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Continuity and Change in China’s Nuclear Posture1 
Emma Cheng2 

Center for Global Security Research 

Executive Summary 
The People’s Republic of China (PRC)’s nuclear arsenal is becoming substantially more capable. 
However, China’s lack of transparency means that the trajectory of its arsenal is unclear. 
Uncertainty in the face of China’s nuclear growth has led to worst case assumptions by some U.S. 
officials about changes in China’s nuclear policies, including that China has abandoned its 
longstanding no first use policy and seeks parity with the United States. But while possible, these 
predictions of China’s future nuclear forces are not necessarily the most likely.  

This paper evaluates Chinese capabilities and available writings for evidence of ongoing and 
potential change in four elements of nuclear posture: no first use, early warning counterstrike, 
tactical nuclear weapons, and parity.   

A stronger Chinese nuclear force complicates U.S. nuclear strategy and enhances China’s range of 
action in a Taiwan Strait conflict. Understanding areas of continuity and change in Chinese nuclear 
posture is critical to bolstering the U.S. deterrent.  

Findings 
 No first use: China appears to continue to adhere doctrinally and operationally to its no 

first use policy. However, it continues to be likely that Chinese leadership would consider 
abandoning no first use if faced with an existential threat.  

 Early warning counterstrike: China is likely adopting an early warning counterstrike 
posture, enhancing the readiness and survivability of China’s nuclear forces. It is not certain 
how China will structure such a posture, including the level of delegation and verification 
China will require.   

 Tactical nuclear weapons: China is likely considering increased development of tactical 
nuclear weapons to deter U.S. tactical nuclear use and provide China with a greater range 
of action in a Taiwan Strait contingency.  

 Parity: China likely does not seek parity as a goal but will continue enhancing its arsenal in 
accordance with Chinese leadership’s views of China’s strategic environment.   

 
1 The author would like to thank John Warden for his insight and Gerald Brown for early conversations. Any mistakes 
belong to the author alone. 
2 Emma Cheng was a research associate at the Center for Global Security Research (CGSR) during Fall 2025. She 
received a B.S. in International Politics and minor in Chinese from Georgetown University. 
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Introduction 
Under General Secretary Xi Jinping, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is building a larger and 
more diversified nuclear arsenal. China’s changing nuclear forces raise questions about changes 
in China’s nuclear posture and implications for U.S. nuclear policy, particularly with regard to 
deterrence in a Taiwan contingency. U.S. officials have sounded the alarm about China’s 
capabilities, suggesting that China is adopting a more aggressive nuclear posture.3 Amid the 
discourse about China’s buildup, thorough examination of China’s nuclear posture is essential for 
calibrating a U.S. response and avoiding miscalculation in a future conflict.  

This paper examines elements of Chinese nuclear posture, largely selected based on concerns 
expressed in the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD)’s 2024 Military and Security Developments of 
the People’s Republic of China.4 The remainder of the introduction section briefly discusses 
China’s historical conception of nuclear weapons, China’s current arsenal and doctrine, and the 
drivers behind Chinese nuclear growth. The following sections attempt to address whether and to 
what extent China is pursuing adoption of nuclear first use, early warning counterstrike, tactical 
nuclear capabilities, and parity. Ultimately, this paper finds continuity in China’s no first use (NFU) 
policy and discussions of parity. On the other hand, change is evident in China’s increased interest 
in early warning counterstrike and tactical nuclear weapon (TNW) capabilities. 

Historical Conception of China’s Nuclear Arsenal 
Chairman of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Mao Zedong initially conceived of the Chinese 

atomic bomb in the 1960s as a tool to prevent “nuclear blackmail” (核讹诈) and bullying by other 

countries.5 Mao portrayed nuclear weapons as a defensive rather than warfighting tool, as well as a 

weapon of great psychological power but ultimately a “paper tiger” (纸老虎).6 Therefore, he and his 

successors claimed that a so-called “lean and effective” (精干有效) arsenal was a sufficient 

 
3 For example, see Aaron Mehta, “STRATCOM Chief Warns Of Chinese ‘Strategic Breakout’,” Breaking Defense (August 
12, 2021). https://breakingdefense.com/2021/08/stratcom-chief-warns-of-chinese-strategic-breakout/. Accessed on 
November 21, 2025.   
4 Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the 
People’s Republic of China 2024, U.S. Department of Defense (December 18, 2024), 
https://media.defense.gov/2024/Dec/18/2003615520/-1/-1/0/MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-
THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-2024.PDF. Accessed on December 1, 2025. 
5 For example, see Jiang Tingyu [姜廷玉], “Mao’s Historical Contribution to China’s Development of Strategic Nuclear 
Weapons” [毛泽东对中国发展战略核武器的历史贡献], Institute of Party History and Literature of the Central Committee 
of the Chinese Communist Party [中共中央党史和文献研究院] (August 15, 2013). 
https://www.dswxyjy.org.cn/n1/2019/0228/c423725-30920696.html. Accessed October 6, 2025.  
6 “Foreign Relations, 1969-1976, Volume E-13, Documents on China, 1969-1972,” U.S. Department of State (February 1, 
1972). https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/ho/frus/nixon/e13/72537.htm. Accessed October 6, 2025.  
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deterrent against nuclear coercion.7 Up until General Secretary Xi assumed office, Mao’s 
successors have appeared to follow the precedent of a restrained nuclear force. 

China’s Current Arsenal and Doctrine 

China’s nuclear doctrine is consistently reiterated in official documents and is characterized by a 
minimum, self-defensive deterrent, as well as China’s NFU policy. According to China’s Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, “China is always committed to a nuclear policy of no first use of nuclear weapons 
at any time and under any circumstances, and not using or threatening to use nuclear weapons 
against non-nuclear-weapon states or nuclear-weapon-free zones unconditionally.”8 More 
recently, including in its 2025 white paper on arms control, China has begun including language on 
it’s the role of its nuclear forces as “safeguard[ing] overall global strategic stability,” in line with 
China’s desire to be viewed as a responsible nuclear power.9  

However, China’s nuclear arsenal is growing. The DOD estimated that China possessed 600 
warheads in 2024, as compared to 200 in 2020, and projected that China will reach 1,000 
warheads by 2030, with growth continuing until at least 2035.10 In 2021, three missile fields 
containing hundreds of new silos were discovered in Yumen, outside of Hami, and near Ordos.11 
China’s capabilities are also becoming more diverse and survivable. At its 2025 September 3 
Victory Day Parade, China displayed its full nuclear triad for the first time, including the JL-1 air-
launched ballistic missile (ALBM).12 Capabilities such as the dual-capable DF-26 intermediate-
range ballistic missile (IRBM) raise concerns about ambiguity between conventional and nuclear 
strikes.  

Against the backdrop of China’s historically limited nuclear arsenal, these developments have 
startled U.S. analysts and officials, igniting concerns that China is adopting elements of a more 
aggressive posture, including first use, early warning counterstrike, TNWs, and an arsenal on par 
with that of the United States and Russia. For example, Strategic Command (STRATCOM) 

 
7 M. Taylor Fravel, Active Defense: China’s Military Strategy Since 1949 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019), 
pp 243–247. 
8 State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, “China’s National Defense in the New Era” (July 24, 
2019). https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/201907/24/content_WS5d3941ddc6d08408f502283d.html. 
Accessed December 1, 2025.  
9 State Council Information Office of the PRC, “China’s Arms Control, Disarmament, and Nonproliferation in the New 
Era,” PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs (November 27, 2025). 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xw/wjbxw/202511/t20251127_11761653.html. Accessed on December 1, 2025. 
10 OSD, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2024; OSD, Military and Security 
Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2020, U.S. Department of Defense (September 1, 2020). 
https://media.defense.gov/2020/sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-dod-china-military-power-report-final.pdf. Accessed 
December 2, 2025.   
11 Hans M. Christensen and Matt Korda, “China’s nuclear missile silo expansion: From minimum deterrence to medium 
deterrence,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (September 1, 2021). https://thebulletin.org/2021/09/chinas-nuclear-
missile-silo-expansion-from-minimum-deterrence-to-medium-deterrence/. Accessed October 13, 2025.   
12 Eli Tirk and Kevin Pollpeter, “Hiding and Biding No More: Military Parade Intended to Send Message that China is World 
Leader Capable of Deterring and Defeating the United States,” China Aerospace Studies Institute (September 15, 2025). 
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Research/CASI%20Articles/2025-09-
15%20PLA%20on%20Parade.pdf?ver=6Yv_E8i0ourZ52dn8WQ7Bg%3d%3d. Accessed October 13, 2025.   
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Commander Adm. Charles Richard made headlines in 2021 when he warned that China’s nuclear 
buildup signifies a “strategic breakout.”13 

Chinese nuclear modernization is not new, but Xi Jinping’s substantial changes to the arsenal are.14 
Xi’s tenure has brought a wave of political and military changes to China. Xi has greatly 
consolidated power and exercised greater control over the military, increasingly integrating military 
and political work and reshaping the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to his standards of a “world-
class military.”15 In a comparison of the 2017 and 2020 versions of PLA doctrinal text Science of 

Military Strategy (战略学), a report by the U.S. Department of the Air Force’s China Aerospace 

Studies Institute (CASI) found a greater emphasis on quotes from Xi and deemphasis on past 
leaders’ words, other than those of Mao Zedong.16 Xi Jinping Thought is becoming increasingly 
predominant, and his word will be a decisive factor in continued developments.17 

Amid Xi’s changes to the PLA, China’s missile force has received special attention. In 2016, Xi 
replaced the Second Artillery Force with the PLA Rocket Force (PLARF) as China’s strategic and 
tactical missile force, indicating a greater commitment to enhancing China’s missile capabilities. 
CASI’s comparison between the 2017 and 2020 Science of Military Strategy texts identifies removal 
of references to limits on China’s nuclear forces, suggesting that China’s nuclear development is 
no longer restricted by economic nor political constraints.18   

Drivers Behind China’s Nuclear Growth 
Understanding the possible reasons behind China’s nuclear growth helps illuminate whether 
changes in Chinese nuclear arsenal correspond with shifts in posture or merely improvements in 
capabilities. The literature has speculated extensively on the drivers behind China’s nuclear 
growth. Xi’s reasons for expanding China’s arsenal are ultimately a mystery to Western audiences, 
and perhaps even to Chinese officials.19 However, some explanations, particularly those that avoid 
mirror imaging, are more likely than others.  

U.S. and Chinese perceptions of nuclear development are different. For example, David Logan 
suggests that, whereas U.S. analysts tend to see the entanglement of conventional and nuclear 

 
13 Aaron Mehta, “STRATCOM Chief Warns Of Chinese ‘Strategic Breakout’.”   
14 Hans M. Kristensen, “China’s Strategic Systems and Programs” in China’s Strategic Arsenal: Worldview, Doctrine, and 
Systems, James M. Smith and Paul J. Bolt, eds. (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2021), pp 93-124. 
15 Marcus Clay and Roderick Lee, “Unmasking the Devil in the Details- A Comparative Analysis of the Science of Military 
Strategy 2017 and 2020,” China Aerospace Studies Institute (January 24, 2022). 
https://airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Research/Other-Topics/2022-01-
24%20SMS%202020%20in%20Perspective.pdf. Accessed October 3, 2025. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Tong Zhao, “Political Drivers of China’s Changing Nuclear Policy: Implications for U.S.-China Nuclear Relations and 
International Security,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (July 17, 2024). 
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2024/07/china-nuclear-buildup-political-drivers-united-states-relationship-
international-security?lang=en. Accessed October 10, 2025. 
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capabilities as intentional, Chinese counterparts often do not make this same inference.20 On the 
other hand, whereas the United States sees its nuclear and missile defense development as a 
response to its overall strategic environment, Beijing perceives U.S. advancements as directly 
targeting China. 21 China likely perceives the United States as intentionally lowering the nuclear 
threshold and threatening strategic stability.22 At the same time, concerns about U.S. capabilities 
and nuclear posture are likely not the only driver behind China’s nuclear growth.  

Some analysts maintain that China’s nuclear growth is a response to U.S. capabilities, particularly 
the advancement of U.S. ballistic missile defense (BMD) systems and perceived lowering of the 
nuclear threshold through U.S. development of TNWs.23 Fiona Cunningham argues that China’s 
objectives of preventing nuclear coercion by outside countries and assured retaliation remain the 
backbone of China’s nuclear strategy, and that the means have merely changed.24 Li Bin finds that 
the Chinese nuclear arsenal, despite its growth, remains limited in retaliation capability, and he 
suggests that China’s strengthening of its nuclear deterrent is in response to the perception that 
U.S. decisionmakers are undermining strategic stability.25  

David Logan and Phillip Saunders suggest that China seeks a survivable second-strike capability in 
the face of U.S. force developments.26 However, Logan and Saunders also indicate that China may 
ultimately try to achieve parity with the United States if it begins to seek great power status and see 
a significantly larger arsenal as necessary for achieving that goal.27 The Center for Global Security 
Research (CGSR) suggests that China’s nuclear growth is part of Xi’s strategy to expand national 
power and achieve a “dominant position” on the world stage.28 

Tong Zhao adds that internal political factors, including an increasingly opaque and loyalty-based 
circle around Xi, have diminished nuclear discourse in China, allowing rapid expansion of China’s 
nuclear forces.29 The psychology of China is one of insecurity and ambition, says Zhao, and China 

 
20 David C. Logan, “Are they reading Schelling in Beijing? The dimensions, drivers, and risks of nuclear-conventional 
entanglement in China,” Journal of Strategic Studies, 46(1), 5–55 (2023). 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2020.1844671. Accessed September 17, 2025.  
21 Henrik Stålhane Hiim, “The Last Atomic Waltz: China’s Nuclear Expansion and the Persisting Relevance of the Theory 
of the Nuclear Revolution,” Contemporary Security Policy 45 (2): 239–64 (January 8, 2024), 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13523260.2023.2291258. Accessed October 20, 2025.  
22 Ibid; Li Bin, “Chinese perspectives on strategic stability engagement with the United States,” Brookings (July 21, 2025). 
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/chinese-perspectives-on-strategic-stability-engagement-with-the-united-states/ 
(accessed October 10, 2025). 
23 Ibid. 
24 See Tong Zhao and Fiona Cunningham’s debate in “China’s Power: Up for Debate 2023,” China Power Project (2023), 
https://chinapower.csis.org/chinas-power-up-for-debate-2023/. Accessed October 20, 2025.   
25 Li Bin, “Chinese perspectives on strategic stability engagement with the United States.”   
26 David C. Logan and Phillip C. Saunders, “Discerning the Drivers of China’s Nuclear Force Development: Models, 
Indicators, and Data,” Institute for National Strategic Studies, National Defense University (July 2023). 
https://digitalcommons.ndu.edu/china-strategic-perspectives/1/. Accessed October 10, 2025. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Center for Global Security Research, China’s Emergence as a Second Nuclear Peer: Implications for U.S. Nuclear 
Deterrence Strategy (Livermore, CA: Center for Global Security Research, 2023). 
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/cgsr_two_peer_230314.pdf. Accessed December 18, 2025.  
29 Tong Zhao, “Political Drivers of China’s Changing Nuclear Policy.”  
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is both responsive to U.S. defense developments and determined to hedge against an uncertain 
future.30  

Moreover, Chinese nuclear growth occurs in the context of a potential future conflict with Taiwan. 
David Logan and Phillip Saunders suggest that China is pursuing a secure second-strike capability, 
as well as flexibility and deterrence against limited nuclear use in a Taiwan contingency.31 Gerald 
Brown writes that developments in China’s nuclear forces are geared toward deterring foreign 
intervention and enabling greater freedom of action in a conventional conflict in the Taiwan 
Strait.32 The increasing entanglement between nuclear and conventional capabilities, particularly 
in regards to a Taiwan contingency, also complicate the U.S.-China security dilemma and its role in 
driving Chinese nuclear growth.33  

Methodology 
In addition to looking at Chinese capabilities, this paper draws from PLA writings, academic 
journals, and statements by Chinese officials to assess shifts in China's nuclear posture. Access to 
Chinese sources is limited, and Chinese doctrine is particularly scarce. These sources should be 
approached with some degree of caution. Tong Zhao raises doubts about the influence of nuclear 
experts' discourse on leadership decisions under Xi Jinping’s centralized rule.34 Moreover, as 
Gregory Kulacki points out, available military texts and do not necessarily dictate nor directly 
reflect the views of Chinese leadership.35 However, the writings do provide a window into the 
discourse surrounding nuclear posture in China. It is also possible that, given restrictions on 
nuclear discourse in China, the ability for certain views to be published indicates some degree of 
palatability to leadership.36  

 

 

 

 
30 Ibid.  
31 David C. Logan and Phillip C. Saunders, “Discerning the Drivers of China’s Nuclear Force Development.” 
32 Gerald C. Brown, “Understanding the Risks and Realities of China’s Nuclear forces,” Arms Control Association (June 
2021). https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-06/features/understanding-risks-and-realities-chinas-nuclear-forces. 
Accessed October 10, 2025.   
33 Henrik Stålhane Hiim, M. Taylor Fravel, and Magnus Langset Trøan, “The Dynamics of an Entangled Security Dilemma: 
China’s Changing Nuclear Posture,” International Security 47, no. 4 (Spring 2023): 147–187. 
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00457. Accessed September 24, 2025.  
34 Tong Zhao, “Political Drivers of China’s Changing Nuclear Policy.” 
35 Gregory Kulacki, “China’s Military Calls for Putting Its Nuclear Forces on Alert,” Union of Concerned Scientists 
(December 19, 2015), https://www.ucs.org/resources/chinas-military-calls-putting-its-nuclear-forces-alert. Accessed 
October 3, 2025.  
36 Ibid. 
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No First Use 
China’s NFU policy has always been the bastion of Chinese nuclear posture. China’s operational 
posture and ongoing internal debate about the merits of NFU suggest that China has not and will 
not abandon its historical policy. However, since the early 2000s, PLA writings have cast doubt on 
the absoluteness of China’s NFU, and U.S. analysts have questioned the sincerity of China’s 
pledge. While China continues to adhere to NFU posture, NFU is ultimately a policy, not an 
absolute restriction on first use. Texts such as the 2004 Science of Second Artillery Campaigns 
suggest that an existential threat to Chinese leadership might elicit consideration of first use or first 
use signaling.37 

Background 
Since 1964, the year of China’s first nuclear warhead test, China has maintained a policy of no first 
use of nuclear weapons, implying that it would only use nuclear weapons in response to an 
adversarial first strike.38 China most recently reiterated NFU in its 2025 white paper, saying, “China 
has always remained committed to the principle of no-first-use of nuclear weapons at any time and 
under any circumstances, and unconditionally undertakes not to use or threaten to use nuclear 
weapons against non-nuclear-weapon states or nuclear-weapon-free zones.”39  

China aims to be perceived on the world stage as a “responsible nuclear-weapon state.”40 China 
has tied its NFU policy to its reputation, including by encouraging all countries to adopt NFU, from 
its 1994 “Draft Treaty on No-First Use of Nuclear Weapons” to its 2024 “No-first-use of Nuclear 
Weapons Initiative.”41  

However, U.S. officials have expressed concerns that China is hollowing out its NFU policy to keep 
the option open for abandonment. In 2021, STRATCOM Commander Adm. Charles Richard voiced 
doubts about China’s NFU policy in the face of China’s expanded capabilities, saying on multiple 
occasions that he could “[drive] a truck through the no first use policy.”42 The same year, Air Force 
Secretary Frank Kendall suggested that China’s growing intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) 

 
37 Yu Jixun, ed. The Science of Second Artillery Campaigns [第二炮兵战役学]. (Beijing: People’s Liberation Army Press, 
2004). 
38 “No-first-use of Nuclear Weapons Initiative,” PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs (July 23, 2024). 
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/xw/wjbxw/202407/t20240723_11458632.html. Accessed October 28, 2025.   
39 State Council Information Office of the PRC, “China’s Arms Control, Disarmament, and Nonproliferation in the New 
Era.” 
40 See, for example, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Guo Jiakun’s Regular Press Conference on October 28, 2025,” PRC 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (October 28, 2025). 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/xw/fyrbt/202510/t20251028_11742618.html. Accessed October 29, 2025.   
41 “No-first-use of Nuclear Weapons Initiative,” PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs (July 23, 2024). 
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/xw/wjbxw/202407/t20240723_11458632.html. Accessed on December 1, 2025.   
42 “U.S. Strategic Command and U.S. Space Command HASC-SF Testimony,” U.S. Strategic Command (April 22, 2021), 
https://www.stratcom.mil/Media/Speeches/Article/2582731/us-strategic-command-and-us-space-command-hasc-sf-
testimony/. Accessed December 17, 2025.  
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force provides China with a “de facto first-strike capability.”43 However, as Hans Kristensen 
responded, any nuclear state could arguably be described as having a first-strike capability.44  

Abandonment of NFU would indicate a more aggressive Chinese nuclear posture with an expanded 
mission set beyond merely self-defense and assured retaliation. If China truly moves away from its 
longstanding policy, the United States will have to exercise greater caution in a potential 
conventional conflict to avoid Chinese first use of a nuclear weapon, constraining U.S. range of 
action.  

Some potential indicators that China is shifting away from NFU would include mating warheads to 
missiles, raising alert status, and conducting missile launch exercises that do not appear to 
respond to an initial nuclear strike. Language by Chinese writers emphasizing the benefits of 
abandoning NFU and omission of NFU from future defense white papers would also indicate a shift 
away from NFU.45 As the rest of this section will demonstrate, there is not consistent evidence to 
support these indicators.  

Capabilities 
Certain developments in China’s readiness are concerning but do not demonstrate a clear shift 
away from NFU posture. In 2024, the DOD reported that the PLARF had begun maintaining part of 
its force at heightened readiness, including by conducting combat readiness duty and high alert 
duty drills, suggesting an increased interest in quickly transitioning from peacetime to combat 
status.46 China has historically kept warheads separated from delivery systems, but in 2024, the 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) assessed that China had deployed 
approximately 24 mated warheads.47 The DOD also reported that PLARF posture allows it “to 
maintain a portion of its units on a heightened state of readiness while leaving the other portion in 
peacetime status with separated launchers, missiles, and warheads.”48 However, higher alert 
status and warhead mating can also be explained by China’s general emphasis on increased 
combat readiness, which provides China the option for a quicker response to an adversarial first 
nuclear strike. 

China appears to operationally adhere to NFU. Tong Zhao writes that PLARF missile launch 
exercises occur under the assumption of an adversarial nuclear first strike, including conditions of 

 
43 Marcus Weisgerber, “Air Force Secretary Warns of China’s Burgeoning Nuclear Arsenal, Reveals B-21 Detail,” Defense 
One (September 20, 2021). https://www.defenseone.com/threats/2021/09/air-force-secretary-warns-chinas-
burgeoning-nuclear-arsenal-reveals-b-21-detail/185486/. Accessed October 22, 2025.   
44 Ibid. 
45 For a more comprehensive set of indicators, see Caitlin Talmadge and Joshua Rovner, “The meaning of China’s nuclear 
modernization,” Journal of Strategic Studies 46 no. 6-7 (2023), pp. 1116–1148. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2023.2212871. Accessed October 10, 2025.  
46 OSD, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2024. 
47 Hans M. Kristensen and Matt Korda, “7. World Nuclear Forces” in SIPRI Yearbook 2024, Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute (2024), https://www.sipri.org/yearbook/2024/07. Accessed October 29, 2025. 
48 OSD, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2024. 
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radiation contamination.49 The exercises are not mutually exclusive with the possibility of a first 
strike, but Zhao suggests that China believes absence of evidence to be evidence in itself of 
China’s commitment to NFU.50  

These dynamics in China’s capabilities are not decisive indicators and must be situated within the 
greater body of Chinese writings about NFU to assess whether Chinese posture has changed. 

Doctrine and Writing 
Chinese writings indicate that China has not abandoned NFU, but the policy has long been 
caveated. While China likely continues to doctrinally and operationally adhere to NFU, the policy is 
ultimately theoretical and may be abandoned in a future conflict if leadership determines an 
existential threat to the regime.  

In 2013, China raised alarm when it omitted mention of NFU in its white paper “The Diversified 
Employment of China’s Armed Forces.”51 James Acton pointed to other indicators of Chinese 
abandonment of NFU, including a shift in language from “is adhering” to “has adhered” on China’s 
commitment to NFU, as well as an omission by Xi Jinping in a December 2012 speech to the 
Second Artillery Force (which later became the PLARF).52 Given that China did not ultimately 
change its NFU doctrine, small alterations in language likely do not indicate a shift away from NFU.  

Retired PLA Major General and Director of the PLA Academy of Military Science (AMS) Center on 
China-American Defense Relations Yao Yunzhu quickly responded to concerns over the 2013 white 
paper, arguing that the format of the white paper was different from previous editions, suggesting 
that explicit reiteration of NFU was not within the scope of the paper.53 Yao also said that the white 
paper demonstrated operational alignment with NFU, as it described the purpose of the Second 
Artillery Force as “deterring other countries from using nuclear weapons against China, and 
carrying out nuclear counterattacks.”54 Active attempts to clarify omission of NFU by the Chinese 
defense community may suggest that omission does not equate to abandonment, although, as 
Tong Zhao argues, there appears to be an increasing disconnect between China’s nuclear experts 
and leadership.55  

 
49 Tong Zhao, “China and the International Debate on No First Use of Nuclear Weapons.” Asian Security 18, iss. 3 (2021) 
pp. 205–13. https://doi.org/10.1080/14799855.2021.2015654. Accessed on December 1, 2025.   
50 Ibid. 
51 State Council Information Office of the PRC, “The Diversified Employment of China’s Armed Forces,” (April 2013), 
https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2014/08/23/content_281474982986506.htm. Accessed December 1, 
2025.   
52 James Acton, “Debating China's No-First-Use Commitment: James Acton Responds,” Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace (April 22, 2013). https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2013/04/debating-chinas-no-first-use-
commitment-james-acton-responds?lang=en. Accessed October 29, 2025. 
53 Yunzhu Yao, “China Will Not Change Its Nuclear Policy,” China US Focus (April 22, 2013). 
https://www.chinausfocus.com/peace-security/china-will-not-change-its-no-first-use-policy. Accessed October 29, 
2025.  
54 Ibid. 
55 Tong Zhao, “Political Drivers of China’s Changing Nuclear Policy.” 
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Subsequent defense and national security white papers, including those released in 2019 and 
2025, have incorporated clear mention of China’s NFU policy.56 Beijing likely recognizes that U.S. 
analysts are sensitive to its statements on NFU. In other words, future omission of NFU from a 
public government document would likely be intentional.  

While China’s doctrine remains consistent, there is robust internal debate about the efficacy of 
China’s NFU policy in supporting China’s strategic objectives. Some Chinese analysts argue that 
NFU limits response flexibility in a conflict and that attacks on critical infrastructure and/or that 
pose an “enormous threat” should warrant nuclear first use.57 Yao Yunzhu indicates that 
opposition to NFU also arises from concerns about U.S. missile defenses and conventional strikes 
against Chinese nuclear forces as denying China’s nuclear deterrent.58 Retired PLA Major General 
Pan Zhenqiang, who supports maintaining NFU, explains that opposers of NFU argue that the 
policy has not improved China’s security environment, nor prevented U.S. containment practices, 
and would “put China in a very passive position” in a Taiwan contingency.59 According to Pan, these 
views rode on a wave of nationalism and became popular “not only among the general public but 
also among some PLA members.”60 

Nonetheless, the prevailing opinion appears to be that of NFU proponents. Pan states that 
abandoning NFU remains a minority opinion and argues that doing so would “run counter to the 
nuclear security concept formulated by the founding fathers of the new China” and pull China into 
a costly arms race, a mistake previously made by the Soviet Union.61 Some Chinese writers have 
adamantly denied that China would abandon NFU in a Taiwan Strait conflict.62 Supporters of NFU 
point to Russia’s abandonment of NFU in 1993, which was not sufficient to deter North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) expansion.63 Supporters also argue that U.S. nuclear superiority means 
that abandonment of NFU will not necessarily deter U.S. intervention in the Taiwan Strait.64 The fact 
that debate is ongoing suggests that China has not shifted away from NFU. 

But while China is not likely to abandon its NFU posture, complications arise from caveats to the 
policy. An early 2000s military text known as the Science of Second Artillery Campaigns lists 
conventional attacks on nuclear and energy infrastructure, political and economic centers, and 
metropolitan centers, as well as invasions of the country and threats to the regime as possible 

 
56 State Council Information Office of the PRC, “China’s National Defense in the New Era.”; State Council Information 
Office of the PRC, “China’s Arms Control, Disarmament, and Nonproliferation in the New Era.” 
57 Nan Li, “Will China abandon its ‘no first use’ nuclear policy?,” ThinkChina (February 7, 2022). 
https://www.thinkchina.sg/politics/will-china-abandon-its-no-first-use-nuclear-policy. Accessed October 22, 2025.  
58 Yunzhu Yao, “China Will Not Change Its Nuclear Policy.”  
59 Zhenqiang Pan, “A Study of China’s No-First-Use Policy on Nuclear Weapons,” Journal for Peace and Nuclear 
Disarmament 1, iss. 1 (2018), pp. 115–36. https://doi.org/10.1080/25751654.2018.1458415. Accessed October 29, 2025.  
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
62 For example, see Weidi Xu, “China’s Security Environment and the Role of Nuclear Weapons,” in Understanding 
Chinese Nuclear Thinking, ed. Bin Li and Tong Zhao (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
2016). https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep26903.6. Accessed November 24, 2025.  
63 Nan Li, “Will China abandon its ‘no first use’ nuclear policy?” 
64 Ibid. 
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situations for "lowering the threshold of nuclear deterrence."65 The text advocates for using nuclear 
threats in these scenarios.66 However, the text also reiterates the preeminence of China's NFU 
policy, as well as listening to the directions of the highest command.67 China would potentially 
consider nuclear signaling as aligned with NFU so long as China does not follow through with a first 
nuclear strike.68 Ultimately, the text supports the continuation of NFU but attempts to introduce 
greater ambiguity in the policy to allow future nuclear signaling. 

It is also possible that the text is a bluff to deter conventional attacks, as Gregoy Kulacki argues.69 It 
is difficult to imagine Chinese nuclear signaling or use in response to anything less than a nuclear 
attack or an urgent and direct threat to regime survival. Song Minghang, a master’s candidate at the 
East China Normal University, walks through a scenario of Chinese first use against the United 
States and finds that U.S. missile defenses would prevent all but a small number of missiles from 
striking U.S. territory, therefore concluding that China should continue to adhere to NFU from a 
practical standpoint.70 Ultimately, though, NFU is a policy based on theoretical ideas of a future 
conflict. Song writes that NFU can never be fully credible, saying that in the face of an existentially 
threatening situation, any country would abandon its past doctrine and do what is necessary to 
survive.71  

If China were to decide to lower of the nuclear threshold in a future conventional conflict, it would 
likely engage in outward-facing propaganda as an attempt to make China’s nuclear signaling more 
credible.72 However, this kind of shift would likely only become apparent during a conflict.  

Chinese analysis of the Russia-Ukraine War provides some insight into Chinese perceptions of the 
efficacy of nuclear signaling. Chinese researchers’ initial takeaways from the Russia’s 
performance in the war in Ukraine appear to be that Russia’s nuclear signaling was only partially 
successful. Chinese writers, for their part, did not appear to find Russia’s nuclear threats 
credible.73 AMS’s Chen Jianmin stated, “we cannot rule out the possibility of Russia using tactical 
nuclear weapons,” but that lack of “serious threat” to Russia decreased the credibility of its 
nuclear signaling.74 If China continues to assess that Russian signaling was ineffective for Russian 

 
65 Yu Jixun, ed. The Science of Second Artillery Campaigns. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Gregory Kulacki, “Translation of Chapter 10, Section 7 of Yu, Jin, ed. 2004. Dierpaobing zhanyixue (The Science of 
Second Artillery operations). Beijing: People’s Liberation Army Press, 294‐296.,” Union of Concerned Scientists 
(September 19, 2014),  
70 Song Minghang [宋铭航], “Rethinking China’s Nuclear Strategy from the Perspective of Sino US Conflict” [中美冲突视角
下中国核战略的再思考], East China Normal University (May 15, 2022).  
71 Ibid.  
72 Yu Jixun, ed. The Science of Second Artillery Campaigns. 
73 Howard Wang and Brett Zakheim, “China’s Lessons from the Russia-Ukraine War: Perceived New Strategic 
Opportunities and an Emerging Model of Hybrid Warfare,” RAND (2025). 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA3141-4.html. Accessed October 28, 2025. 
74 Ibid. 
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strategic goals, China may become more cautious about engaging in first use nuclear signaling of 
its own. 

Concluding Thoughts on NFU 
The following table summarizes evidence of change for indicators of China shifting away from its 
historical NFU policy.    

Table 1. Indicators of a Shift Away From NFU  
Key: Green = Evidence of change; Orange = Insufficient evidence of change 

 

Changes in China’s capabilities do not appear to be accompanied by increased expressions of 
interest in abandoning NFU. Given the consistency of China’s doctrine and language surrounding 
NFU, changes in China’s capabilities can reasonably be explained by a desire for enhanced 
readiness. While there are those within China who criticize NFU, the prevailing view is that 
abandonment of NFU would both contradict China’s historical concept of nuclear weapons and 
fail to improve China’s deterrent. But while there is likely a high bar for Chinese leadership to 
reconsider NFU, it remains possible that China would threaten first use in a last resort scenario. 

 

 

 

 
75 Hans M. Kristensen and Matt Korda, “7. World Nuclear Forces.”  
76 OSD, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2024. 

Type of Indicator Indicator Evidence of Change? 

Capabilities Increased warhead mating 
Yes; estimated 24 mated 
warheads75 

 Heightened alert status 
Yes; combat readiness duty 
and high alert duty drills76 

 
Exercises including first use 
scenarios 

No 

Doctrine and Writing 
Omission of NFU from oƯicial 
statements 

No 

 
Increased language 
advocating for abandonment 
of NFU 

No; continual minority 
opposition to NFU 
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Early Warning Counter Strike 
China is likely adopting an early warning counterstrike posture, a change from its traditional 
nuclear thinking which claims that second-strike capability renders early warning unnecessary.77 
China will likely continue to pursue a posture that includes putting a portion of China’s nuclear 
silos on alert, with the ability to launch upon detection of an incoming nuclear attack and direction 
from political leadership.  

Background   
Historically, China has not possessed the capability nor interest to launch a counterstrike in 
response to early warning of an incoming nuclear attack. However, the DOD contends in its 2024 
Military and Security Developments of the People’s Republic of China report that China is pursuing 

“early warning counterstrike” (预警反击), which the DOD equates with launch on warning (LOW).78 

The Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) defines LOW as posture where “warning of an incoming 
missile strike allows a counterstrike to be launched before an enemy first strike can detonate.”  79 

The United States maintains a LOW posture to ensure force survivability and avoid the destabilizing 
factor of re-alerting in a crisis.80 Similarly, adoption of early warning counterstrike capabilities 
would improve the survivability and rapid response capability of China’s nuclear arsenal by 
allowing China to launch its nuclear missiles prior to detonation of an adversarial strike. If the U.S. 
attempted a strike aimed at disarming China’s nuclear forces, it would be less confident that it 
could do so without facing massive retaliation.  

However, the posture would introduce greater possibility of mistakes, including false positives and 
misidentification of conventional missile strikes, a risk that U.S. posture has been frequently 
criticized for.81 Hans Kristensen posits that a Chinese early warning counterstrike posture would 
“only allow for a couple of minutes of deliberation before impact.”82 

The risks of China’s early warning counterstrike posture would depend on the choices China makes 
about delegation and redundancy of warning information. China has the option to adopt a posture 

 
77 Hans Kristensen, “China’s Strategic Systems and Programs.” 
78 OSD, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2024. 
79 DIA, Nuclear Challenges: The Growing Capabilities of Strategic Competitors and Regional Rivals 2024, (October 25, 
2024), https://www.dia.mil/Portals/110/Images/News/Military_Powers_Publications/Nuclear_Challenges_2024.pdf. 
Accessed September 25, 2025. 
80 U.S. posture is technically referred to as “launch under attack,” which is distinct from LOW. For the sake of simplicity, 
this paper uses LOW to refer to U.S. posture and early warning counterstrike to refer to Chinese posture. Bureau of Arms 
Control, Verification, and Compliance, “U.S. Nuclear Force Posture and De-Alerting,” U.S. Department of State 
(December 14, 2015). https://2009-2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm. Accessed December 1, 2025.  
81 William Burr, “The ‘Launch on Warning’ Nuclear Strategy and Its Insider Critics,” National Security Archive (June 11, 
2019), https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/nuclear-vault/2019-06-11/launch-warning-nuclear-strategy-its-insider-
critics. Accessed September 25, 2025.  
82 Hans Kristensen, “China’s Strategic Systems and Programs.” 
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similar to that of the United States, one that incorporates dual phenomenology—that is, 
confirmation based on multiple indicators—and a single decision-maker structure, as well as the 
ability to withhold a counterattack until after adversarial detonation. 83  Xi’s centralization of power 
and concerns about the reliability of the PLA suggest that Xi would be hesitant to pre-delegate 
nuclear authority.84 Austin Long, in looking at North Korea, also argues that party leadership might 
avoid pre-delegation if it seeks centralized control over the country’s nuclear forces.85 This appears 
to be the case for China.  

Indicators that China is adopting early warning counterstrike include developing early warning 
satellites and radar systems and moving silos to a higher alert status. Chinese researchers 
expressing interest in adoption of early warning capabilities, increased readiness, and higher alert 
status may also indicate a shift towards an early warning counterstrike posture if aligned with 
developments in capabilities.  

Capabilities 
Technical developments over the past decade suggest that China is actively pursuing early warning 
capabilities through enhanced nuclear command, control, and communications (NC3), including 
satellites and large-phased array radars (LPARs), as well as integration of silos onto an early 
warning counterstrike posture.86  David Logan and Phillip Saunders assess that China has already 
met or is close to meeting the technical requirements of an early warning counterstrike posture.87  

China is currently believed to have three early warning satellites: the Tongxin Jishu Shiyan (TJS) 2, 5, 
and 6.88 China claims that these satellites are merely for telecommunications, but little public 
information on the satellites is available, suggesting that their use is not purely civilian.89 The DOD 
assessed in 2024 that China possesses ground-based LPARs similar to U.S. PAVE PAWS radars 
employed in early warning detection.90 China’s LPARs are located at sites including those in Korla, 

 
83 Bureau of Arms Control, Verification, and Compliance, “U.S. Nuclear Force Posture and De-Alerting.”  
84 For example, continued purges of PLARF leadership suggest a lack of confidence in PLARF readiness and desire for 
greater political control by Xi. Michael Clarke and Jade Guan, “Explaining Xi’s 
PLA purges,” The Interpreter (April 30, 2025). https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/explaining-xi-s-pla-purges. 
Accessed December 2, 2025.  
85 Austin Long, “The Rorschach Test of New Nuclear Powers: Analogies for North Korean Command and Control,” War on 
the Rocks (October 6, 2017). https://warontherocks.com/2017/10/the-rorschach-test-of-new-nuclear-powers-
analogies-for-north-korean-command-and-control/. Accessed December 1, 2025.  
86 Paul Bolt, “Strategic stability in a new era,” Frontiers in Political Science 6 (2024). 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1504361. Accessed December 1, 2025.   
87 David C. Logan and Phillip C. Saunders, “Implications of a PRC Shift to a Launch-on-Warning Nuclear Posture,” 
National Defense University Institute for National Strategic Studies (November 21, 2025). 
https://inss.ndu.edu/Publications/View-Publications/Article/4340588/implications-of-a-prc-shift-to-a-launch-on-
warning-nuclear-posture/. Accessed December 1, 2025.  
88 China’s early warning satellites are thought to fall under the Fire Eye (火眼) program, likely in reference to the 
mythological Sun Wukong’s fire eyes, which extend his sight and allow him to discern between good and evil; Henk H F 
Smid, “Remote sensing by satellite - People’s Republic of China,” Room (Spring 2023). 
https://room.eu.com/article/remote-sensing-by-satellite-peoples-republic-of-china2. Accessed October 14, 2025. 
89 Ibid. 
90 OSD, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2024.  
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Xinjiang; outside Pingliang, Gansu; Huanan County, Heilongjiang; Linan District, Zhejiang; and 
Yiyuan County, Shandong.91 China’s LPARs were operated by the PLA Strategic Support Force 
(PLASSF) prior to its dissolution in 2024.92 The implications of the PLASSF’s dissolution are not yet 
clear, but the development likely brings early warning systems under greater Central Military 
Commission (CMC) oversight.93 The DIA assessed in 2024 that China’s newer silos are being 
integrated onto an early warning counterstrike posture, although it is not certain what portion of 
silos will be placed on high alert or early warning counterstrike posture.94   

In 2024, China conducted a missile test, likely with the nuclear-capable DF-31AG, over the Pacific, 
the first missile test in 44 years not to be tested inland.95 Decker Eveleth of the Center of Naval 
Analyses (CNA) suggests that the decision to test over the Pacific may have been to simulate an 
early warning counterstrike scenario and demonstrate PLA reliability to Chinese leadership.96 If this 
is the case, it serves as evidence that China is preparing operationally to adopt an early warning 
counterstrike posture.  

Doctrine and Writing  
The PRC does not officially acknowledge adoption of an early warning counterstrike posture, and 
historical Chinese doctrine maintains that second strike capability nullifies the need for early 
warning.97 However, the 2015 “China’s Military Strategy” white paper states that China aims to 
“improve strategic early warning… to deter other countries from using or threatening to use nuclear 
weapons against China.”98 This official expression of interest in early warning, in addition to PLA 
doctrinal writings and research, suggest that China’s developing early warning capabilities are part 
of a larger change in posture.  

PLA doctrinal writings have been advocating for heightened readiness and alert status for a little 
over a decade. The 2013 AMS Science of Military Strategy describes early warning counterstrike 
explicitly:  

 
91 Peter Wood, Alex Stone, and Thomas Corbett, “Chinese Nuclear Command, Control, and Communications, China 
Aerospace Studies Institute (March 11, 2024). 
https://airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Research/PLARF/2024-03-
11%20Chinese%20Nuclear%20Command%20and%20Control.pdf. Accessed December 1, 2025.  
92 Ibid. 
93 Joe McReynolds and John Costello, “Planned Obsolescence: The Strategic Support Force In Memoriam (2015-2024),” 
Jamestown Foundation (April 26, 2024). https://jamestown.org/planned-obsolescence-the-strategic-support-force-in-
memoriam-2015-2024/. Accessed December 4, 2025.  
94 DIA, Nuclear Challenges: The Growing Capabilities of Strategic Competitors and Regional Rivals 2024. 
95 The Economist, “A Missile Test by China Marks its Growing Nuclear Ambitions,” (September 27, 2024) 
https://www.economist.com/china/2024/09/27/a-missile-test-by-china-marks-its-growing-nuclear-ambitions. 
Accessed November 27, 2025.  
96 Ibid.  
97 Hans Kristensen, “China’s Strategic Systems and Programs.” 
98 Ibid; China reiterated the point in State Council Information Office of the PRC, “China’s Arms Control, Disarmament, 
and Nonproliferation in the New Era.” 
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“When the conditions are present and it is necessary, under circumstances of truly 
ascertaining that the enemy has already launched nuclear missiles against us, and before 
the enemy nuclear payloads have reached their targets and effectively exploded, and thus 
before they have caused actual nuclear damage to us, [we] can rapidly launch a nuclear 
missile counterattack.”99 

The 2020 AMS Science of Military Strategy removes mention of early warning counterstrike but 
emphasizes the importance of readiness, saying, “The high level of alertness and rapid response of 
the strategic missile force means that it maintains a relatively high alert state at ordinary times and 
can launch the missile in a relatively short period of time after receiving an order.”100 The omission 
suggests that China seeks greater readiness through an early warning counterstrike posture but 
does not intend to constrain itself to the timeframe of launching prior to adversarial detonation.  
PLA technical writings indicate that China’s early warning capabilities are just getting started. A 
journal article published in 2019 by authors from the Rocket Force University of Engineering 
describes early warning counterstrike as a “new form” of active defense.101 Authors call early 
warning counterstrike an important combat form in development and state that it is “an effective 
military strategic activity to enhance strategic deterrence and improve active defense 
capability.”102 
 
China likely sees early warning capabilities as advantageous for enhancing its deterrent and 
securing a more proactive position in a future conflict. Rocket Force University of Engineering 
authors write that early warning counterstrike operations improve rapid response and strategic 
deterrent capability, as well as allow military forces to avoid the passive situation of counterstriking 
only after suffering the detonation of a nuclear strike.103 Given that research supporting early 
warning has been accompanied by doctrinal support and developments in capabilities, China is 
likely in the process of adopting an early warning counterstrike posture.  

 
99 China Aerospace Studies Institute, “In Their Own Words: PLA’s Science of Military Strategy (2013),” Air University 
(February 8, 2021). https://airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Translations/2021-02-
08%20Chinese%20Military%20Thoughts-
%20In%20their%20own%20words%20Science%20of%20Military%20Strategy%202013.pdf?ver=NxAWg4BPw_NylEjxaha
8Aw%3d%3d.  Accessed December 2, 2025.  
100 China Aerospace Studies Institute, “In Their Own Words: PLA’s Science of Military Strategy (2020),” Air University 
(January 26, 2022). https://airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Translations/2022-01-
26%202020%20Science%20of%20Military%20Strategy.pdf. Accessed December 2, 2025.  
101 Sun Zhipeng [孙志鹏], Chen Guiming [陈桂名], Gao Weigang [高卫刚], “Construction of Evaluation Index System of 
Early Warning Information Support Capability in Early Warning and Counterattack Operations” [预警反击作战预警信息保
障能力评估指标体系构建], Fire Control and Command Control [火力与指挥控制] 45, no. 8 (August 2020), pp. 92-102.  
102 Meng Yanlei [孟岩磊], Cheng Guiming [陈桂明], Han Runfan [韩润繁], “Contribution Rate Assessment of Equipment 
System Capability in Early Warning Counter Attack Combat” [预警反击作战装备体系能力贡献率评估问题], Fire Control 
and Command Control [火力与指挥控制] 44, no. 7 (July 2019), pp. 27-32.  
103 Guo Xiaochuan [郭小川], Chen Guiming [陈桂明], Chang Leilei [常雷雷], Liu Xinchang [刘鑫昌], and Xiong Qi [熊奇], 
“DODAF and RIMER Based Effectiveness Evaluation of Early-Warning and Counter-Attack Combat System of Missile 
Systems” [基于 DODAF 与 RIMER 的导弹预警反击作战体系效能评估], Electronics Optics and Control [电光与控制] 24, 
no. 6 (June 2017), pp. 28-33. 
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Concluding Thoughts on Early Warning Counterstrike 
The following table summarizes evidence of change for indicators of China adopting an early 
warning counterstrike posture.    

Table 2. Indicators of a Shift Toward Early Warning Counterstrike  
Key: Green = Evidence of change; Orange = Insufficient evidence of change 

  
The combination of China’s burgeoning early warning capabilities and language used in PLA 
writings support the contention that China is shifting to an early warning counterstrike posture. It is 
less clear what form such a posture would take, including the number of silos that would be 
integrated into early warning counterstrike and what level of certainty Chinese leadership would 
require to launch a counterstrike. Nonetheless, a Chinese early warning counterstrike posture 
provides China’s missile forces with greater rapid response capability and survivability, 
complicating U.S. calculus of a first strike. 

A key question is whether China’s adoption of early warning counterstrike contradicts with NFU. 
On one hand, the 2013 AMS Science of Military Strategy claims that launching nuclear weapons 
before detonation of an adversarial nuclear strike would not conflict with ideas of NFU.108 Rocket 
Force University articles define early warning counterstrike generally as being triggered by an 

 
104 Henk H F Smid, “Remote sensing by satellite - People’s Republic of China.” 
105 OSD, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2024.  
106 DIA, Nuclear Challenges: The Growing Capabilities of Strategic Competitors and Regional Rivals 2024. 
107 Sun Zhipeng, Chen Guiming, Gao Weigang, “Construction of Evaluation Index System of Early Warning Information 
Support Capability in Early Warning and Counterattack Operations”; Meng Yanlei, Cheng Guiming, Han Runfan, 
“Contribution Rate Assessment of Equipment System Capability in Early Warning Counter Attack Combat”; Guo 
Xiaochuan, Chen Guiming, Chang Leilei, Liu Xinchang, and Xiong Qi, “DODAF and RIMER Based Effectiveness Evaluation 
of Early-Warning and Counter-Attack Combat System of Missile Systems.”  
108 Shou Xiaosong [寿晓松], ed., Science of Military Strategy [战略学] (Beijing: Academy of Military Sciences, 2013), 
https://nuke.fas.org/guide/china/sms-2013.pdf. Accessed September 16, 2025.  

Type of Indicator Indicator Evidence of Shift? 

Capabilities 
Development of early 
warning satellites 

Yes; TJS satellites104 

 Development of early 
warning radar systems 

Yes; LPARs105 

 
Placement of silos onto 
higher alert status 

Yes; integration of some silos 
onto early warning 
counterstrike posture106 

Doctrine and Writing 
Increased research 
advocating for early warning 
capabilities  

Yes; Rocket Force University 
of Engineering writings107 
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adversarial first strike.109 The references to an adversarial first strike imply that the authors believe 
early warning counterstrike to be consistent with Chinese NFU. On the other hand, Fu Cong, former 
Director General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Department of Arms Control, has said that LOW 
would violate NFU and called upon all nuclear countries to abandon the practice.110 Ultimately, 
Chinese adoption of early warning counterstrike presents another caveat to China’s NFU. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
109 For example, see Guo Xiaochuan [郭小川], Chen Guiming [陈桂明], Shen Junling [申军岭], Chang Leilei [常雷雷], Liu 
Xinchang [刘鑫昌], “Construction of Missile Early-Warning and Counter-attack System and Effectiveness Evaluation” [导
弹预警反击作战体系构建与效能评估研究], Journal of Equipment Academy [装备学院学报] 27, no. 6 (December 2016), 
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Tactical Nuclear Weapons 
China's view of nuclear weapons as a self-defensive weapon, psychological tool, and strategic 
deterrent, has historically limited leadership's interest in developing TNWs.111 However, there has 
been a shift in how Chinese writers discuss nuclear escalation from extreme caution to increased 
confidence in escalation management. China likely sees an increasing role for TNWs to deter U.S. 
tactical nuclear use in a Taiwan Strait conflict. Within this context, China will likely increasingly 
consider incorporation of TNWs into its arsenal.  

Background 
There is no clear definition of TNWs, but according to the U.S. Office of the Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Nuclear Matters’s unofficial 2020 Nuclear Matters Handbook, the term 
tends to refer to “shorter range, lower yield, non-strategic” nuclear weapons.112 TNWs are 
sometimes roughly referred to as nonstrategic, low-yield battlefield, regional, or theater nuclear 

weapons. Chinese media and analysts appear to base their conception of TNWs (战术核武器) on 

DOD definitions, with TNWs also referred to as theater nuclear weapons (战区核武器) and 

nonstrategic nuclear weapons (非战略核武器).113  

China Defense Daily defines TNWs as those used in battlefield operations on tactical and combat 
targets, including submarines and tactical missiles.”114 PLA writers also suggest that TNWs would 
be used on military and operational targets rather than metropolitan and civilian targets.115 
Chinese capabilities described later in the section are perhaps more accurately described as 
theater nuclear weapons, but for simplicity this paper uses a broad definition of TNWs as 
described in the 2020 Nuclear Matters Handbook, which does not strictly differentiate between 
tactical and theater nuclear capabilities.116 

 
111 Cui Maodong [崔茂东], “The latest US Nuclear Posture Review is out—How should China respond?” [美国新版《核态
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113 Lan Shunzheng [兰顺正], “‘Mini Assassin’s Maces’ Tactical Nuclear Weapons” [迷你杀手锏”战术核武器], World 
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略核武器有什么区别], (May 23, 2024). 
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115 Alison A. Kaufman and Brian Waidelich, “PRC Writings on Strategic Deterrence: Technological Disruption and the 
Search for Strategic Stability,” CNA (February 2023). https://www.cna.org/analyses/2023/04/prc-writings-on-strategic-
deterrence. Accessed on November 13, 2025.  
116 Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Nuclear Matters, 2020 Nuclear Matters Handbook. 



UNCLASSIFIED  
 

 
UNCLASSIFIED 

20 

China closely watches U.S. and Russian tactical nuclear capabilities and language. China has 
accused the United States of "lowering the nuclear threshold" through its tactical arsenal 
development, pointing to the 2018 U.S. Nuclear Posture Review and increased U.S. budget for 
TNWs as evidence.117 In 2018, Chinese writers began voicing concerns that the United States 
would employ TNWs in a conflict in the Taiwan Strait, as well as advocating for proportional 
response capabilities.118 Anxiety about U.S. tactical capabilities is likely driving Chinese interest in 
TNW development, although it is less clear whether Chinese TNWs would purely be for deterring 
U.S. tactical nuclear use, or if they mark a shift to a nuclear warfighting posture, in which China 
would be prepared to engage in limited nuclear warfare.119 But regardless of the intention driving 
TNW development, once China has the capabilities, it can later decide to employ limited nuclear 
signaling and use in a conflict. 

Potential indicators that China is incorporating tactical nuclear capabilities into its posture include 
increased exercises involving nuclear-armed DF-26s, fielding of delivery systems capable of 
carrying TNWs, public statements warning of China's ability to engage in proportional 
counterattack to TNW use, and writings that advocate for limited nuclear warfighting. Moreover, 
there would likely be visible development, deployment, and display of lower-yield, theater-range 
nuclear weapons if China intends for them to act as a deterrent.  

Capabilities 
In 1988, China tested but did not deploy a TNW known as an enhanced radiation weapon (ERW), or 
neutron bomb.120 Defense analyst Jonathan Ray explains the decision not to deploy the ERW 
through the lens of a “technology reserve” model, in which China tries to achieve technological 
parity with competitors but does not necessarily deploy its systems upon development.121 This 
model allows China to avoid strategic inferiority in the long term while basing deployment on 
consideration of its overall strategic situation.122 If China is currently developing tactical 
capabilities under the technology reserve model, restraint of U.S. deployment and imposition of 
normative costs for TNWs would disincentivize China from deploying TNWs.123 However, as Ray 
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120 Jonathan Ray, “Red China’s ‘Capitalist Bomb’: Inside the Chinese Neutron Bomb Program,” Center for the Study of 
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points out, the model does not apply to all of China’s capabilities.124 If Chinese researchers see a 
role for a TNW arsenal, particularly in a Taiwan Strait contingency, China may not apply the 
technology reserve model to new tactical nuclear capabilities.  

Declassified documents from the publicly available National Security Archive demonstrate 
concerns by the U.S. intelligence community throughout the four decades that China will soon 
develop a tactical arsenal.125 These concerns did not come to fruition. Phillip Saunders and David 
Logan argued in 2021 that China is unlikely to adopt TNWs because of heavy warhead designs 
unsuitable for Chinese delivery vehicles and overly destructive capability, which could impact the 
mainland if detonated regionally.126  

However, recent developments in capabilities indicate that China is likely pursuing TNWs, 
although it is unclear to what extent. The DOD reported in 2024 that a “2017 defense industry 
publication indicated a lower-yield weapon had been developed for use against campaign and 
tactical targets that would reduce collateral damage.”127 China’s DF-26, a road-mobile, dual-
capable IRBM capable of striking Guam, appears to fit the characteristics of a TNW.128 According to 
the DOD's 2024 report, the DF-26 is "the most likely weapon system to field a lower-yield warhead 
in the near term.”129 The missile is “hot-swappable," meaning that its payload can quickly be 
switched between conventional and nuclear on the battlefield.130 Austin Long further argues that 
the DF-26's maneuverability may allow it to strike moving targets, increasing its effectiveness in a 
regional context if Chinese reporting on the system is true.131 SIPRI assessed in 2024 that the 
PLARF has six operational DF-26 brigades, with about 216 launchers, half of which are of a nuclear 
mission.132  

The PLA's legacy systems, including the DF-21E (CSS-5 Mod 6) medium-range ballistic missile 
(MRBM) and DF-11A (CSS-7 Mod 2) short-range ballistic missile (SRBM) may also be considered 
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nuclear-forces/. Accessed on November 13, 2025.  
132 Hans M. Kristensen and Matt Korda, “7. World Nuclear Forces.”  



UNCLASSIFIED  
 

 
UNCLASSIFIED 

22 

TNWs if the PLA decides to use them against tactical targets.133 The DF-21E has a short launch 
time, which “[adds] to its tactical effectiveness.”134 Because these are legacy systems, they do not 
necessarily demonstrate a shift in Chinese interest in TNWs but rather that China possesses 
capabilities with the potential for use in a tactical context. Potential delivery vehicles include the 
DF-17 hypersonic glide vehicle (HGV) and future nuclear-capable cruise missiles.135 

Doctrine and Writing 
While Chinese experts continue to debate the efficacy of TNWs, China’s perception of U.S. TNW 
capabilities as undermining China’s deterrent in Taiwan is driving calls for China to enhance 
capabilities of its own.136 Chinese writers continue to express concern that tactical nuclear use 

would lead to losing control of the battlefield situation (失控), with inevitable escalation to total 

nuclear war.137 PLA authors express concern that inability to discern between tactical and strategic 
payloads would lead to escalation of a nuclear conflict.138  

However, there is evidence of increasing confidence in nuclear escalation control. A 2024 RAND 
report suggests that while Chinese experts are generally understood to believe nuclear escalation 
as almost impossible to control, this may no longer be the case under Xi’s leadership.139 In 2022, 
master’s candidate at the East China Normal University Song Minghang wrote that, as China grows 
stronger, China’s minimum deterrence may shift into limited nuclear deterrence, suggesting a 
diminished taboo surrounding discussion of limited nuclear warfare.140 One student at the PLA 
Strategic Support Force Information Engineering University emphasizes the benefits of TNWs in 
warfighting deterrence as "high strike accuracy, controllable war effects, and good 
maneuverability."141 The same author suggests that TNWs provide flexibility in nuclear use.142 By 
highlighting the precision and incremental nature of tactical nuclear use, Chinese authors appear 
to indicate confidence in nuclear escalation management.143  

Mention of TNWs in the 2018 U.S. Nuclear Posture Review ignited discourse by Chinese analysts. 
Cui Maodong of the China Academy of Engineering Physics Center for Strategic Studies rejected 
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139 Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga et al., “Denial Without Disaster.” 
140 Song Minghang, “Rethinking China's Nuclear Strategy from the Perspective of Sino US Conflict.”  
141 Alison A. Kaufman and Brian Waidelich, “PRC Writings on Strategic Deterrence: Technological Disruption and the 
Search for Strategic Stability.” 
142 Ibid. 
143 Ibid.  



UNCLASSIFIED  
 

 
UNCLASSIFIED 

23 

calls for studying and developing low-yield tactical nuclear weapons (小威力战术核武器), arguing 

that under Mao’s strategic thought, nuclear weapons are a strategic, defensive tool and not meant 
to be used on the battlefield.144 On the other hand, retired PLA General Pan Zhenqiang pointed to 
the limits in China’s response options to tactical nuclear use in a Taiwan Strait conflict, saying, 
“China may wish to follow this U.S. example of avoiding passivity and rigidity [during its nuclear 
confrontation with the USSR in the mid-1970s] by designing more options for responding to a 
nuclear attack,” which may include adding “new types of nuclear (non-strategic) weapons to its 
arsenal.”145 The legacy of Mao’s thought is likely not enough to prevent China from responding to 
its strategic environment, and Chinese experts presently view U.S. TNWs as a threat requiring 
more flexible response options. 

Undisclosed Chinese writings advocate for the adoption of TNWs in order to present a credible 
deterrent to U.S. TNW use.146 In 2021, Professor Yang Yuan of the University of Chinese Academy 
of Social Sciences argued that assured destruction is not sufficient for credible deterrence and 
that China should expand the number of its nuclear weapons beyond the paradigm of assured 
destruction.147 Chinese nuclear strategists are also quoted as writing,  

…to effectively deter the conventional invasion or armed intervention 
by a nuclear rival, it is necessary to possess both precision-based 
tactical nuclear strike and destruction-based strategic nuclear strike 
capabilities... The former are used to target the rival's forward 
deployed operational forces and the latter serve to destroy its military 
capabilities deployed in-depth.148   

Chinese analysis of Russian nuclear signaling in the war in Ukraine provides a glimpse into recent 
discourse on tactical nuclear capabilities. After Russia's first tactical nuclear exercise, Chinese 
media appeared to praise Russia's tactical nuclear arsenal as increasing Russia's deterrent value 
and credibility, saying, "Strategic nuclear weapons are typically not used lightly, therefore tactical 
nuclear weapons comparatively add deterrent value within the actual combat nature of the 
battlefield."149 If Chinese leadership also views this as a takeaway, TNWs may become even more 
attractive for limiting U.S. intervention in Taiwan.  
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Concluding Thoughts on TNWs 
The following table summarizes evidence of change for indicators of China seeking to develop a 
tactical nuclear arsenal.    

Table 3. Indicators of a Shift Toward TNWs 
Key: Green = Evidence of change; Yellow = Potential for change; Orange = Insufficient evidence of 
change 

 

 
China’s developing capabilities and writings by Chinese researchers demonstrate some 
consistency in indicating a shift to consideration of TNWs, but uncertainty remains. U.S. analysts 
should continue to monitor developments in China’s TNW and delivery system capabilities.  
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Type of Indicator Indicator Evidence of Shift? 

Capabilities 
Increased exercises involving 
nuclear-armed DF-26s 

No 

 Fielding of delivery systems 
capable of carrying TNWs 

Some legacy systems150 

 Development of TNWs 
Mention of TNW development 
in 2017 PRC defense industry 
publication151 

 
Deployment and display of 
TNWs  

Yes; fielding of the DF-26152  

 
Public statements warning of 
China’s ability to respond 
proportionally to TNW use 

No 

Doctrine and Writing 
Increased confidence in 
nuclear escalation 
management   

Yes; discussion of limited 
nuclear deterrence153 

 

Increased writings advocating 
for proportional response 
options and ability to engage 
in limited nuclear warfighting 

Yes; calls by nuclear experts 
for more proportional 
response options154 
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Development of TNWs occurs in tension with the founding doctrine of China’s nuclear arsenal. Yet 
Chinese writers increasingly see China’s strategic environment as necessitating tactical 
capabilities. Discussions of tactical nuclear development continue to emphasize that tactical 
capabilities would serve as a proportional response option and deterrent. China’s tactical 
capabilities are currently limited, but China will likely increasingly consider incorporating TNWs as 
it seeks to enhance its nuclear deterrent in the Taiwan Strait.  

Parity 
China’s nuclear weapons diversification and expansion have raised concerns from the United 
States that China aims to match U.S. nuclear capabilities qualitatively and quantitatively. Pursuit 
of parity would mean a shift away from China’s traditional doctrine, which says that a “lean and 
effective” deterrent is sufficient for deterring adversaries.155 Chinese writings continue to maintain 
that China does not seek nor see it as feasible to attain quantitative parity with the United States. 
Parity is likely not the underlying principle behind China’s nuclear growth. However, this does not 
mean that Chinese achievement of parity should be ruled out as a possibility, nor that China will 
stop or slow its nuclear development. China likely pursues some measure of security based on its 
perceived strategic environment and will continue to enhance its nuclear capabilities in pursuit of 
this measure. 

Background 
China has historically referred to its nuclear forces as meeting the minimum security needs of the 
country. However, the growth of China’s arsenal has led some U.S. officials to express concern 
that China is pursuing parity with the United States and Russia.156 The DOD assessed in 2024 that 
the PRC seeks to "attain qualitative parity with future worldwide missile capabilities."157 Some 
officials go further to suggest that China seeks nuclear superiority.158  

There is some inconsistency in how U.S. and Chinese analysts discuss the concept of parity. 
Whereas U.S. analysts tend to focus on the numerical component of parity, Chinese authors 
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appear to view parity more qualitatively.159 Moreover, Chinese authors tend to focus on strategic 

stability (战略稳定性) rather than parity.  

Phillip Saunders and David Logan write that if China becomes interested in great nuclear power 
status, it may seek to achieve parity or even challenge U.S. nuclear superiority.160 China may also 
pursue parity if the nuclear superiority school of thought, in which the size of a nuclear arsenal is 
positively correlated with deterrent value, and nuclear advantage provides a geopolitical 
advantage, gains predominance.161 

Pursuit of parity would mark an expansion beyond assured retaliation in a significant shift away 
from China’s historical nuclear posture. A Chinese arsenal matching that of the United States 
would allow China to adopt a more aggressive nuclear posture and likely embolden China in a 
conventional conflict in the Taiwan Strait.  

Potential indicators that China is pursuing parity include increased fissile material production, 
expansion of Chinese capabilities and arsenal beyond the needs of a secure second-strike 
capability, and writing that purports the benefits of nuclear superiority or expresses interest in 
great nuclear power status.  

Capabilities  
In 2020, David Logan argued that China's nuclear growth is limited by its stock of fissile material, 
which stopped production in the 1980s.162 The DOD assessed in 2024 that further growth in China's 
nuclear arsenal requires increased fissile material production and that China is constructing new 
fissile material production infrastructure.163 Although production and reprocessing facilities are 
important for China's nuclear energy infrastructure, the DOD assesses that they are likely to 
support military goals as well.164 China is developing two CFR-600 sodium-cooled fast breeder 
nuclear reactors in Xiapu, and Russia is “providing highly enriched uranium (HEU) nuclear fuel 
assemblies.”165 The CFR-600s have been referred to by the government as a "national defense 
investment project" despite officials' claims that the reactors serve a civilian purpose.166 The DOD 
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also assesses that PRC military uranium enrichment "has expanded production capacity and likely 
will continue to do so," and that the PRC's nuclear warhead production infrastructure is also 
expanding.167  

Doctrine and Writing 
Although China’s arsenal is growing, it is likely that China does not seek parity as its primary goal 
based on the consistency of statements by Chinese writers and their fundamental perception of 
strategic stability. As a caveat, it is Chinese leaders, not Chinese nuclear experts, who ultimately 
decide the trajectory of the Chinese arsenal. However, Chinese writers deny that China is 

interested in parity, emphasizing that China sees itself in an asymmetric (非对称) nuclear balance 

with the United States, with China as the inferior state. China classifies itself as a “medium nuclear 
power,” in contrast to the United States and Russia, which it classifies as “great nuclear 
powers.”168 Chinese writers claim that, as a medium nuclear power, China seeks an asymmetrical 
deterrent in the form of secure second-strike capability.169 By this line of logic, if adversarial 
capabilities undermine China’s second-strike capability, it is necessary for China to enhance its 
own capabilities to achieve strategic stability. Chinese analysts express concern over U.S. missile 
defense systems and cross- and multi-domain deterrence as complicating China’s deterrent.170 
Therefore, China’s nuclear growth appears to respond more so to what it sees as development in 
U.S. capabilities than an interest in parity.  

A 2023 survey of Chinese writings by the Center for Naval Analyses did not find any evidence of 
Chinese writers advocating for parity.171 Chinese nuclear expert Li Bin reiterates that China has 
never sought parity but rather that China seeks to close the technological gap with the United 
States.172 Chinese academic writings emphasize that Russia is the only country with a comparable 
arsenal to that of the United States.173  

Some Chinese writers portray a pursuit of parity as not only unfeasible but actively detrimental. 
Chinese leadership has historically seen Soviet arms racing with the United States as a cautionary 
tale against falling into the same trap.174  

In May 2020, Hu Xijin, former editor-in-chief at the nationalistic media outlet Global Times, 
advocated for China closing the nuclear gap with the United States and securing a deterrent 
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capability where the United States would have no “chance of winning” a nuclear war.175 Hu later 
denied the possibility of China’s nuclear arsenal matching that of Russia’s as “incredible,” 
consistent with the consensus among Chinese experts that China is nowhere near parity with the 
United States and Russia.176 In response to the debate ignited by Hu’s 2020 comments, retired 
PLARF researcher Yang Chengjun slammed voices on the internet for “hyping” nuclear issues, 
arguing that, even if China increases its nuclear arsenal, nuclear expansion will only serve to trigger 
arms racing, play into the U.S. “China threat theory,” and elicit discontent from Chinese citizens.177 
Yang emphasized that nuclear planning is meticulous and based on careful assessment of 
adversarial capabilities, suggesting that China would not seek expansion of its nuclear arsenal 
simply for the sake of a larger arsenal.178  

Furthermore, Chinese experts appear to see China’s capabilities as so inferior to those of the 
United States that parity is not feasible in the foreseeable future. In response to U.S. concerns 
about Chinese nuclear expansion, master’s student at East China Normal University Song 
Minghang claims that growth in China’s national strength will not change the asymmetric balance 
with the United States, which the author also argues is more stable than nuclear advantage.179 

While Chinese writers appear to agree that parity is not a consideration for China, there is internal 
debate about the force requirements necessary to deter an adversary. Considerations of Chinese 
nuclear expansion tend to focus on qualitative over quantitative factors. An article from Hu 
Gaochen of Tsinghua University mentions quantity as a necessary measure of nuclear deterrence 
but emphasizes the primacy of qualities such as survivability, mobility, concealability, and 
penetrability.180 Hu advocates for enhancing these qualities in order to cast uncertainty on U.S. 
confidence about its ability to engage in “strategic opportunism.”181 Ultimately, debate among 
Chinese nuclear experts suggests that China will continue to expand its capabilities based on an 
assessment of its strategic environment rather than pursuit of parity for the sake of parity.   

Concluding Thoughts on Parity 
The following table summarizes evidence of change for indicators of China pursuing nuclear parity 
with the United States and Russia.    

Table 4. Indicators of a Shift Toward Parity 
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Key: Green = Evidence of change; Orange = Insufficient evidence of change 

 
China’s growing capabilities do not appear to be accompanied by calls to match the U.S. arsenal. 
Internal considerations of the force requirements of China’s nuclear arsenal are ongoing, but 
Chinese writers are clear in their message that China is not pursuing parity as a goal. China’s 
nuclear expansion continues to appear responsive to China’s perceptions of its strategic 
environment. China’s posture may be shaped by caution if Chinese leaders continue to be strongly 
influenced by the memory of the Soviet Union’s dissolution. On the other hand, while Chinese 
writers say that China is far from achieving parity, they do not set an endpoint for Chinese nuclear 
growth. The lack of transparency around China’s rapid nuclear buildup and its ultimate goal makes 
the possibility of parity difficult to rule out. If Chinese leaders feel that a much larger arsenal is 
necessary to achieve Chinese strategic objectives, the Chinese nuclear arsenal will continue to 
grow to that end, which may result in forces comparable or superior to those of the United States.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
182 OSD, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2024. 
183 Ibid. 

Type of Indicator Indicator Evidence of Shift? 

Capabilities 
Increased fissile material 
production 

Yes; facilities supporting 
enrichment and reprocessing 
of weapons-grade fissile 
materials182 

 Increased nuclear weapons 
development 

Yes; DOD-projected 
expansion183 

Doctrine and Writing 
Increased language 
advocating for nuclear 
superiority  

No 

 
Increased language 
advocating for great nuclear 
power status 

No 



UNCLASSIFIED  
 

 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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Conclusion 
The following table summarizes the key findings of this paper, including the extent to which there 
has been a posture shift in each of the four elements discussed above, as well as implications for 
the future trajectory of China’s nuclear posture.  

Table 5. Continuity and Change in China’s Nuclear Posture  

 
China's nuclear forces are growing increasingly capable. The changes in China's arsenal enhance 
China's ability to deter its adversaries and raise ambiguity. This ambiguity raises risk of 
miscalculation in a future conflict. A concentrated but measured effort is necessary to address the 
challenge of a more empowered China. New evidence of change is subject to arise and should be 
carefully monitored. Meanwhile, misconceptions about China's conception of nuclear weapons 
and strategic stability abound. The first step to presenting an effective deterrent to Chinese nuclear 
signaling and use is understanding what China's posture is and what it is not. 
 
 
 

Element Shift? Implications 

No First Use (NFU) 
China’s NFU policy has not 
shifted but remains caveated. 

China is unlikely to abandon 
NFU unless the regime 
perceives an urgent, 
existential threat in a future 
conflict. 

Early Warning Counterstrike 
China is shifting to an early 
warning counterstrike 
posture. 

Early warning capabilities will 
likely provide China with 
enhanced readiness and 
rapid response. 

Tactical Nuclear Weapons 
(TNWs) 

China sees a greater 
deterrent role for TNWs, 
specifically theater nuclear 
weapons, in its nuclear 
posture. 

China will likely increasingly 
consider developing and 
deploying TNWs as a 
proportional response option 
and deterrent to U.S. tactical 
nuclear use in the Taiwan 
Strait. 

Parity 

China is enhancing its 
capabilities, but Chinese 
writings do not demonstrate 
interest in parity with the 
United States. 

China’s arsenal will likely 
continue to expand and 
improve, with Chinese 
leadership ultimately 
dictating the trajectory of 
Chinese nuclear growth. 


