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Reconsidering Attacks on Mainland 
China
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In 1962, American military leaders planned to conduct surprise air strikes in 
Cuba after discovering ballistic missiles there. However, Pres. John F. Ken-
nedy ultimately decided such an attack would impose unacceptable risks to 

America’s security.1 Against the advice of his top generals, President Kennedy 
decided to limit American military power against Cuba to minimize escalation 
toward nuclear war and preserve the integrity of the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization. Such a declination of recommended military action could realistically 
occur again during a crisis between the United States and China over Taiwan. In 
a Taiwan conflict scenario, military planners should anticipate the possibility that 
America’s civilian leaders will restrict strikes on China’s mainland and require 
military options that do not involve such strikes.2 While a few unclassified aca-
demic studies minimize the potential for nuclear escalation, others point to sig-
nificant risks; America’s civilian leaders could adopt the views of the latter, deter-
mining that strikes on China’s mainland are too risky or provocative for the stakes 
involved.3 If this is true, then military services should ensure they are prepared to 
present viable options that offer lower risks of miscalculation and escalation 
alongside options which rely heavily on mainland strikes.4 Failing to do so could 
leave US leaders with too few options in the event of a crisis, and insufficient time 
for necessary military capabilities to be developed and fielded.

Despite this possibility, a few academic defense studies have minimized the 
potential for nuclear escalation in their analyses of a future conflict with China. 
One notable (unclassified) analysis conducted by RAND Corporation in 2016 
assessed the potential scope and scale of a China conflict in the 2015–2025 
timeframe: “It is unlikely that nuclear weapons would be used: even in an in-
tensely violent conventional conflict, neither side would regard its losses as so 
serious, its prospects so dire, or the stakes so vital that it would run the risk of 
devastating nuclear retaliation by using nuclear weapons first.”5

The study appears to assume the United States can strike mainland China ex-
tensively without provoking nuclear escalation, despite China suffering massive 
damage to its defense infrastructure and significant degradation of its economy. 
While such an academic assumption may be reasonable and valid on the surface 
(nuclear escalation would be unlikely), taken too far, it could lure military person-
nel into committing to strategies, war plans, and weapons acquisitions that are not 
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useful to America’s civilian leaders during a time of crisis. Civilian leaders in the 
future may not be inclined to strike China’s mainland, and China could easily 
prove academic assumptions wrong during actual combat. Military strategists, 
planners, and force requirements developers should anticipate America’s civilian 
leadership needing effective military options short of mainland attacks on China. 
RAND analysts seem to appreciate the risks of homeland attacks, suggesting that 
“as low as the probability of Chinese first [nuclear weapons] use is, even in the 
most desperate circumstances of a prolonged and severe war, the United States 
could make it lower still by exercising great care with regard to the extensiveness 
of homeland attacks and by avoiding altogether targets that the Chinese could 
interpret as critical to their deterrent.”6

Former US Director of National Intelligence and former commander of US 
Pacific Command, retired US Navy admiral Dennis Blair debated the likelihood 
of nuclear escalation in the pages of Foreign Affairs with Caitlin Talmadge, an 
associate professor of security studies at Georgetown University.7 Blair stated “the 
odds are somewhere between nil and zero” despite mainland attacks, based on his 
confidence that military planners and targeting experts could adequately distin-
guish between mainland nuclear and nonnuclear forces.8 While they seem to 
agree that the likelihood of “Chinese nuclear escalation is not high in absolute 
terms,” Talmadge is more concerned about overall risk: “the danger is of high 
consequence, not high probability.”9 Blair and Talmadge also seem to agree that 
the closer America comes to “victory” in a Taiwan scenario, the more China might 
look to escalate to nuclear employment. Blair states that “the real danger of esca-
lation in these conflicts would be when a Chinese attempt to capture a disputed 
island . . . was failing.”10 Such a failure “would undermine the legitimacy of the 
Chinese Communist Party and could make Beijing desperate enough to threaten 
the use of nuclear weapons.”11 It is impossible to predict any exact probability, 
consequence, or risk of nuclear escalation in this debate; it is important to recog-
nize, however, that such predictions become increasingly difficult as crises unfold, 
and similar debates would likely occur during a real crisis.12 In such a case, civilian 
leaders may call for military options that avoid striking mainland China. 

One determinant of the likelihood of nuclear escalation is whether China’s 
leaders decide to initiate hostilities in the first place (for example, by invading 
Taiwan). Could deterrence fail? If China views reintegration and defense of Tai-
wan as critical to its regime survival, then China’s leaders may seek opportunities 
to impose its party’s rule over Taiwan, by force, at a time when the perceived 
benefits of doing so outweigh the costs.13 China’s leaders may perceive such an 
opportunity in the future as their country establishes regional military hegemony, 
and American defense analysts admit the United States may not win a war with 
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China; any doubt about whether the United States would use nuclear weapons in 
a war with China over Taiwan could make an apparent opportunity even more 
appealing.14 As China gains local military advantages over the United States, its 
leaders may conclude that America lacks the resolve to go to war with China over 
Taiwan.15 According to Sam Goldsmith, an Australian defense research consul-
tant, “Chinese leadership appears unconvinced that the U.S. would risk a conflict 
with China—one that could escalate to a nuclear war—over disputes concerning 
territories that geographically are distant from the U.S. mainland and seemingly 
are unrelated to core U.S. national security interests.”16 Sulmaan Khan, an assis-
tant professor of foreign relations at Tufts, wrote in Foreign Affairs that “China 
had concluded from U.S. inaction in 1995 that Washington did not care much 
about Taiwan.”17 If China’s leaders one day view the United States as lacking the 
capability and resolve to impose military costs on China over Taiwan, they may 
assume the United States will not engage China militarily. As a result, China may 
elect to invade Taiwan based on misperceptions about US weakness or disinterest. 
China may also be prompted by growing perceived costs of delay: rising forces of 
democratization in Taiwan, a declaration of formal independence there, or a pro-
spective economic downturn in China could make any perceived “opportunity” 
appear fleeting.18 Deterrence could fail.19

While many experts now doubt that nuclear escalation is likely, once conflict 
begins, the perceptions, misperceptions, psychological biases, miscalculations, and 
domestic pressures that could lead either country toward escalation are well docu-
mented.20 Once deterrence fails, perceptions among China’s leaders will become 
a primary determinant of whether nuclear weapons are used. They will also have 
made assumptions about the degrees to which the United States will intervene, 
degrade China’s defenses, threaten its political regime, or deny its takeover of 
Taiwan. If any of these assumptions fail and China’s leaders are surprised or dis-
oriented, the chances of miscalculation become higher; China could deviate from 
past plans and conduct a limited nuclear employment to deter the United States 
from pressing its intervention further, to weaken US resolve, or to maintain esca-
lation dominance.21 Once China’s leaders commit to a political outcome they 
view as critical to the survival of their regime, surprising them could alter the 
trajectory of the conflict in unpredictable ways, nullifying past assumptions by 
prompting them to “take new risks even against long odds.”22 According to Joshua 
Rovner, an associate professor of foreign policy at American University, “it is not 
difficult to see how mainland strikes could cause Chinese leaders to take enor-
mous risks to avoid a humiliating and rapid defeat.”23 Aaron Friedberg, a profes-
sor of politics and international affairs at Princeton University, recounted Chinese 
analysts saying publicly that “in some instances,” the People’s Liberation Army 
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“might be prepared to use nuclear weapons in retaliation to conventional attacks.”24 
In 2016, RAND analysts examined

the circumstances in which the risk of nuclear war, however low, could be at its 
highest. In a prolonged and severe conflict, it is conceivable that Chinese military 
leaders would propose and Chinese political leaders would consider using nuclear 
weapons in the following circumstances:

• Chinese forces are at risk of being totally destroyed.

• The Chinese homeland has been rendered defenseless against U.S. conven-
tional attacks; such attacks are extensive and go beyond military targets, 
perhaps to include political leadership.

• Domestic economic and political conditions are growing so dire that the 
state itself could collapse.

U.S. conventional strikes include or are perceived to include capabilities that are 
critical to China’s strategic deterrent—notably intercontinental ballistic 
missile[s] (ICBMs), ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs), strategic C2—which 
the Chinese interpret as preparation for a U.S. first strike or intended to leave 
China vulnerable to U.S. nuclear coercion.25

Sources of misperception and miscalculation can render supposedly “valid” as-
sumptions at the beginning of a conflict invalid as a conflict grows more pro-
longed—heightening the risk of unwanted escalation.26 Though academics ac-
knowledge that homeland-  based Chinese antiaccess/area-  denial (A2/AD) systems 
raise “risks of escalation,” some seem to downplay the unpredictable effects of sig-
nificant military losses that China and the United States stand to suffer in the 
“contested” A2/AD environment, especially in a prolonged conflict.27 In the United 
States, large-  scale Chinese attacks on American fielded military forces and remote 
bases may result in such high attrition that America’s leaders are prompted to es-
calate in ways they did not initially anticipate; foreign policy strategist Graham 
Allison suggests that “if a single U.S. carrier were sunk . . . in a showdown today, the 
deaths of 5,000 Americans could set the United States and China on an escalatory 
ladder that has no apparent stopping point.”28

In 1976, Robert Jervis, a professor of international politics at Columbia Uni-
versity, observed that attempts to coerce a state into halting aggressive actions can 
backfire and spiral out of control unpredictably, despite initial intentions to limit 
the scope of violence.29 Steven Pinker, a psychologist, later found that innate hu-
man biases (known as “moralization gaps”) can lead actors to perceive their own 
provocations as “justified” and “mere acts of deterrence,” but to view their oppo-
nent’s actions as unjustified and intolerably aggressive.30 In crises and conflicts, 
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decision makers do not share common “sight-  pictures” of pertinent facts and 
events with their adversaries. Instead, they will tend to overestimate the righ-
teousness of their own actions and the wickedness of their adversaries’ aggres-
sion.31 They will tend to view their own escalatory acts of deterrence as rational 
and justified to “even the score,” just as their adversaries will have the opposite 
perspective, viewing such acts as provocative and warranting counterdeterrence in 
return.32 These asymmetric perspectives can (and likely will) lead to mutual esca-
lation—despite the best intentions on all sides to prevent it.33 Talmadge believes 
that “amid the fog and suspicion of war, China’s view of both U.S. intentions and 
nuclear deterrence could change radically.”34 These cognitive distortions could 
drive “levels of violence, duration,” and costs “that might appear unjustifiable in 
times of peace” to become possible after hostilities begin.35

Known risks of misperception and escalation still may not deter nuclear-  armed 
actors from quarreling over even small-  stakes issues, as Michael O’Hanlon, a se-
nior fellow at the Brookings Institution, explains in The Senkaku Paradox.36 As 
with most complex phenomena, initial conditions are rarely deterministic, and 
assumptions can become fragile as conflicts grow more protracted. American 
military planners have experienced this in past wars; for example, their early ex-
pectations of “humane” daylight precision aerial bombardment in World War II 
were set aside in favor of fire-  bombing cities at night and eventually nuclear at-
tack. RAND analysts recognize the high likelihood of a protracted conflict with 
China, predicting that “once either military is authorized to commence strikes, 
the ability of both to control the conflict would be greatly compromised.”37 They 
assert “the assumption that a Sino-  U.S. war would be over quickly is not sup-
ported by evidence that either side would rapidly exhaust its war making capacity” 
(emphasis added).38 As each state commits greater levels of blood and treasure to 
achieving an outcome, they may become less likely to seek compromise, end the 
conflict, or accept anything short of total victory over their adversaries. As a con-
flict grows more prolonged, the probabilities of misperception only intensify.39 
According to Rovner, “there are clear pathways to both nuclear escalation and 
protracted war.”40

Military planners should anticipate the possibility that during a crisis, America’s 
civilian leaders might be more sensitive to risks of escalation than precrisis aca-
demic assessments had indicated they should be. Leaders may question the pre-
dicted effects of conventional military action the way President Kennedy did 
during the Cuban missile crisis (1962); he demurred from launching large-  scale 
conventional attacks on Cuba to avoid escalation toward nuclear war and ap-
proved a naval blockade instead. A recent article by John Meyers, an assistant 
policy researcher at RAND, reviewed historical cases where American presidents 
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rejected such strikes due to concerns about unbounded risk.41 According to Mey-
ers, “the president will balk. Even in the midst of a full-  scale war, he or she would 
reject mainland strikes for fear of precipitating a nuclear exchange.”42 To avoid 
escalation in the past, the United States refrained from attacking the territories of 
China and present-  day Russia during the Berlin crisis (1948), the Korean War 
(1950–1953), and the Vietnam War (1964–1973); the United States likely avoided 
confrontation with Russian forces during Russia’s invasion of Ukraine (2014) for 
the same reason.43

Following America’s virtually unrestrained military campaigns in World War 
II (including the world’s first and only employment of nuclear weapons), and 
the subsequent acquisition of nuclear weapons by America’s adversaries, some-
thing changed about America’s strategy in later conflicts with opponents backed 
by nuclear-  armed patrons.44 Mark Clodfelter, a professor of military strategy at 
the National War College, notes that in the Korean and Vietnam wars, the 
United States was no longer willing to employ unrestrained violence due to 
risks of expanding the scope of conflicts and escalating toward total or nuclear 
war.45 In analyzing the Korean and Vietnam conflicts, Clodfelter distinguished 
America’s positive objectives from negative objectives. Positive objectives in-
cluded unifying Korea and securing South Vietnam from the North’s aggres-
sion, while negative objectives emphasized avoiding total war with China and 
the Soviet Union. In the Korean and Vietnam wars, these negative objectives 
changed the course of American military strategy because they began to impose 
significant constraints on applications of force (such as restricting attacks on 
China and the Soviet Union).46 Historical examples like these should lead 
military planners to expect their leaders to ask for military options that avoid 
striking a nuclear-  armed aggressor’s homeland if America’s credibility is one 
day tested.47 Similar to American leaders in the Korean and Vietnam wars, cur-
rent leaders could view America’s ability to halt aggression wholly within third- 
 party countries as beneficial for reducing risks of escalation toward nuclear war 
while preserving American credibility.

As the US military renews its strategies for deterring and, if necessary, defeat-
ing its adversaries, it is worth reviewing the range of alternatives for achieving 
military objectives on the peripheries of nuclear-  armed states. Since the early 
years of the Cold War, American strategists have appreciated the value of superior 
conventional military capabilities and limited war as important components of 
deterrence in the nuclear age. National Security Council memo 68 (declassified in 
1975) stated that in the event of Soviet “mischief,” the United States “should take 
no avoidable initiative which would cause it to become a war of annihilation, and 
if we have the forces to defeat a Soviet drive for limited objectives it may well be 
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to our interest not to let it become a global war.”48 If today’s leaders worry as the 
National Security Council did in 1950 that “the risk of having no better choice 
than to capitulate or precipitate a global war” puts us “continually at the verge of 
appearing and being alternately irresolute and desperate,” then robust conven-
tional options may provide more-  flexible alternatives to risky strikes on mainland 
China.49 This article avoids the sensitive task of prescribing such options but in-
stead merely provides academic arguments for their existence along with support-
ing capabilities that America’s civilian leaders may require. While there are many 
possible approaches to a military conflict over Taiwan with varying degrees of 
risk, two examples that avoid mainland strikes are “maritime denial” and “offshore 
control.” Maritime denial would employ multi-  domain combat power to deny 
China’s military use of maritime capabilities locally (including preventing a Chi-
nese amphibious landing on Taiwan).50 Recognizing the potential escalatory ef-
fects of mainland strikes on China, Thomas Hammes, a distinguished research 
fellow at the Institute for National Strategic Studies, saw a need for operational 
approaches like offshore control that avoid mainland strikes to minimize risks of 
nuclear war.51 Offshore control is essentially a distant blockade that would strangu-
late imports of critical resources to China, while halting exports of commodities 
vital to China’s economic viability.52 The success of such approaches would likely 
depend on strengthening Taiwan’s defenses.53

While the United States modernizes its nuclear and conventional strike forces 
to strengthen deterrence, it should not neglect the types of forces required for 
options that avoid striking the homelands of nuclear-  armed adversaries.54 Critics 
of this idea may argue that creating less-  risky military options could signal a re-
duction in America’s willingness to pursue more dangerous courses of action, 
making a Taiwan invasion appear less risky to China. This argument has a basis in 
deterrence theory originating in the 1960s: Thomas Schelling, a nuclear strategist, 
believed that states signal commitment to achieving political outcomes by elimi-
nating their own escape routes from further escalation if provoked (essentially 
backing themselves into a strategic “corner”), while leaving any “last clear chance” 
to avoid further escalation for an adversary to act upon.55 Such an approach could 
be attractive to America’s leaders if they believed their willingness to escalate to 
mainland strikes (rather than avoiding them) was credible in the minds of China’s 
leaders; however, if America’s leaders instead suspected China may doubt their 
willingness to aggressively strike China’s mainland, lacking other options could 
actually weaken deterrence.56

Deterrence could fail if China’s leaders believed—mistakenly or not—they 
could exploit “gaps” they perceive in America’s options and willingness to esca-
late; in this case China could attempt a regional fait accompli in Taiwan without 
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fearing a risky American response.57 Similar thinking was behind language in the 
2018 Nuclear Posture Review, where the US Secretary of Defense directed devel-
opment of a low-  yield warhead to “counter any mistaken perception of an ex-
ploitable ‘gap’ in US regional deterrence capabilities.” This would strengthen 
America’s nuclear deterrence posture by shaping Russia’s perceptions and dis-
couraging Russia from undertaking mistaken acts of aggression.58 If America’s 
military options were limited to aggressively striking China’s mainland or doing 
little else to halt an invasion of Taiwan, China could confidently behave more 
aggressively if it believed America would choose the latter over the former. 
Military options that avoid or minimize mainland attacks provide civilian lead-
ers a broad range of choices beyond devastating mainland strikes and doing little 
to prevent a fait accompli in Taiwan. Such options would leave China no room 
for confidence and would strengthen deterrence.

To be clear, this article is not suggesting any reduction in capabilities or prepa-
ration for mainland strikes; such options fit together with all others to ensure 
deterrence is credible across the entire spectrum of conflict.59 Just as America’s 
civilian leaders may have interest in options that avoid mainland strikes during a 
crisis, they will also likely have interest in other options that are more escalatory; 
deterrence requires that America’s forces are ready to present them all. Designing, 
organizing, training, and equipping future military forces to provide such options 
requires decades of effort among all military services. To maximize their relevance, 
such deliberate processes should account for all possible leadership perspectives—
foreign and domestic—that could materialize during a crisis rather than building 
forces and strategies tailored for particular government administrations. The com-
position and temperament of future Chinese and American leaders cannot be 
known; therefore, military options—and the forces that provide them—should be 
flexible enough to provide relevant effects regardless of who is in office. In 2005, 
a Chinese general called for nuclear retaliation against the United States if Amer-
ica were to strike China’s mainland during a Taiwan intervention; planners should 
consider the possibility that China could adopt such a policy in the future.60

While nuclear escalation in a Taiwan conflict would be unlikely, the severity of 
such an event is great enough to warrant a diverse array of options, yielding vary-
ing degrees of risk. America’s leaders may call for such options if deterrence fails, 
including those that avoid or minimize attacks on China’s mainland to halt its 
aggression. China may one day see a net benefit in testing America’s resolve and 
the strength of its commitments by marginally expanding its borders; such a test 
would simultaneously threaten America’s credibility, the strength of America’s 
alliances, the survival of distant democracies, regional stability and arms control, 
and civilized life on Earth (if nuclear weapons are used). Demonstrating resolve 
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and maintaining deterrence will rely heavily on America’s nuclear posture and its 
leaders’ demonstrated willingness to attack the homelands of adversaries conven-
tionally to rapidly halt acts of aggression. However, in the cases where America’s 
adversaries doubt or test the credibility of the foregoing sources of deterrence, 
America’s ability to project military power into contested regions without attack-
ing homelands of nuclear-  armed adversaries provides some flexibility in denying 
acts of aggression and demonstrating resolve—without increasing the chances of 
nuclear war.

Lt Col Brian MacLean, USAF
Colonel MacLean is an Air Force pilot and currently serves as a staff  officer at Air Mobility Command Headquar-
ters.
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