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To the Editors:

In his article “China, the U.S.-Japan Alliance, and the Security Dilemma in East Asia,”'
Thomas Christensen argues that East Asia is primed for conflict. He contends that
security dilemma theory, and two other exacerbating factors, predict spirals of tension
between China and Japan. First, Chinese historical memories of Japanese aggression
make China especially fearful of increases in Japanese military activities. Second,
because China regards Taiwan as a renegade province rather than an independent
country, the acquisition of even defensive weapons by Taiwan or Japan (a potential
Taiwanese ally) threatens China and may provoke spirals. Based on these arguments,
Christensen concludes that the United States should limit the Japanese role in the
U.S.-Japan alliance. For example, the United States should not codevelop theater missile
defense (TMD) with Japan because this could trigger spirals between Japan and China
(p. 75).

In this letter I argue that Christensen greatly overstates the potential for conflict in
the region. First, | argue that he misapplies security dilemma theory to East Asia.
Security dilemma theory actually predicts stability in the region, not dangerous spirals.
Second, I show that Christensen’s application of security dilemma theory is falsified by
evidence from the past fifty years. This evidence confirms my argument that spirals are
unlikely in East Asia, despite historical grievances and the issue of Taiwanese sover-
eignty. The implication of my analysis is that U.S. alliance policies in East Asia need
not be hamstrung by fears that the region is primed for conflict. Japan can and should
be a full and active member of the alliance that guarantees its security.

SECURITY DILEMMA THEORY AND THE RISK OF SPIRALS IN EAST ASIA
Christensen argues that security dilemma theory predicls that East Asia is prone to
spirals of tension (p. 49). The theory posits that an increase in military capability
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inherently increases both a country’s defensive and offensive capabilities.? Therefore a
state seeking only to boost its own security may threaten its neighbors. Christensen
argues that heavy dependence on sea trade in East Asia will encourage states in the
region to build power projection forces to protect their economic interests in the
sea-lanes. These power projection forces will threaten other East Asian countries, trig-
gering spirals and possibly wars (p. 50).

Christensen is wrong: security dilemma theory predicts stability in East Asia. The
theory only predicts dangerous spirals (those leading to major crises or wars) under
conditions in which offensive military operations are easy.’ In East Asia, however,
geography and current technology trends make the region highly defense dominant.
Water barriers separate Japan, China, and Taiwan (the countries Christensen examines),
s0 an invasion of any of these countries would require an extremely difficult amphibi-
ous assault. Furthermore, offensive operations against shipping in the sea-lanes would
not be much easier. Because the region is defense dominant, security dilemma theory
does not predict dangerous spirals between Japan, China, and Taiwan.*

Amphibious invasions have always been extremely difficult offensive operations,’
and they are increasingly so in this age of long-range detection systems and antiship
missiles. Because of long-range detection technologies, attackers are unlikely to achieve
surprise. Preparing for an amphibious assault would require massing stockpiles of
equipment, hundreds of ships, and tens of thousands of men at port facilities near the
target. These preparations would be difficult to conceal from satellites, Moreover, once
launched, an amphibious force could be tracked by long-range airborne radars.t Not
only is surprise increasingly difficult to achieve, but antiship missiles have substantially
increased the lethality of air and ground forces against surface ships, making it very
dangerous to move naval forces near an enemy's coast. Even the U.S. Navy, with the
most sophisticated naval defense systems in the world, worries about its ability to
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operate in an antiship missile environment near enemy shores, It is very unlikely that
Japan, China, or Taiwan could successfully move an invasion armada to the coast of a
determined adversary.

Like amphibious assaults, operations to interdict the sea lines of communication
(SLOCs) are inherently difficult. First, severing the SLOCs is hard because there is no
single, critical chokepoint through which East Asian sea trade must pass; merchant
ships may choose among multiple routes through the region. Analysts often focus on
the Strait of Malacca because a high fraction of Asian trade passes through these waters,
but vessels could divert to alternate routes.” Such routes would lengthen the journey
by only a few days and would increase costs by only a small amount. For example,
according to one recent study, if tankers traveling from the Persian Gulf to Japan were
rerouted from the Strait of Malacca to the Lombok Strait, this would add less than
one-half of 1 percent to the price of the oil."

Second, severing the SLOCs would require a large naval force. Maintaining continu-
ous patrols across a vast expanse of ocean would require keeping a large number of
ships, submarines, and aircraft on station, plus many more at home to relieve and
resupply them. Third, attacks on the sea-lanes are difficult because naval forces are
most vulnerable when they operate away from their own shores. In home waters, ships
are protected from air or submarine attack by ground-based aircraft and coastal de-
fenses. On the open seas (or worse, near enemy shores), ships would have only their
own defenses. Only sophisticated naval forces can mount an effective defense against
dedicated air or submarine attacks.

Finally, cutting the SLOCs through East Asia is an extremely difficult offensive
operation because the United States is committed to keeping the sea-lanes open and
has by far the most powerful navy in the region. Any navy attacking sea trade in East
Asia would not only be vulnerable to air attack when it operated close to land; it would
be vulnerable at all times to air, surface, and submarine attacks from U.S. Navy carrier
battle groups.

In sum, because of pronounced defensive dominance in East Asia, security dilemma
theory predicts that states in the region can increase their own security without threat-
ening others. China, Japan, and Taiwan are unlikely to spiral into wars or major crises
because amphibious attacks and interdiction of the SLOCs are extremely difficult
offensive operations. Good fences make good neighbors and, as security dilemma
theory tells us, water barriers encourage stability and peace.

FIFTY YEARS OF DOGS THAT DIDNT BARK
Christensen may disagree with my theoretical arguments about the security dilemma;
however, we have fifty years of evidence with which to test our two interpretations of
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the likelihood of spirals in East Asia. Christensen writes that two factors exacerbate the
chance of spirals. First, because of historical memory of Japanese aggression, China
fears any expansion in Japanese military activities (p. 51). Second, because China
claims sovereignty over Taiwan, increased military capabilities of Taiwan (or Japan, a
potential Taiwanese ally) threaten China because they help Taiwan maintain a policy
of independence from the mainland (p. 51). If Christensen is right—if spirals are likely
in East Asia for these reasons—then his theory predicts that spirals, and possibly wars,
should have erupted after (1) substantial increases in Japanese military activities; (2)
substantial increases in Japanese military capabilities; and (3) increases in Taiwanese
military capabilities. Conversely, my interpretation predicts that because the region is
highly defense dominant, increases in Japanese military activities, or increases in Tai-
wanese or Japanese military capabilities, need not produce spirals, major crises, or war.

For the past fifty years, Japan and Taiwan have made the kind of military moves
that Christensen argues will create spirals. Each of these moves is a case that we can
use to test Christensen’s hypothesis against mine. Using these cases makes sense for
several reasons. First, Christensen worries about spirals in the region even if the United
States remains militarily engaged (p. 49), as it has been for the past fifty years. Second,
the dispute over the status of Taiwan existed throughout this period. Third, because
the Soviet Union acted as a counterweight to U.S. power in Asia during the Cold War,
China arguably had more freedom of action then than it does today. Below I compare
the predictions of Christensen’s and my hypotheses against empirical evidence since
the 1950s.

JaPAN, Evidence from the past half-century does not support the predictions of
Christensen’s hypothesis. Neither increases in Japanese military activity or roles, nor
increases in Japan's military capabilities, have led to spirals. Since the 1950s Japan has
repeatedly increased its military roles and activities in the U.S-Japan alliance without
triggering spirals with Beijing. During the Korean War, less than a decade after Japan's
occupation of China, Japan aided the United States in a war against the Chinese. In
addition to providing rear-area support, Japan conducted minesweeping operations for
U.S. forces. Next, Japan’s role in the alliance with the United States expanded with the
creation of Japan’s Self-Defense Forces (SDF) in 1954. In 1981 Japan extended its patrol
of sea-lanes to 1,000 miles from its coasts. In 1991 Japan sent minesweepers to the
Persian Gulf, deploying military personnel overseas for the first time since World War
I1. In 1992 Japan's Diet enacted the Peacekeeping Operations Law, permitting Japanese
SDF personnel to participate in United Nations peacekeeping activities. In 1996 the
United States and Japan issued a communiqué in which Japan’s commitments to
support the United States in a Korean war were made concrete. Therefore since the

Y. For example, Christensen predicts escalatory spirals if Japan participates in a Taiwan crisis
(p. 67). He also argues that China fears new defensive military roles for Japan in the US.-Japan
alliance, because such roles may erode Japanese antimilitary norms, leading to a more assertive
Japanese foreign policy (pp. 51, 56, 58, 62-64, 75). These fears will exacerbate the security dilemma,
making spirals more likely between China and Japan (p. 51).









