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Nuclear/Missile Proliferation in Asia started 
from China 

“China exploded an atomic bomb at 15:00 hours on October 16, 1964, thereby 
successfully carrying out its first nuclear test. This is a major achievement of the 
Chinese people in their struggle to strengthen their national defence and oppose the 
U.S. imperialist policy of nuclear blackmail and nuclear threats…To defend oneself 
is the inalienable right of every sovereign state...China cannot remain idle in the face 
of the ever-increasing nuclear threats from the United States. China is conducting 
nuclear tests and developing nuclear weapons under compulsion” (‘Statement of the 
Government of the PRC’, 16 October 1964).

“The DPRK has already declared that it would take all necessary countermeasures to 
defend the sovereignty of the country and the dignity of the nation from the Bush 
administration’s vicious hostile actions. The US extreme threat of a nuclear war and 
sanctions and pressure compel the DPRK to conduct a nuclear test, an essential 
process for bolstering nuclear deterrent, as a corresponding measure for 
defence…The DPRK's nuclear weapons will serve as reliable war deterrent for 
protecting the supreme interests of the state and the security of the Korean nation 
from the US threat of aggression…” (‘North Korea Statement on Nuclear Test’ 
released by the North Korean Foreign Ministry, 3 October 2006).
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China’s nuclear armament triggered other 
Asian states pursue of nuclear weapons
Ref) P.C. Bleek (2017) When Did (and Didn’t) States Proliferate? 

• China started its nuclear weapons program in the early 
1950s;  first successful nuclear test, October 1964
• India’s first nuclear explosion: 1972
• China provided nuclear weapons technology to Pakistan
• North Korea established nuclear research facility in 

Yongbyon in 1964; requested China’s assistance in 1975
• South Korea’s nuclear weapons program in the 1970s 

thwarted by the US pressure
• Taiwan’s exploration of nuclear weapon began in 1967; 

its nuclear weapons program in the 1970s and 1980s 
thwarted by the US pressure
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China helped countries like Pakistan, North 
Korea build nuclear bombs

The Nuclear Express: A Political History of the 
Bomb and Its Proliferation (2009) by Thomas C. 
Reed &  Danny B. Stillman
• “In 1982 China’s premier Deng Xiaoping began the 

transfer of nuclear weapons technology to Pakistan 
and, in time, to other third world countries”; A 
Pakistani nuclear derivative tested in China in 1990
• China conducted underground hydro-nuclear 

experiments for France at Lop Nur in the 1990s 
• “Over a period of 15 years, an intellectually 

talented China achieved parity with the West and 
preeminence over its Asian peers in the design of 
nuclear weapons and in under-standing 
underground nuclear testing. China now stands in 
the first rank of nuclear powers.” 

3



Missile Proliferation in East Asia
• East Asia is locked in a vicious cycle of missile proliferation as China and 

North Korea develop and deploy massive missiles under the pretext to deter 
the U.S. forces in the Asia Pacific. In terms of deployed missile forces in East 
Asia, there is a serious gap in favor of China and North Korea vis-a-vis the 
United States. “China has the World’s Most Active Ballistic Missile 
Development Program & is Developing HGVs” (2019 Missile Defense Review)

• South Korea and the nuclear-armed North have competed in ballistic missile 
acquisition and development since the 1970s. In response to North Korea’s 
fourth nuclear test and a test of an intermediate-range missile, Seoul agreed 
to deploy a US missile defense system, known as Terminal High Altitude Area 
Defense.  

• Japan’s missile capability remains limited as it relies on US forces in the 
region for deterrence; Japan’s indigenous missile capability is limited, while 
significant part of its resources has been invested to develop, procure and 
deploy missile defence systems cooperated with the US forces in the region.

• Taiwan, reacting to a massive deployment of short- and medium-range 
ballistic missiles by nuclear-armed China, has developed intermediate-range 
ballistic missiles capable of hitting valuable targets such as Shanghai.
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Source: Missile Threat, CSIS Missile Defense Project



China’s Missiles
Source: CSIS Missile defense Project “Missile Threats”
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Source: Missile Threat, CSIS Missile Defense Project



North Korea’s Missiles
Source: CSIS Missile defense Project “Missile Threats”
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Source: Missile Threat, CSIS Missile Defense Project



South Korea’s Missiles
Source: CSIS Missile defense Project “Missile Threats”
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Japan’s Limited Missile Forces
• Due to its pacifist constitutional constraints, Japan dominantly 

invest to deployment and development of Missile Defence
systems (PAC-3, Aegis-SM-3 Block IIA)
• Grand-based Aegis Ashore procurement suspended as not 

helpful for the end point protection to N. Korea’s ; now SDF 
propose sea-based Aegis Ashore
• Negligible efforts for robust missile capability such as 

hypersonic missiles
• Now discussion of more proactive capability for limited 

deterrence, but the idea short of orientation
• Japan’s Defense Ministry plans to acquire by March 2022 

standoff missiles with a range of about 500 km that can attack 
targets from outside the ranges of enemy missiles for possible 
deterrents to prevent attacks with ballistic missiles, including 
acquiring the capability to strike enemy bases
• To acquire the US aerospace giant Lockheed Martin’s Long 

Range Anti-Ship Missile (LRASM) and Joint Air-to-Surface 
Standoff Missile (JASSM), the world’s longest-range cruise 
missiles
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China, the most beneficiary of the post-
WWII/Cold War regime   
• Despite that it was Republic of China (PRC had not existed yet) 

that had participated the Allied Forces during the WWII,  PRC 
took over RoC’s prestigious permanent membership of the UN 
Security Council mainly due to its nuclear debut in 1964 and 
the following rapprochement with the United States in 1972; 

• In spite of its decisive role in the outbreak of the Korean War 
or logistical supports in the Vietnam War or ‘liberation wars” 
in the African continent or as “US ally” against the Soviet’s 
presence in Afghanistan, China could disguise its secretive 
operations or backchannel deals to its advantage in the 
shadow of the US-Soviet bilateral confrontation throughout 
the Cold War

• China utilized the third party’s benefit to massively expand its 
missile arsenals particularly after the United States and the 
Soviet/Russia mutually banned their intermediate nuclear 
forces (INF) in 1987
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China’s massive short- and intermediate-range 
missiles for offensive “war-fighting” strategy
Source: DoD PRC’s Military and Security Developments 2000, Annual Report to Congress

• 95% of China’s nuclear-capable intermediate-range missiles fall into 
the INF category; The intention is basically offensive to change the 
status quo to challenge the US dominance in the Asia Pacific; 
• Without the US military intervention, China could expect to achieve 

its ultimate goals to unify Taiwan, control the South/East China Sea 
along the 1st/2nd Island Chain, and take unified Korea under 
China’s influence, etc. 

• China takes offensive “war-fighting” posture focusing to prevent US 
military intervention (“Anti-Access/Area Denial”); while the US 
counter strategy is basically defensive
• China test-fired four “carrier killer” missiles (DF-21/26) into the 

South China Sea on Aug. 26, a clear sign of the offensive posture.  
• The US ambiguity of theater-level nuclear deterrence for its Asian 

allies has emboldened China’s offensive posture.
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Source: “How Are China’s Land-based Conventional Missile Forces Evolving?”, ChinaPowerhttps://chinapower.csis.org/conventional-missiles/15
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After the unilateral withdrawal of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons, 
Sep. 1991 
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Recent US-China tension has triggered China’s 
brinkmanship strategy: Risk of a new missile crisis  
• The USDOD PRC Military Power Report 2020 highlights the 

excessive growth of China’s naval power; South China Sea 
has become a big hotspot
• Xi Jinping is eager to show his trump card: bundling DF-21 

and DF-26 to counteract the US naval power projection; 
With his DF-missile launch, Xi is pushing China to entering 
another “new normal” [ 新常态] after N. Korea
• By creating a missile crisis, Xi Jinping is experimenting on his 

strategy of brinkmanship to coerce the US into backing 
down militarily in the Pacific, and to create a wedge 
between the US and its allies along the First Island Chain.
• Risk of a “new Cuban missile crisis” or “Able Archer 1983” 

crisis in East Asia?
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The Able Archer 83 War Scare Crisis
B B. Fischer, “A Cold War Conundrum: The 1983 Soviet War Scare”, CIA

• Able Archer 83 is the codename for a command post exercise 
carried out in November 1983 by the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO).
• The realistic exercise combined with deteriorating relations 

between the United States and the Soviet Union and the 
anticipated arrival of Pershing II nuclear missiles in Europe, led 
some members of the Soviet Politburo and military to believe 
that Able Archer 83 was a ruse of war, obscuring preparations 
for a genuine nuclear first strike. In response, the Soviet Union 
readied their nuclear forces and placed air units in East 
Germany and Poland on alert. The apparent threat of nuclear 
war ended with the conclusion of the exercise on November 11.
• Able Archer 83 was one of the times when the world has come 

closest to nuclear war since the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962
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Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces(INF) Treaty 
Signed 8 Dec. 1987/Effective 1 June 1988/Expired 2 Aug. 2019

• The 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Forces (INF) Treaty required the United 
States and the Soviet Union to eliminate 
and permanently forswear all of their 
nuclear and conventional ground-
launched ballistic and cruise missiles with 
ranges of 500 to 5,500 km

• The treaty marked the first time the 
superpowers had agreed to reduce their 
nuclear arsenals, eliminate an entire 
category of nuclear weapons, and utilize 
extensive on-site inspections for 
verification. 

• As a result of the INF Treaty, the United 
States and the Soviet Union destroyed a 
total of 2,692 short-, medium-, and 
intermediate-range missiles by the 
treaty‘s implementation deadline of June 
1, 1991.
www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/INFtreaty

• The Soviet Union deployed SS-20 
intermediate-range missiles in the mid-
1970s which qualitatively improved Soviet 
nuclear forces in the European theater by 
providing a longer-range, multiple-warhead

• In 1979, NATO ministers responded with 
"dual-track" strategy-a simultaneous push 
for arms control negotiations with the 
deployment of intermediate-range, 
nuclear-armed U.S. missiles (ground-
launched cruise missiles and the Pershing 
II) in Europe to offset the SS-20
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A new multilateral INF treaty is needed, but…
Serious risks and Grave dangers

The INF was between the East/West-blocks, with the US-
USSR shared understanding of the MAD doctrine    
• Asymmetric: Risk of  misperception, misjudgment
• New technologies like hypersonic missiles and AI could 

cause unexpected/unintended missile operation 
• Strategic shift from “nukes not to use” to “nukes to be 

used” with low-yield nuclear warheads; Ambiguity of 
“nuclear-capable dual-use” non-strategic missiles
• Xi’s China has gone “rogue” like N. Korea to take 

brinkmanship strategy



“Hypersonic Missile Arms Race”
James Acton, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 9 June 2020

• China’s DF-17 hypersonic glide-boost short to medium-range missile appeared for 
the first time at the National Day military parade on 1 October 2019.

• China recently made record-breaking progress in a scramjet program which could 
lead to significant advances in the development of China's hypersonic cruise 
missile, another type of hypersonic weapon that is more powerful than China's 
DF-17 hypersonic glide-boost missile (Global Times, 8 June 2020).

• South Korea accelerates its push to develop new missiles, such as hypersonic 
missiles and precise guided missiles, amid growing nuclear and missile threats 
from North Korea (Yonhap News, 5 August 2020)

• Japan concerns about “Game-changing Technology”: The KN-23 short-range 
ballistic missile, which North Korea tested in May, July, and August 2019, are 
similar with the Russian Iskander short-range ballistic missile system in terms of 
ascent maneuvers, use of low earth orbits to avoid radar detection, stealth 
design with a reduced radar signature, and maneuvering (change of trajectory) 
during the terminal phase. The KN-23 breaches Japan’s missile defenses (N. Nose, 
“Why Hypersonic Missiles Are Changing the Defense Landscape”, Nippon.com, 12 
Oct. 2020) 25



Genesis of the US-China Strategic confrontation: 
The Korean War (1950-1953) yet to end
M. Ikegami, “Prevent nuclear catastrophe: Finally end the Korean War”, Bulletin of 
the Atomic Scientistst, 15 June 2017

“To this day, despite rhetorical frictions between Beijing and 
Pyongyang, China and North Korea share a “blood alliance” 
forged during the Korean War. The latest research on the 
war—based on declassified North Korean military documents 
that US and UN forces seized during the war, as well as on 
archival materials from Russia and China—reveals that Mao 
Zedong played a more active role in initiating the war than 
previously understood. China is usually portrayed as entering 
the war in October 1950, after UN forces, pursuing a 
counterattack against North Korea, reached the neighborhood 
of the Yalu River, which forms the border between China and 
North Korea. But well before then—indeed, well before the 
outbreak of war in June 1950—Mao had made a strategic 
decision to support Kim Il-sung’s invasion of the South.”
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“Prevent nuclear catastrophe: Finally end the 
Korean War”, by M. Ikegami, Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists, 15 June 2017 < https://thebulletin.org/2017/06/prevent-nuclear-
catastrophe-finally-end-the-korean-war/ >

Kim badly needed a larger army if he was to invade the South, and in 
the summer of 1949 Mao granted him approximately 30,000 ethnic 
Korean troops from the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), fully 
equipped with modern arms left by the Soviet Red Army upon its 
departure from the country in 1948, and with additional supplies 
from the PLA. In the early stages of China’s civil war, the 166th 
Division—an elite PLA force comprised of ethnic Koreans—had 
formed the backbone of Communist forces fighting Chiang Kai-shek’s 
Nationalist forces in Manchuria. Now these troops were transferred 
to Kim’s command, reappearing as the 6th Division of the Korean 
People’s Army (KPA). The 6th Division played a decisive role in the 
Korean War—launching an initial surprise attack against Kaesong on 
June 25, 1950, paving the way for the KPA’s 3rd Division to mount a 
lightning attack against Seoul on June 28, with the fighting then 
continuing south to Taejon. (Much of this only became clear with the 
1993 publication of a study by Ryo Hagiwara known in English as The 
Korean War: A Conspiracy of Kim Il-sung and MacArthur, 1993)
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Toward a Multilateral INF treaty and 
an Asian version of the Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE)/Confidence Building Measures
• First, to finally end the Korean Cold War
• International consensus to be established to keep the East-

and South China Seas open
• Robust efforts for making confidence building measures 

(CBMs) in Asia
• From a trilateral (US, Russia, China) INF to multilateral INF, 

which is to include hypersonic missiles as well
• A universal norm to prohibit a pre-emptive  missile strike    
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