long-term issue that has the poten-
tial for cutthroat competition, on the one hand, and for cooperation in 
times of emergency, on the other. Whether over the next ten or fifteen 
years China can be brought into an integrated relationship with the 
International Energy Agency (IEA) remains to be seen. Membership 
seems unlikely, since the IEA is made up of only Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (OECD) member countries. But 
there has already been considerable contact; an October 2006 work-
shop in Beijing produced a brief statement that highlighted the fact that 
“the Chinese government places great importance on its exchanges and 
cooperation with the IEA in the energy field, particularly regarding oil 
security and oil reserves.”18

SLOC protection is, of course, another matter. But over the period 
under consideration, it seems likely that the PLA will only be able to 
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produce between token and minimal protection and will still depend 
heavily on U.S. forces for this purpose. Should bilateral relations turn 
sour, Beijing would no doubt accelerate not only the provision of some 
naval forces for this purpose, but perhaps even the current development 
of alternative land transportation routes for oil.

ALTERNATIVE SECURITY FUTURES IN NORTHEAST ASIA

Putting all of this together, at one extreme one could posit a hostile U.S-
PRC relationship with Washington perceived as supporting indefinite 
separate status for Taiwan (perhaps even going beyond that to press for far 
greater international standing, though perhaps short of full sovereignty) 
and generating continued pressure on China for its human rights and 
legal deficiencies. U.S. alliances, especially with Japan, could be increas-
ingly geared to confronting China not just over a cross-strait contingency 
but with regard to any effort by Beijing to expand its military reach. 
In addition, a global economic downturn could drive governments to 
abandon all pretense of international cooperation, even at a high cost, 
and focus on satisfying protectionist sentiments, however self-defeating 
that might be in the long run. Finally, a terrorist attack could be seen  
as stemming from faulty policies of the party attacked—for example, a 
PRC crackdown on Uighurs that generated cross-border terrorist activity—
leading to mutual recriminations rather than mutual support.

A rather happier scenario, at the other extreme, is one in which the 
Taiwan issue, although perhaps not permanently resolved, is in a state of 
equilibrium with both sides satisfied with a vibrant status quo; tensions in 
Sino-American relations—and mutual strategic suspicions—have largely 
abated (importantly though not solely as a result of the evolved Taiwan 
situation); Japanese relations with China are thriving even though aspects 
of national competition still exist; the Korean Peninsula has sorted itself 
out one way or another with the DPRK no longer seen as a threat; and 
the American alliance system is intact alongside a growing emphasis on 
cooperative security relations through multilateral mechanisms, with a 
rich pattern of cooperation having emerged across the board on counter-
terrorism, energy management, and deepening, more balanced trade 
and investment relations.
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Of course, the reality will rest somewhere in between. However, 
the nature of international relations, including the increasing institu-
tionalization of various global economic, political, and security-related 
regimes, will push the reality more in the direction of the optimistic 
scenario than the gloomier one. National loyalties, even nationalism, will 
not go away; indeed such phenomena may grow. But this is not neces-
sarily inconsistent with a realization that determined “one-upping” of 
others is not the optimal approach. Unless others are seen as determined 
and capable of harming one’s own interests, cooperation rather than 
confrontation should be adopted as the wiser course.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE PLA

As noted earlier, the PLA will continue to modernize in terms of both 
equipment and technology. In addition, the PLA will continue to com-
mand a significant portion of the budget on the general grounds of pro-
tecting and promoting China’s national interest, even if a particular focus 
(e.g., Taiwan) no longer requires the same priority level of attention.

But even in the most optimistic scenario, and no matter how smoothly 
relations are developing across the strait or between Washington and Beijing, 
PRC leaders will be unwilling to forego a deterrent capability against Taiwan 
independence and U.S. intervention in a Taiwan contingency. While China 
will not allow itself to get into a debilitating and ultimately unwinnable 
tit-for-tat arms race with the United States, Beijing will want to continue 
to develop capabilities to thwart any U.S. instinct to use pressure tactics, 
however remote that might seem in an era of better relations. 

An end-of-hostilities agreement with Taipei would lead to some sig-
nificant refocusing of PLA priorities and redeployments. Not only would 
shorter-range missiles be pulled back, they would likely be reduced in 
number. If trends continued to be positive over time, the recent empha-
sis on landing craft would also likely ease.

However, electronic and information warfare techniques would still 
be honed, a wide variety of increasingly capable surface ships and sub-
marines would continue to be introduced into the fleet, faster and more 
versatile aircraft would be acquired, and medium- and long-range missiles 
of different varieties would continue to have an important place in the 
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arsenal. Moreover, the PLA would in any case accelerate its vigorous 
military-to-military activity, in a ceremonial and exercise mode in order 
to bolster overall relations with others as well as create space for shoring 
up China’s specific security interests.

The variations from different scenarios could be significant, but lead 
times will be great enough for China to adapt and for others to react in 
turn. In the meantime, however, given current trends, one should antici-
pate neither a sharp acceleration nor a sharp decline in current activities. 
There may be discontinuities as technological advances permit them, 
and the United States should not be complacent about its current lead 
in any area. However, the U.S. military and the PLA should take into 
account how any individual step or cluster of steps will appear on the 
other side of the Pacific and what contribution they make to perceptions 
of enmity versus cooperation.

In principle, hedging is not a containment strategy, but a prudent 
approach to future uncertainties, even though China’s current behavior 
is, as one observer notes, “decidedly more risk averse than that of the 
United States.”19 That said, the way hedging is carried out can have a 
major impact on the PRC’s own responses.

In other words, much of what the future will look like, and how the 
PLA will view and react to it, is in U.S. hands; that should be an impor-
tant factor in any decisions Washington takes. 
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