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The tripolar nuclear system comprising Russia, China, and the United States
presents significant challenges to American nuclear deterrence scholars and
practitioners as they attempt to understand what it means for deterrence and
both US policy and capability. This article examines these challenges and posits
the nation’s available options as it seeks to avoid expanding the nuclear arsenal
while also maintaining stable deterrence. With the future of nuclear arms con-
trol uncertain, the United States should seek to pursue a dynamic strategy of
nuclear parity with Russia and China.

eginning in the 1960s, the United States and the Soviet Union sought
to maintain a rough parity between their nations in the number of
operationally deployed strategic nuclear weapons. While domestic
politics played a role in shaping both American and Soviet—then
later, Russian—nuclear strategy, leaders in both countries sought to maintain
deterrence and promote strategic stability. Eventually, arms control agree-
ments figured into achieving those same objectives.* The most recent agree-
ment between Russia and the United States, the New Strategic Arms Reduction
Treaty (New START), was signed in 2010 and was extended for an additional
five years in 2021.2 President Donald Trump allowed New START to expire in
February 2026, ending the last remaining arms control treaty between the two
nuclear superpowers.3
During his first term in office, President Trump was deeply skeptical of the
agreement, but his loss in the 2020 election left the decision to extend the
treaty up to the administration of President Joe Biden. While Biden renewed
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the treaty in 2021, both Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 and its
subsequent threats to use nuclear weapons against NATO member-states were
unprecedented, making it hard for an administration desirous of further arms
reductions to pursue arms control.4 It was also in 2022 that the United States
began to see clearly that China was in the midst of a massive buildup of its nu-
clear forces.5 The combination of Russian action and Chinese nuclear expan-
sion made anything but nuclear modernization impossible.

On 21 February 2023, Russian President Vladimir Putin issued this state-
ment on New START before the Federal Assembly: “I am compelled to an-
nounce today that Russia is suspending its participation.”® Russia’s foreign
ministry reported it would for the time being continue to observe the treaty’s
agreed limits on the numbers of operationally deployed strategic nuclear weapons.”
The United States would have to trust Russia to keep its word since verification—
which stopped prior to the 2020 coronavirus outbreak—would remain off the
table. With Russian nuclear modernization efforts largely complete, Putin has a
modern nuclear arsenal of land-based, sea-based, and airborne nuclear systems
with which he can coerce, deter, or fight the United States and NATO.8 Even
more important for Europe, Russia also fields a tactical nuclear force that is at
least 10 times larger than the American and NATO force and has far more de-
livery options.

The United States, however, is 15 years into a nuclear modernization pro-
gram that has yet to field a single new delivery system and is focused on strate-
gic rather than tactical systems.? With the United States serving as the primary
provider of conventional weapons to Ukraine’s fight against Russia, it should
come as no surprise that arms control, a primary concern of the United States,
is of less concern to Putin.'® This state of affairs left New START an untenable
treaty. Vladimir Putin understood this point and the advantage he has.

With China in the midst of an ambitious nuclear modernization program
that will see its nuclear arsenal reach or surpass that of the United States in the
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next decade, if estimates are correct, it is unsurprising that Chinese President
Xi Jinping is uninterested in arms control.’* Such an expansion of its nuclear
arsenal at minimum will make China a nuclear peer of the United States and its
superior in nonstrategic nuclear weapons.'? China’s absolute refusal to join any
arms control agreements should give Trump and future presidents significant
reason to question the wisdom of bilateral arms control agreements that leave
the United States significantly weaker than China and Russia, adversaries en-
gaged in a “no limits” partnership aspiring to topple the American-led interna-
tional order.'3

The reality is that American efforts to deter Russia and China are not looking
promising. This challenge is made worse by the all-too-common belief that
American conventional military power is a cover for an increasingly less cred-
ible nuclear arsenal. The decline in American deterrence credibility is also exac-
erbated by the tendency of American analysts to see the threat posed by Russia
and China as separate and distinct, giving the United States the opportunity to
pivot from one to the other with the same nuclear arsenal.'4 Rarely are these
adversaries viewed as a collective threat that requires a larger force to counter
both simultaneously.

With this background in mind, this article argues against the status quo, calling
instead for the United States to pursue nuclear parity based on the collective capa-
bility of Russia and China. Unlike prevailing thought on nuclear tripolarity, or the
“three-body problem,” this assessment suggests arms control, alternative targeting
strategies, and other efforts to maintain deterrence stability without expanding the
American nuclear arsenal will not succeed and further contends that arms control
is unlikely in the years ahead.'s Instead, the United States must focus on how it can
best field a credible nuclear deterrent force.

The Future of Deterrence

Before offering an independent view of American deterrence requirements,
it is worth considering the most influential strategic assessment in recent
years—that is, the final report of the Congressional Commission on the Strate-
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gic Posture of the United States.' This bipartisan commission’s report is par-
ticularly meaningful because it was signed by every member of the commission—
half of whom were Republican appointees and half Democrats. Given the
well-known support for arms control and disarmament of some commission
members, their willingness to sign a report that called for the possible expan-
sion of the American nuclear arsenal was an indication for many within the nu-
clear enterprise that the strategic situation facing the United States may be
worse than originally believed.'

The Strategic Posture Commission, as a creation of Congress, had no authority
to impose its recommendations on the Biden administration. In many respects,
its existence was the result of congressional dissatisfaction with the 2022 Nuclear
Posture Review. Released soon after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the review ac-
knowledged growing Chinese and Russian aggression but only reduced American
nuclear capabilities.’® It was only through shaping the power of persuasion and
prestige that the recommendations of the commission could influence the Biden
administration or, in 2025, the Trump administration.

In its final report, the commission noted that American deterrence strategy
must change to address the 2027 to 2035 threat environment. The US-led in-
ternational order and the values it upholds “are at risk from the Chinese and
Russian authoritarian regimes.” The possibility of military conflict with those
major powers has grown and “carries the potential for nuclear war.”*9 As the
report states,

Today the United States is on the cusp of having not one, but two nu-
clear peer adversaries, each with ambitions to change the international
status quo, by force, if necessary, a situation which the United States
did not anticipate and for which it is not prepared. While the risk of a
major nuclear conflict remains low, the risk of a military conflict with
either or both Russia and China, while not inevitable, has grown, and
with it the risk of nuclear use, possibly against the US homeland.2°

To meet this and other foreseeable national security challenges, the commis-
sion recommended an ambitious program of nuclear and conventional force
modernization, a more resilient space architecture with offensive and defensive
elements, an expansion of the United States’ defense industrial base, improved
nuclear infrastructure, and where appropriate, nuclear arms control and/or
measures of nuclear risk reduction. Additionally, the United States should en-
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sure that it is on the cutting edge of emerging technologies related to security
and defense. This includes data analytics, quantum computing, and artificial
intelligence (AI).

Contained in the package of commission recommendations is completion of
existing nuclear modernization programs, which include the United States’
strategic nuclear triad of land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM),
submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBM), and airborne nuclear delivery
systems. This modernization program tracks the consensus of the Obama,
Trump, and Biden administrations; however, the commission recommended
possible increases in the number of deployed weapons. This report stands in
stark contrast to the 2022 Nuclear Posture Review, which suggests the nation
fields sufficient weapons to deter China and Russia.?*

According to the Strategic Posture Commission, American nuclear strategy
should be based on six fundamental tenets: 1) assured second strike, 2) flexible
response to achieve national objectives, 3) tailored deterrence, 4) extended deter-
rence and assurance, 5) calculated ambiguity in declaratory policy, and 6) hedging
against risk. Flexible response should provide a credible range of resilient re-
sponse options to restore nuclear deterrence and promote conflict termination by
“convincing an adversary’s leadership it has seriously miscalculated, that further
use of nuclear weapons will not achieve its objectives, and that it will incur costs
that far exceed any benefits it can achieve should it escalate further.”2?

The precise numbers and kinds of weapons that the United States needs to
offset the rise of China as a peer and the modernization of Russia’s nuclear ar-
senal are not estimated in the report. Modernization costs of nuclear forces and
infrastructure—including the nuclear command, control, and communications
system; delivery systems; warheads; cyber and space supports; and improved
air and missile defenses—are substantial. What is uncertain, however, is
whether the United States must build to parity with both Russia and China to
deter them effectively.

The commission leans in this direction without offering an explicit answer.
Among scholars examining the implications of tripolarity, recommendations
vary from maintaining the current size and composition of the American nu-
clear arsenal to building an arsenal of equivalent size and capability to that of
Russia and China combined.?3 The current debate also includes discussions of
nuclear targeting. Advocates of maintaining the current nuclear arsenal’s size
and capability suggest the United States may need to shift away from counter-

21. Austin, Nuclear Posture Review.

22. Austin, Nuclear Posture Review, 30.

23. See Kier Lieber and Daryl Press, US Strategy and Force Posture for an Era of Nuclear Tripolarity (The
Atlantic Council, April 2023), https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/; and McGiffin and Lowther, Dynamic Parity.
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force targeting toward some form of counter-value targeting, while advocates of
parity suggest the United States maintain a counter-force targeting approach.24

The Congressional Budget Office’s most recent cost estimate for the opera-
tions and maintenance of the existing force and fielding of new systems required
to maintain current nuclear force is about $817 billion over the next decade.?> At
roughly $81 billion per year, this is less than 10 percent of the defense budget
over that period.

Building a nuclear force that matches the combined capability of China and Rus-
sia will cost considerably more. Exactly how much is uncertain because no credible
estimates exist. Cost, however, is a major concern for Congress and the president,
who has called for cuts in nuclear spending.2® For Trump, balancing the budget is a
top priority. But as an analysis of federal spending suggests, it is entitlement, not
defense spending, that consumes more than 8o percent of federal revenue.?” Thus, if
spending is a concern, fielding a nuclear force that deters great power war is impor-
tant, as the Strategic Posture Commission clearly explained. And as former National
Security Adviser Matt Pottinger said, “Deterrence is cheaper than war.”>8

During the nation’s three-decade “procurement holiday” that followed the
Cold War’s end, Congress allowed the nuclear enterprise to atrophy in the naive
belief that federal spending, which did not decline after the war, was more effec-
tively used on increased entitlement spending.?® Now, the country finds itself in
need of replacing everything from warheads to delivery systems to nuclear re-
search facilities—and all at a time when China and Russia are building nuclear
arsenals that are equal or superior to—in the case of Russia—the American nu-
clear arsenal.3° America’s declining relative position does not include the advan-
tage China and Russia possess in advanced hypersonic weapons or other new
technologies that may soon change the dynamics of nuclear deterrence and con-

24. See Keith B. Payne et al., The Rejection of Intentional Population Targeting for ‘Tripolar’ Deterrence
(National Institute for Public Policy, 2023); and see also “PONI Live Debate: US Nuclear Targeting,” Center
for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), transcript, 25 January 2024, https://csis-website-prod.s3
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week, 8 November 2023.
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flict.3 More importantly, American understanding or misunderstanding of Rus-
sian and Chinese nuclear strategy looms large in the background.3?

The United States is now facing one superior nuclear-armed adversary in
Russia and one soon-to-be peer in China. Addressing this challenge in a more
effective way than the 2022 Nuclear Posture Review was the very purpose of
the Strategic Posture Commission’s report. Although contending with the move
from one to two nuclear peers may not seem like an impossible task, it does
pose difficult questions for both nuclear planners and the president.33

Finding the Best Approach

If deterrence is about shaping an adversary’s perception of risk, tripolarity
increases complexity far more for the United States than it does for China or
Russia.3* America’s adversaries, in pursuing nuclear arsenals that outmatch the
United States’, create added uncertainty for an American president by reducing
the certainty that actions will meet with success. If prospect theory—the theory
that human decision-making is fundamentally irrational because it overvalues
perceived losses—is correct, this increased uncertainty is likely to enhance the
president’s perception that action will lead to a loss, rather than a gain. As one
key analysis on crises between nuclear armed adversaries suggests, this leaves
the president and the United States—rather than China or Russia—deterred
from acting.35

In other words, the United States, rather than China and/or Russia, faces the
greatest risk of failure in achieving its strategic objectives during a crisis involv-
ing a nuclear-armed peer adversary. It is a challenge that is too often over-
looked by authors advancing maintenance of the status quo for the United
States’ nuclear arsenal.3%

This problem is made worse by one of the more important second-order ef-
fects of the Russian invasion of Ukraine—the strengthening of the Sino-Russian

31. Patty-Jane Geller, The US Must Strengthen Its Nuclear Forces to Deter Growing Nuclear Threats,
Backgrounder No. 3736 (The Heritage Foundation, 30 November 2022, https://www.heritage.org/.

32. See Fiona S. Cunningham and M. Taylor Fravel, “Assuring Assured Retaliation: China’s Nuclear
Posture and US-China Strategic Stability,” International Security 40, no. 2 (Fall 2015).

33. Kim Tong-Hyung, “North Korean Leader Vows ‘Offensive’ Nuclear Expansion,” AP, 10 April 2023,

https://apnews.com/; and Yonah Jeremy Bob, “Iran Becoming Aggressive in Its Pursuit of Nuclear Weap-
ons, IAEA Chief Warns,” Jerusalem Post, 3 June 2024, https://www.jpost.com/.

34. Robert Litwak, “A Tripolar Nuclear World: Challenges to Strategic Stability,” The Washington
Quarterly 46, no. 4 (2023).

35. Jeffrey D. Berejikian and Florian Justwan, “Testing a Cognitive Theory of Deterrence,” in Behav-
ioral Economics and Nuclear Weapons, ed. Anne 1. Harrington and Jeffrey W. Knopf (The University of
Georgia Press, 2019); and see Matthew Kroenig, The Logic of American Nuclear Strategy: Why Strategic
Superiority Matters (Oxford University Press, 2019).

36. Kimball, “More Nuclear Weapons?”; and Andrew FE. Krepinevich Jr., “The New Nuclear Age: How
China’s Growing Nuclear Arsenal Threatens Deterrence,” Foreign Affairs 101, no. 3 (May/June 2023).
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relationship, which Putin described as having “no limits.”3” Russian reliance on
China, North Korea, and Iran to provide needed military capability in Ukraine
is driving previously unseen cooperation that includes the sharing of nuclear
knowledge and possibly material.3® If the bonds currently forming solidify and
persist after Russia’s war in Ukraine, the United States may find itself facing a
relatively cohesive authoritarian axis that is set on toppling the American-led
international order.3% Thus, the risk of “losing” in any crisis between the United
States and one or more axis members is understandably seen as a greater prob-
ability by an American president, leading adversaries to believe the United
States will be deterred. Again, this is consistent with the core tenets of prospect
theory’s view on how humans address risk.

In countering the growing cooperation between Russia and China, it is also
important to know how closely Russian and Chinese military-strategic planning
is coordinated with respect to nuclear deterrence and employment.4° Xi and
Putin are making positive demonstrations of political affinity as the two states
conduct joint military exercises.#! This does not necessarily mean that Beijing
and Moscow are transparent with respect to their nuclear forces and their ac-
tual war plans, either with the United States or each other.4? Chinese and Rus-
sian leadership clearly share a mutual hostility to what they regard as American
global hegemony, but the relationship between that and future cooperative
force planning remains uncertain. Understanding whether the two states will
work together in using their nuclear arsenals to coerce, deter, or defeat the
United States is one of the most important questions to understand because the
answer stands to have a significant impact on the nuclear force composition
required by the United States to deter both adversaries.

Both China and Russia are placing greater importance on their nuclear forces
because neither believes they can match American conventional forces.43 Russia
can match neither its quantity nor quality.44 China can match its quantity but not
quality. Thus, it is reasonable for both countries to rely on the coercive power of
expanded nuclear arsenals in deterring American intervention in places like

37. Patricia M. Kim, “The Limits of the No-Limits Partnership,” Foreign Affairs 102, no. 2 (March/April 2023).

38. Sulgiye Park, “Is Russia Helping China Expand Its Nuclear Weapons Program?” The Equation,
Union of Concerned Scientists, 19 September 2024, https://blog.ucs.org/.

39. Bobo Lo, “The Ukraine Effect: Demise or Rebirth of the Global Order?,” Lowy Institute, 11 May
2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/.

40. Mark Cozad et al., Future Scenarios for Sino-Russian Military Cooperation (RAND Corporation, 2024).

41. Richard Weitz, Assessing Chinese-Russian Military Exercises: Past Progress and Future Trends (CSIS, 2021).

42. See Max Seddon and Chris Cook, “Leaked Russian Military Files Reveal Criteria for Nuclear Strike:
Doctrine for Tactical Nuclear Weapons Outlined in Training Scenarios for an Invasion by China,” Finan-
cial Times, 28 February 2024, https://www.ft.com/.

43. Lydia Wachs, The Role of Nuclear Weapons in Russia’s Strategic Deterrence (German Institute for
International and Security Affairs, 2022).

44. Kristin Ven Bruusgaard, “Russian Nuclear Strategy and Conventional Inferiority;,” Journal of Stra-
tegic Studies 44, no. 1 (2020).
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Ukraine or Taiwan, for example. If Russian use of nuclear threats against NATO
is an indicator, there may be more to come from both Russia and China.

With such a pessimistic future a strong possibility, arms control is an entic-
ing option. It is, however, unlikely, absent unexpected change. Russia cannot
match American and NATO conventional power. China’s massive conventional
military modernization is untested. Thus, nuclear coercion and deterrence offer
attractive alternatives.

A complete lack of interest in nuclear arms control is consistent with the
People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) six-decade position avoiding any form of
it.45 In fact, arms control is inconsistent with long-held Chinese strategy, which
emphasizes deception and surprise. For it to work, China must accept a degree
of transparency never permitted by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).46
Given China’s nuclear breakout since 2021 and plans to reach parity or superi-
ority vis-a-vis the United States, there is little reason to believe nuclear arms
control has a place in Sino-American relations.4” Thus, it should come as no
surprise that Xi responded to Trump’s February 2025 call for the great powers
to reduce their nuclear arms by suggesting the United States and Russia should
lead the way.4®

Once China completes its nuclear expansion, the CCP may offer greater
transparency of both its nuclear forces and doctrine. Such transparency could serve
Chinese interests. As one analysis notes, “For China, deterrence (J#{1%, weishe) is
not simply the objective of forestalling an adversary’s undesired action, as in
Western thinking, but it also includes aspects of compellence, meaning that
China often uses its military to coerce other countries to take actions Beijing
desires.” Such an approach “makes deterrence signaling an even more promi-
nent part of Chinese aggression abroad.”4?

China and Russia deploy most of their strategic nuclear weapons on land-
based ICBMs, unlike the United States, which relies more heavily on subma-
rines and bombers. Both adversaries are improving their deployed SSBN and
bomber forces, but they will remain primarily ICBM-based nuclear forces. The
United States is expected to remain in the forefront of ballistic missile subma-

45. See Tong Zhao, China’s Approach to Arms Control Verification (Sandia National Laboratories, 2022).

46. See also Mark B. Schneider, Nuclear Weapons in Chinese Military Strategy (National Institute for
Public Policy, 2019); and Testimony on US Strategic Command and US Space Command in Review of the
Defense Authorization Request for Fiscal Year 2022 and the Future Years Defense Program before the US
Senate Committee on Armed Services (statement of Admiral Charles A. Richard, commander, US Strate-
gic Command), 117th Cong. 1st session (2021), 20 April 2021, https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/.

47. Rajeswari Pillai Rajagopalan, “China’s Nuclear Forces Continue to Expand,” The Diplomat, 29 January
2024, https://thediplomat.com/.

48. Micah McCartney, “China Finally Agrees with Trump,” Newsweek, 14 February 2025, https://www
-newsweek.com/.

49. Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga et al., Deciphering Chinese Deterrence Signaling in the New Era (RAND
Corporation, 2021), viii.
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rine and strategic bomber-related technologies. Yet the exact composition of
strategic nuclear forces is less relevant than the overall size of each country’s
nuclear force, which plays an important role in determining who will back
down in a crisis.?°

In a future crisis where the United States faces a peer or superior China and/
or Russia, an American president may likely determine that the interests at
stake are not worth the potential fight against these “friends of steel” and back
down.?* One analysis contends that “successful coercion requires discovering
and threatening an adversary’s pressure points.”52 In such a crisis, a peer or su-
perior China and/or a superior Russia would possess the requisite credibility.53

At present, China and Russia field superior nonstrategic nuclear arsenals to
the United States, which leaves both countries in a position to use these weap-
ons as coercive tools for dissuading the United States from countering their re-
gional ambitions.54 Apart from the fighter-delivered nuclear gravity bombs in
Europe, the United States relies on its operationally deployed strategic nuclear
weapons for signaling and coercion. This creates a gap in capability that both
Russia and China are likely to exploit by employing small numbers of low- or
ultra-low-yield tactical nuclear weapons in an “escalate to win” strike, should
the need arise.55 For the United States, this is an undoubtedly undesirable posi-
tion to be in. Nuclear inferiority at the tactical level —and soon, parity or inferi-
ority at the strategic level—will leave the United States unable to maintain the
current global order.

To exacerbate the challenge for the United States, forecasting the impact on
deterrence of critical technologies like AI, quantum computing, nanotechnol-
ogy, autonomous weapons systems, directed-energy weapons, and hypersonic
weapons, among others, is difficult and makes a complex tripolar nuclear dy-
namic even more so. Whether they will influence decisions about nuclear force
planning and “how much is enough” for deterrence are challenging to fore-
cast.?® American defense planners rely on wargames, exercises, and studies that
maximize uncertainty to flesh out the range of possibilities for these technolo-
gies and how they shape deterrence, but none of these tools are predictive. They
merely help expand the set of possibilities that deserve consideration.
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Establishing benchmarks for a three nuclear superpower configuration is
possible, even in the face of uncertainty. American, Chinese, and Russian stra-
tegic nuclear forces are likely to field weapons that are deployed on a variety of
land-, sea-, and air-based platforms. There are inevitable asymmetries, with the
most recent Defense Intelligence Agency analysis suggesting that both China
and Russia are likely to field large numbers of nuclear-armed hypersonic glide
weapons and a smaller number of fractional orbital bombardment systems.5”
Doubitless, the United States will continue plans to field Sentinel, the Columbia
class SSBN, and the B21 bomber, but both Sentinel and Columbia are behind
schedule, and all three are likely insufficient to prevent China and Russia from
pursuing regional ambitions.

The China Question

Chinese strategic thinking is quite nuanced about the deterrence and defense
uses for nuclear weapons.58 Chinese leaders are certainly aware that they cur-
rently remain short of nuclear parity with Russia or the United States but are
clearly closing that gap rapidly.5® There is reason to believe that China’s buildup
is motivated by a desire to coerce the United States into sitting out a Chinese
invasion of Taiwan, which is seen by an increasing number of experts as a
growing probability.®® China may prefer to see nuclear weapons as one option
along a spectrum of choices for deterring or fighting war under exigent condi-
tions, as a means of supporting conventional military operations, and as a tool
of assertive diplomacy.®

China is also expanding its military modernization—conventional and nuclear—
beyond weapons and platforms, into the development of superior command,
control, and communications (C3) for military operations. The checklist of
modernized systems includes C3; computing capability; intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance (terrestrial- and space-based); in addition to other
information technologies for cyber war. Chinese military strategists conclude
that the “informatization” of warfare under all conditions is a predicate to fu-
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ture deterrence and defense operations.®? Thus, a nuclear conflict may begin
with the People’s Liberation Army trying to make the United States unable to
see, hear, and communicate, and unwilling to trust the information it pos-
sesses. Domains of warfare are blending to support whatever type of coercion,
deterrence, or strike China desires.

Most importantly, nuclear weapons provide China a tool for deterring Amer-
ican military intervention in East Asia. The composite effect of China’s present
and presumably future modernization is to make its forces more agile and more
effective in coercing the United States to avoid interference in a regional con-
flict (Taiwan), striking targets in the Chinese homeland with conventional or
nuclear weapons, and preventing an American attempt to cut China off from
the world.®3 The emphasis on agility and coercion reflects the tradition in Chi-
nese military thinking since Sun Tzu that the acme of skill is to win without
fighting. But, if war is unavoidable, striking the first and decisive blow is critical
and consistent with China’s “Active Defense” strategy, a strategy it has lever-
aged with particular emphasis since the 1990s.%4 Active defense proscribes
against first use of conventional or nuclear weapons, so long as it is seen as a
defensive act. Defeating the United States is just that because the United States
is an existential threat to China.

This means that China must win the competition in the global competition in
all domains, and by any means necessary. As one scholar points out, Xi believes
that the world is at a political and technical pivot point, where world order will
soon change.% For Xi and the People’s Liberation Army, modern warfare is in-
tegrated across all domains and conventional and nuclear forces. This explains
why China emphasizes space as a domain for future deterrence and warfight-
ing. Not only is space the single greatest advantage for the United States, but it
is also a key vulnerability for both conventional and nuclear forces. Thus, China
is launching satellites with similar capabilities to those of the United States at a
rapid pace, while also growing capabilities for rendezvous and proximity opera-
tions and other means of potential disruption or destruction of American inte-
grated tactical warning and attack assessment satellites. According to General
Stephen F. Whiting, US Space Command, China has tripled its numbers of in-
telligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance satellites since 2018, creating a
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“kill web over the Pacific Ocean to find, fix, track and, yes, target United States
and allied military capabilities.”®®

Xi is very clearly rejecting former PRC leader Deng Xiaoping’s maxim, “hide
your strength and bide your time.”®” He is instead choosing a more assertive
path that, by most accounts, seeks to restore China to its “rightful place” by the
centenary of the CCP’s victory in China’s civil war (1945 to 1949). The willing-
ness to go to war with the United States over Taiwan is less about “reunifica-
tion” of a rebellious province—a questionable reading of Taiwan’s history—than
about destroying the last remaining remnants of resistance to the CCP. As one
study of Taiwan’s history clearly illustrates, Taiwan was not an integrated part
of China or any of its dynasties but was most often seen as an island controlled
by Europeans, pirates, or the Japanese.®® For Xi, nuclear weapons are a key en-
abler in achieving that core interest. This is not because he wants a nuclear war,
but because he believes American decisionmakers fear nuclear use more than
they value interests in Asia.®

The Russia Question

Putin’s motivations are not too dissimilar from those of Xi in that he is also
looking to restore lost honor to a Russia that was weakened by the collapse of
the Soviet Union but is now resurgent and looking to reassert its interests in
Eastern Europe.”® Too often Western leaders dismissed Putin’s warnings about
NATO’s Eastern expansion as hyperbole.”* Whether his fears are valid or not is
less relevant than his perception. With Sweden and Finland joining NATO, Pu-
tin is likely to see this not as a defensive response to Russian aggression in
Ukraine but as a further effort to constrain Russia and hold St. Petersburg and
the northwest at risk.”? From Putin’s perspective, these are very logical con-
cerns founded in NATO and American action. This paranoia is not alleviated
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when American and Ukrainian intelligence personnel operate inside Russia
(2015 to 2022)—according to media reports.”3 Such efforts only fuel Russian
fears and a determination to prevent American interference with the Russian
near abroad—its post-Soviet neighbors.7+

Long before American airstrikes on Iran taught Putin that Russian air defenses
cannot prevent the United States from striking deep behind enemy lines with
stealth aircraft, Putin feared that very thing.”> Describing these fears, one 2023
analysis also explains how Russia plans to employ low- and ultra-low-yield nuclear
weapons to deter and defeat American fifth-generation airpower.”® For Russia, the
concern over NATO and airpower is much closer to home than it is for China.

While the United States has an almost eight-decade tradition of thinking
about deterrence, Russia does not. It was only after 2000 that Russia, in a pe-
riod of weakness, began to develop a theory and strategy of deterrence.”” Sur-
prisingly, the Soviet Union never developed such a strategy. Thus, modern
Russian deterrence strategy is largely untested and on a less than firm founda-
tion. Ample evidence from before and after its invasion of Ukraine suggests
that Russia does have an “escalate to deescalate” nuclear strategy in which it
will use nuclear weapons first for the sake of forcing an adversary to negotiate
an early end to hostilities—particularly a stronger adversary.”® In many re-
spects, Russia finds itself in a similar position to that of the United States dur-
ing the Eisenhower administration, looking to substitute an aggressive nuclear
policy for conventional forces.

In the end, both Xi and Putin see American power as a threat to their own
ability to achieve the aspirational goals they set for their respective countries.
Both men understand that nuclear weapons are effective in deterring American
conventional military action, and both believe that with peer or superior nu-
clear arsenals—particularly superior tactical nuclear arsenals—they can achieve
their regional ambitions while coercing the United States into inaction or great
restraint. On course to see its nuclear arsenal eclipsed by two nuclear-armed
rivals within a decade, the United States is put in an undesirable strategic posi-
tion. Again, evidence does not suggest China or Russia are developing nuclear
arsenals capable of a disarming first strike against nuclear forces in the Ameri-
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can homeland; instead, they are most interested in strategic nuclear restraint
accompanied by regional nuclear coercion through superior theater or tactical
nuclear forces.”

Future Scenarios

According to one 2016 study, scenarios are a vision of what a future world
might look like, their utility dependent on whether they are plausible and stra-
tegically relevant.8° Scenarios are not designed to predict the future but to ex-
pand the range of possibilities and possible actions for those who employ them
in tools such as table-top exercises or wargames. In some instances, scenarios,
which can diverge from reality, can serve as thought experiments.

Two plausible scenarios are illustrative of the challenge facing the United
States. While they do not offer a detailed description of Russian or Chinese nu-
clear doctrine, policy, or strategy nor give a full accounting of either’s response
on the one hand and the United States on the other, they are sufficiently plau-
sible in highlighting what might occur if the US nuclear arsenal falls short. As
two former senior officials of the Biden administration indicated in mid-2025,
“Indeed, US defense planners must now consider the possibility that Beijing
and Moscow may try to synchronize aggression against their neighbors to fur-
ther limit the US ability to respond.”®

Envision a near future in which Russia’s war in Ukraine drags on for several
more years before Ukrainian forces gain the upper hand and retake territory
currently held by Russian forces and even begin to retake Crimea—a clear Rus-
sian red line that Putin repeatedly warns Ukraine and NATO they are crossing.
Ukraine ignores Russian warnings, believing Putin will not cross the nuclear
threshold. Russia then uses ultra-low-yield tactical nuclear weapons on key
military targets in eastern Ukraine.

With the United States and the international community focused on Europe,
Beijing sees an opportunity to seize Taiwan. This is the result of a speech given
by Taiwan’s president, Lai Ching-te, to the business community that Taiwan
will not unify with China if the CCP remains in power. With China’s nuclear ex-
pansion further along than American intelligence believes, China feels confi-
dent enough to launch an attack on Taiwan by using cyber and space forces that
leave Taiwan deaf, blind, and unable to trust the information it receives. A na-
val blockade is also placed around Taiwan to prevent food, fuel, and commerce
from reaching the island. The United States is made aware of China’s far larger

79. Samuel Charap et al., Mitigating Challenges to U.S.—Russia Strategic Stability (RAND Corporation,
2022), vii.

80. Andrew E Krepinevich and Jacob Cohn, Rethinking Armageddon: Scenario Planning in the Second
Nuclear Age (Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2016).

81. Vipin Narang and Pranay Vaddi, “How to Survive the New Nuclear Age,” Foreign Affairs 104, no. 4 (2025).

AIR & SPACE POWER JOURNAL 117



Nuclear Strategic Parity in a Tripolar World

than expected theater nuclear forces and its willingness to use nuclear weapons
in the defense of “sovereign Chinese territory.”

With Trump believing that neither Russia nor China will use nuclear weap-
ons against the United States, he presses forward in defending both Ukraine
and Taiwan. This leads to a coordinated nuclear strike on overseas American
assets by both China and Russia. Ultra-low-yield tactical nuclear weapons
strike both American naval forces steaming to defend Taiwan and American
forces moving in and out of Ukraine near the Polish border. There are no di-
rect strikes on the homeland. Trump is left to respond with advanced conven-
tional capabilities, low-yield theater nuclear options (fighter-delivered B61-
12s in Europe or submarine-delivered W76-2 SLBMs in Asia), or launch a
strategic nuclear war. While American stealth aircraft and their precision-
guided munitions are the preferred option, there is a fear that a conventional
response will leave the United States appearing weak. And with the current
nuclear arsenal, the president is in no position to climb the escalation ladder
rung for rung with Xi and Putin.

Such a scenario is the preference of neither China nor Russia. China cer-
tainly desires to avoid any conflict with the United States. Russia would like to
defeat Ukraine with conventional forces and limit its nuclear arsenal to coer-
cion and deterrence of the United States and NATO. But given the very clearly
stated core interests of China and Russia, neither is willing to compromise on
achieving those interests. Both states believe there is an asymmetry of interest
that benefits them.

American planners might argue that, however improbable a coordinated
Chinese and Russian nuclear strike might be, the size of the American arsenal
is sufficient to prevent them from employing nuclear weapons in a scenario like
the one described above. This may be true, but if the worst were to happen, the
United States would find itself in a very difficult position of its own making.

Should Russian predilections for violating arms control agreements hold
true, and Russia—despite the intelligence community’s best efforts—declare a
dramatic expansion of its nuclear arsenal, post-New START, the American dis-
advantage would only grow.5? It is also possible that intelligence on China’s nu-
clear expansion is under-reporting the speed at which its arsenal is growing.83
China is unlikely to reveal such a reality until it creates an advantage in a crisis.

Imagine a second scenario that takes place a decade from now in which si-
multaneous crises in Europe (Russian border dispute with Finland; threats to
defend ethnic Russians in Estonia; or a new conflict with Ukraine) and Asia
(China’s attack on Taiwan with coordinated cyber and nonkinetic attacks on US
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and Allied capabilities in Asia) move from a limited conventional conflict in
both regions to the use of ultra-low-yield or low-yield tactical nuclear weapons
by China or Russia against regional targets. Much as in the previous scenario,
such an escalation serves as a warning to the United States that it cannot rely
on conventional capabilities to ultimately win against China and/or Russia. If
the American nuclear modernization program remains unchanged, the United
States will remain equally unable to climb the escalation ladder, rung for rung,
with China and Russia.

Recommendations

To prevent the United States from finding itself in a situation like those de-
scribed, maintaining the status quo nuclear modernization program is simply
inadequate. A larger nuclear arsenal with a more diverse array of nuclear war-
heads and delivery systems is required. This article recommends adopting the
strategy of dynamic parity, which one analysis describes as designed to accom-
plish four primary purposes:

1. Balance the American nuclear arsenal against the collective arsenals of
China, North Korea, and Russia to prevent the United States from becoming
inferior in nuclear capability.

2. Enhance extended deterrence by assuring Allies of American commitment
to match adversary expansion with comparable capabilities.

3. Create a flexible framework for managing the growth or decline of opera-
tionally deployed nuclear weapons in the absence of arms control.

4. Inform American nuclear force configuration, size, and deployment.84

In short, dynamic parity argues for building a nuclear force of roughly equal
size and capability to the collective nuclear forces of China, North Korea, and
Russia. A critic of such an approach may argue that China and Russia will see col-
lective parity as a move toward individual superiority, causing an arms race. Such
an outcome is far less detrimental to American interests than nuclear inferiority.

Although the developers of dynamic parity do not discuss the topic, it is pos-
sible to mitigate the perception that the United States seeks superiority vis-a-vis
Russia and China, individually, by communicating its strategy and, for example,
deploying nuclear systems in theater that are tactical (low-yield and limited range)
or—if fielded inside the United States—functionally limited by location and range
to striking China or Russia but not both. Such an approach, backed by purposeful
action, has the potential to achieve the desired result—stable deterrence.

There is a second component to dynamic parity. Absent trilateral arms control
agreements, there is a need for dynamic sizing of American nuclear forces that
expands the arsenal when adversary arsenals increase and contracts the United
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States’ arsenal when China and Russia reduce their arsenals.®5 This approach re-
quires the nation to maintain a nuclear enterprise that is capable of regularly re-
placing aging systems with cutting-edge systems in greater or lesser numbers.

In the short term, the developers of dynamic parity advocate uploading three
warheads to each Minuteman III and placing American nuclear-capable bomb-
ers on alert.8¢ This analysis disagrees with that recommendation for practical
reasons. The United States is already struggling to field new systems on time
and budget.?” Shifting the Air Force’s focus and funding from modernization to
a temporary solution, like uploading and/or alerting bombers, is unlikely to
solve any real problem. Over the short and long term, the lack of theater nu-
clear options is the challenge. Thus, expanding the number of dual-capable air-
craft and nuclear weapons in Europe would prove far more useful to maintain
strategic stability. Returning American nuclear weapons to South Korea would
also send a clear signal to China. Placing nuclear forces in Europe and Asia on
alert would signal American will and serve to mitigate American shortages of
tactical nuclear weapons.

Neither the recommendations of the developers of dynamic parity nor of
these authors represent a maximalist nuclear strategy. Instead, they attempt to
balance deterrence credibility with cost. Whatever approach Trump and future
presidents may choose, doing nothing is not an option. The president’s “Golden
Dome” missile defense shield may play an important role in moving the United
States toward parity. But at the time of this writing, as a concept without clear
substance, it remains difficult to incorporate into any strategy.5®

Conclusion

The preceding analysis suggests that the United States is moving into a pe-
riod where American nuclear inferiority vis-a-vis China and Russia is likely to
destabilize strategic stability. The United States’ current nuclear modernization
program, absent any change, ensures the American nuclear arsenal falls behind
that of Russia and China by 2035. American failure to field adequate theater
nuclear systems to counterbalance the growing capabilities of China and Russia
is particularly problematic and allows Xi and Putin to use nuclear weapons as
coercive tools in regional crisis or conflict.

With New START expiring in 2026 and nuclear arms control nowhere on the
horizon, nuclear parity is an increasingly important option for the United States
if it seeks to prevent adversaries from viewing nuclear coercion as viable for pur-
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suing core interests. US adversaries may see current American nuclear restraint
as a weakness rather than a demonstration that the nation seeks peaceful coexis-
tence. In countries where authoritarianism has deep cultural roots, American ef-
forts to promote peace have the opposite effect. As former Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld once noted, “Weakness is provocative.”®® For the United States,
appearing weak is growing increasingly dangerous. &
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