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NATO Nuclear Policy: Where Do the Allies Stand on No-First-Use? 

 

Maximilian A. M. Hoell (University College London) 

ACUK Research Analyst 

 

Introduction 

In a speech in Prague on 5 April 2009, US President Barack Obama pledged that ‘the United States 

will take concrete steps towards a world without nuclear weapons. To put an end to Cold War 

thinking, we will reduce the role of nuclear weapons in our national security strategy, and urge 
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others to do the same’ (Obama 2009). Obama’s Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) of 2010, however, 

disappointed many observers due to the alleged failure ‘to effect meaningful change in U.S. nuclear 

policy’ (Gerson 2010: 7). In particular, the 

lack of an unequivocal no-first-use (NFU) 

of nuclear armaments pledge seems for 

many at odds with Obama’s proclaimed 

commitment to a nuclear-weapon-free 

world (Gerson 2010: 8)—especially 

because a NFU policy is commonly 

interpreted as a milestone on the way to global zero (Rong and Peng 2009: 81).   

 

The intention here is not to examine the desirability of a nuclear-weapon-free world, nor to 

determine the compatibility of the 2010 NPR with Obama’s pronounced desire for global zero, but 

rather to examine NATO’s position on NFU—an undertaking worthwhile pursuing because of 

suggestions that, in light of increasing proliferation pressures and growing frustration with the Non -

Proliferation Treaty (NPT), adopting a NFU ‘would help greatly to strengthen the political 

foundations of the non-proliferation regime, NATO’s first line of defence against the threat that it 

faces from nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction’ (Graham and Mendelsohn 1999: 11).  

 

The Enduring NFU Debate 

The issue of NFU of nuclear armaments is a thorny one that, time and again, has sparked heated 

debates in the academy. Its critics maintain that NFU would weaken intra-NATO cohesion because 

the Europeans allies would interpret a NFU pledge as ‘a reduced commitment to joint defence on 

the part of the United States’ (Sagan 2009: 168). Further, a NATO NFU policy would not cause an 

adversary to exercise restraint because NFU pledges are, as mere statements of intent, diplomatic 

froth of no military value (Feiveson and Hogendoorn 2003: 3, Gerson 2010: 10, Kroenig and 

Slocombe 2014:4). Another criticism is that a NFU pledge would not only remove ‘calculated 

ambiguity’ and therefore weaken deterrence—especially deterrence against biological and chemical 
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weapons of mass destruction and against a large-scale conventional attack—but also prevent the 

Alliance from carrying out a disarming first strike against an adversary’s arsenal (Sagan 2009: 166).  

 

Proponents argue that a NFU policy would 

contribute to strategic stability, end ‘nuclear 

hypocrisy’ that is, the notion that the ‘United 

States seeks to both retain its nuclear 

weapons and lead the NPT [Non-Proliferation 

Treaty] regime to prevent others from 

acquiring them’ (Gerson 2010: 41). 

Additionally, or so the argument goes, a NFU 

policy would strengthen the NPT by demonstrating to the non-nuclear-weapon States parties to the 

NPT that the nuclear-armed states take their disarmament obligations under article 6 very seriously 

indeed (Gerson 2010: 43)—and therefore make NATO’s non-proliferation efforts more credible and 

more effective (Graham and Mendelsohn 1999: 11). De-emphasising nuclear weapons through a 

NFU pledge would also demonstrate to the world that nuclear armaments have little military 

utility—an admission that would ease proliferation pressures (Graham and Mendelsohn 1999: 10). 

Similarly, the chorus of NFU advocates contends, the military value of nuclear weapons to the 

security challenges of this century has been grossly overestimated because terrorists will not be 

deterred by nuclear weapons (Sagan 2009: 171-172), conventional armaments are more effective 

both in destroying hard and deeply buried targets (Gerson 2010: 30-32) and in responding to 

chemical and biological attacks (Gerson 2010: 19-25). The notion of a disarming first strike against an 

adversary’s nuclear arsenal is further problematic militarily (risk of retaliation, uncertainty about 

destroying the adversary’s entire nuclear arsenal) and unviab le politically (a US first strike would 

signify the end of the non-proliferation regime) (Gerson 2010: 25-29). 

 

NATO and NFU: A Brief History of NATO’s Evolving Stance on NFU  

In December 1956, NATO Military Committee document (MC-14/2) unequivocally called for NATO to 

use nuclear armaments first in a conflict to compensate for conventional inferiority vis -à-vis the 
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Soviet Union: ‘In case of general war, therefore, NATO defense depends upon an immediate 

exploitation of our nuclear capability, whether or not the Soviets employ nuclear weapons’ (quoted 

in Rong and Peng 2009: 82, see also Mendelsohn 1999). 

 

During the NPT negotiations the United States resisted calls from the non-nuclear-weapon states for 

negative security assurances for fear that they ‘would allow the Soviet Union to threaten West 

Germany unless the United States withdrew its nuclear weapons from German bases’ (NTI 2015).  In 

1978, the United States adopted a hedged NFU policy, whereby Washington pledged: 

not [to] use nuclear weapons against any non-nuclear-weapon state party to the NPT or any 

comparable internationally binding commitment not to acquire nuclear explosive devices, 

except in the case of an attack on the United States, its territories or armed forces, or its allies, 

by any state allied to a nuclear-weapon state or associated with a nuclear-weapon state in 

carrying out or sustaining the attack (quoted in Graham and Tomero 2000: 4).  

The other nuclear-armed NATO members, the United Kingdom and France, adopted similar pledges 

in 1978 and 1982 respectively (UN Document S/1995/262: 3, UN Document S/1995/264: 2). In an 

effort to secure the indefinite and unconditional extension of the NPT, each of these countries 

reaffirmed their NFU pledges during the 1995 NPT Review and Extension Confere nce (UN Document 

S/1995/262, UN Document S/1995/263, UN Document S/1995/264). Though a noteworthy 

concession from the outward rejection of any sort of negative security assurances during the NPT 

negotiations, the pledges of the NATO nuclear-weapon states have been criticised as ‘limited as the 

nuclear-weapon states are also permanent members of the Security Council with a right of veto’ 

(Prawitz and Leonard 1996: 16). Other observers lament the ‘persistent hedging’ on NFU, which 

enables the United States and NATO to use nuclear weapons first, even against non-nuclear-weapon 

state parties to the NPT if that state is aligned or associated with a nuclear-weapon state (Feiveson 

and Hogendoorn 2003: 2). 
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In response to the substantially improved 

international security environment after the 

Cold War (NATO no longer faced a 

conventionally superior opponent), Germany 

suggested that NATO adopt a NFU policy in 

1998 (Graham and Mendelsohn 1999: 10, 

Mendelsohn 1999, Feiveson and Hogendoorn 

2003: 3). Support for the German position 

came from Canada and the Dutch Parliament which, in resolution NR 22/26200-V, asked NATO to 

examine the NFU option (Mendelsohn 1999), but the proposals were turned down by the other 

Allies on the grounds that NFU would remove ‘calculated ambiguity’ and therefore weaken 

deterrence (Gerson 2010: 15). It is also feared that ‘any change in NATO doctrine…would signify a 

reduced commitment to joint defence on the part of the United States’ (Sagan 2009: 168).  

 

Conclusion 

Although NATO has to date not adopted a NFU policy, the 2010 Strategic Concept has come a long 

way in that it ‘declared for the first time that reducing the role of nuclear weapons was itself an 

explicit goal of NATO nuclear strategy’ (Kroening and Slocombe 2014: 2). As the debate betw een 

proponents and critics of NFU continues, perceptions of increasing Russia nuclear assertiveness —

such as rhetoric evoking the feasibility of a nuclear attack on Poland and the Czech Republic (Yost 

2010: 499; see also Facon 2009: 86-87), the deployment of submarines with nuclear-armed 

submarine-launched cruise missiles (SLCMs) off the Eastern Coast of the United States (Lewis 2015b) 

and the development of the Status-6 nuclear-weapon system (Lewis 2015a)—all render a NATO 

policy of NFU unlikely anytime soon. 
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The Implications of Terror: Risks to a Constitution and Business 

 

Dean Klovens 

ACUK Research Analyst 

 

Vulnerable Soft Spots? 

The purpose of this article is to examine how terrorism 

places constraints on business investment and 

development. We must question whether business 

decision makers calculate those vulnerabilities to their 

overall strategic plan and/or whether such variables are 

important or not. In this review, vulnerability means the 

degree to which people, cultures, systems are susceptible 

to harm. In keeping, we examine how terror campaigns can stymie business development and 

business creativity. Joe Kaeser, the head of Europe’s largest conglomerate, Siemens, explained in 

2015, after 130 people were killed in the Paris attacks, how feelings of security can impact the 

economy and that "investment is about believing about the future, and when events happen, people 

will wait."  Further, in the Financial Times Kaeser outlined how heightened political risk in Europe is 

damping companies’ investment plans and fueling concerns about a global growth slowdown. 1 We 

prepare for these moments knowing that no matter how a country fortifies itself from external or 

indigenous terrorism, the public mindfully prepares for an inevitable attack which can translate to a 

weakened business environment.  

 

The Corporate Psyche: Is it Vulnerable to Lethal Attacks? 

Europe has become a strategic target for terrorist infiltration.  Bennett Seftel, Deputy Director of 

Editorial at The Cipher Brief, explains how Europe’s proximity to war zones as well as several 

terrorist strongholds in the Middle East and North Africa has pushed the threat of terrorism to the 

                                                                 
1
 Sarah Gordon. 2015. “Siemens’ Joe Kaeser warns political risk is damping investment.” Financial Times. 22 

November 2015. 

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/a2fac742-8f6e-11e5-a549-b89a1dfede9b.html#axzz3xtJgS9bu
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/a2fac742-8f6e-11e5-a549-b89a1dfede9b.html?ftcamp=published_links%2Frss%2Fcompanies%2Ffeed%2F%2Fproduct#axzz3sF9zTLxI
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forefront of the European security agenda. Given its geographical encroachment on the West, does 

terrorism, or the potential of terrorist attack, affect thinking about doing business in the West?  

When is it a good time to decide to expand markets or open new offices or divisions?  Economies 

can face severe repercussions (e.g. reduced investor confidence, reduced tourism, increased security 

and insurance costs) when countries become vulnerable to perceived or actual threats. One must 

wonder how November’s attacks in Paris will continue to impact tourism to the city in 2016. Because 

corporate planning based on demographics, culture, economics, and societal norms plays a role in 

developing a strategy to move and enhance markets, risk of terrorist attack is one of the most 

significant factors deterring corporate foreign investment.  Both Alberto Abadie and Javier 

Gardeazabal had confirmed this premise in a 2008 analysis regarding terrorism and the world 

economy.  They argued that due to terrorist attacks countries see an increase in insurance costs, 

increased cost for security and counter terror measures, and an overall level of uncertainty from 

business and the populace. Past and potential incidents may have a direct impact on foreign 

investments when the security environment is perceived to be unstable.  

 

While the business world does consider 

terrorism as a prime reason to be cautious in 

expanding new markets, terrorist activities 

seem to have little impact on the capital 

markets. Despite some dire predictions after 

the November 13 attacks in Paris, financial 

markets were remarkably sanguine in France 

and Europe, in general. Both the London and Frankfurt markets were up after the attacks, according 

to the Economist’s Phil Coggan.2 Investors may have learned from past experience enabling them to 

forecast potential terrorist attacks in their calculations. For instance, the events of 9/11 - an atrocity 

on a vastly greater scale than anything that preceded it - may have reduced GDP growth in the US 

that year by half a percentage point; the stock market (which was closed for a few days) recovered 

all its losses within a month. In July 2005, when suicide bombers attacked the London transport 

network, the UK market recovered within days; British GDP rose 0.8% that quarter, and accordingly, 

                                                                 
2
 Phil Coggan. 2015. “why terrorism has a l imited impact on markets.” The Economist. 16, November. 2015. 

http://www.terrorismanalysts.com/pt/index.php/pot/article/view/living-with-terror/html
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/ois_wp_impacts_911.pdf
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the UK had a pretty good year growth wise. So how does terror impact business mentality if the 

markets seem to bounce back after a point of time?   

 

The answer may be found in the boardrooms where managers and boards are pressured to think in 

new ways about risk, including that associated with terror. They must contemplate how such risk will 

continue to evolve and change the course of planning and developing products and services for the 

consumer. Changes to corporate governance codes across the EU since 2014 have created new 

obligations for both shareholders and boards to understand the risks companies are taking and to 

demonstrate a longer-term focus, according to the advisory firm, Global Counsel.3 

 

Returning to Abadie and Gardeazabal, we can 

surmise that while terrorism can disrupt business 

flow, we still see growth in the equities markets. This 

indicates that the rationale behind terrorist attacks is 

somewhat flawed if the goal is to disrupt the 

markets. While there may be less of a concern on 

the capital markets, there is the worry how 

commodities and business flow can be interrupted 

by terrorism as it potentially threatens supply chain routes and deliverables. The risk to supply 

chains rose sharply as the spread of ISIS made the passage of goods across borders increasingly 

difficult.   According to the Chartered Institute of Procurement and Supply, “unstable commodity 

prices, a more assertive Russia and the cross-border presence of radical extremist groups”, have all 

heightened risk associated with complex global supply chains. 4  We might add that the Chartered 

Institute of Procurement and Supply is a UK-based organization serving the procurement and supply 

professions, often cautioning businesses in Europe of the impact terror has on product development 

and marketing.  Their observation places emphasizes on both the human welfare and the soft spot 

vulnerabilities that affect business flow and supply movements that normally raises costs for 

conducting business in Europe. 

                                                                 
3
 Global-Counsel 2016. “politics and policy 2016.” 

4
 Dun&Bradstreet. “don’t take our interconnected world for granted,” 18 November 2015. 

http://www.cips.org/en/news/
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What we’re exploring here is not only how terrorism exacts  high costs in terms of lives lost and 

property destroyed – the obvious costs of terrorism that may impair the actions of business people 

in Europe or elsewhere – but also the public 

policy aspect and the institutional 

development aspect creating change that can 

dissuade and change corporate decision 

making. For instance, what if Europe decided 

to abolish or change the Schengen area and 

institute border controls? The result would 

likely include long lines of cars at the 

French/Belgian or Dutch/German border causing substantial disruption related to not only tourism 

but an increase in security where activities such as extra policing, surveillance and security checks 

take a toll on growth - the kind of drag an ageing Europe doesn't need. Another area business 

investors must consider is whether terrorism can impact growth if the campaign becomes endemic, 

rather than sporadic. For example, Northern Ireland's troubles lasted for 30 years w hich saw a 

decline in private sector employment and a decline in tourism.  If ISIS, for instance, lives up to 

its threats of repeated attacks, that might play into the impression that the EU is undermined by 

social and ethnic divisions that presumably would discourage both foreign investment and tourism.   

 

Terror Defines Public Policy Initiatives that Impact Business 

Coupled with the concerns about how commodities and supply chains are impacted by the pressures 

of terrorism, there are legitimate public concerns questioning whether preventive measures have 

helped business leaders decide to explore new consumer markets in a post-terror environment. In 

other words, why should business be inhibited in moving to new or existing markets notwithstanding 

the threats of terrorism. The possibility of further terrorism has impacted everyday life as it has 

increased costs and public spending through legislation and public policy enactments.  European 

initiatives to protect European borders require the development of systems, equipment, tools, 

processes, and methods for rapid identification. This includes supply chain security in the context of 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/buttonwood/2015/11/investing
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/11/16/us-france-shooting-islamicstate-idUSKCN0T51AM20151116
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the EU’s customs policy. Indeed while increased budgets are needed for safer transportations and 

passage, there is always the chance that disruptions can occur.  

A global hot topic has been how to preserve the proficiency of supply chains and protect the benefits 

of the dependent consumers and organizations, while defending and securing against major threats. 

While this would in itself be a separate project, questions remain whether increased counter terror 

budgets reduce or increase attacks.  

According to the European Parliament 

estimates, counter-terrorism spending by 

Western countries has increased over the past 

15 years. Since 2001, United States federal 

expenditure on homeland spending on 

counter terror initiatives, including EU funds 

and operational expenses for the functioning 

of the institutional framework, has increased. 

The rise of ISIS has pushed that figure even higher. Not only had September 11 and subsequent 

events helped to execute new policy changes to legislation while adding new laws to existing 

legislation and creating new levels of bureaucracy, there has been increased budget shares to 

intelligence, law enforcement, and defense spending.  New laws have been adopted; old laws have 

been revised; policies and practices have been changed. Most of these revisions have expended the 

powers of governments to fight terrorism and other crime. But the argument persists regarding 

virtues, values and civil liberties. Regardless, previous terror and future terroristic incidents has 

adverse effects on transportation costs and business transactions.   

 

The Human Psyche Factor and Market Development 

The ability for ISIS to strike indiscriminately will influence the way people live. The American 

Psychological Association agrees that, “the violent actions are random, unprovoked and in tentional, 

and often are targeted at defenseless citizens,” which bolsters the conventional thinking that the 

idea of avoiding certain venues makes sense.5 Terror is the state of fear and submission to 

                                                                 
5
 The American Psychological Association. “Managing traumatic stress: Coping with terrorism” 

https://www.yahoo.com/?fr=yset_ie_syc_oracle&type=orcl_hpset
http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/terrorism.aspx
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terrorization. Therefore we prepare ourselves for these moments knowing that no matter how 

Europe, the US and other regions fortify against external or indigenous terrorism, people will 

knowingly prepare for any attack. In fact the latest data from a New York Times and CBS poll shows 

Americans more fearful now than ever before. At the time of the polling conducted in November 

2015, only 4 percent of Americans said terrorism was the most important problem; in December, 

2015, 19 percent said terrorism was above any other issue.6 From a European and global standpoint, 

terrorism destabilizes governments. It threatens economic and social development and may severely 

impact life, liberty and security as indicated in 2013 report by Navi Pilay, UN High Commissioner for 

Human Rights. Her fear was that, "terrorism destabilizes governments, undermines civil society, 

jeopardizes peace and security, and threatens economic and social development. 7 

 

From an American point of view, there’s 

even more concern that another attack may 

take place in only a few months. US 

Secretary of State John Kerry also 

emboldened the notion of an attack by 

saying that a Paris-style assault is a strong 

possibility in the United States. It is these 

signs that make us fearful of attacks 

happening again and skeptical of what government can do to protect society. Yet does business 

suffer? While there is much to worry about regarding the growth of terrorism on both capital 

markets and foreign investments, the growth of global terrorism is indeed on the minds of corporate 

decision makers. Yet when contemplating whether or not to invest abroad, it has not prevented 

many from deciding to invest in the post-9/11 world.  Until we see a lessening of attacks, there will 

always be a question whether a business opportunity is well worth the effort. Decision makers, 

particularly business leaders, will have to further examine the impacts of new or continuing markets 

and their mix in today’s terror crazed world from a more careful and budge t conscious perspective.  

 

                                                                 
6
 Jonathan Martin & Dalia Sussman, The Times of India NYT News service. 11 December 2015. 

7
 The United Nations Security Council: Counter-Terrorism Committee 24 October 2013. 

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/us/Fear-of-terrorism-lifts-Donald-Trump-to-new-high-in-poll/articleshow/50132477.cms
http://www.un.org/en/sc/ctc/news/2013-10-31_UNHCHR_CTC_Briefing.html
http://www.ibtimes.com/americans-fear-terrorism-its-peak-911-new-poll-says-2221155
http://sputniknews.com/us/20151123/1030621838/paris-islamists-kerry.html
https://www.irmi.com/articles/expert-commentary/the-impact-of-terrorism-on-foreign-direct-investment
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Strategic developments in the South China Sea 

 

Bethina Brath Kollungstad 

ACUK Junior Research Analyst 

 

 

The South China Sea have for many years been 

subject to comprehensive territorial disputes. 

Several countries such as the People’s Republic 

of China (PRC), Vietnam, Taiwan, Malaysia, the 

Philippines and Brunei, all advance their 

national interest in the Spratly and Paracel 

Islands. Although it is not the only one, since 

2010 PRC has been observed constructing 

artificial islands on the nearby reefs in the 

regions. The PRC has also pursued militarisation of the developed features, creating a heightened 

tension between the territorial claimants. Not only regional actors, but also the U.S. were quick to 

respond to the situation. U.S. President Barack Obama expressed his concerns on the issue under a 

U.S.-ASEAN press conference in February, and commented that the y sought a solution to try to 

lower the tension and possibly halt the militarisation of the disputed areas. 8 In addition, Secretary of 

State, John Kerry, stressed the seriousness of Beijing’s ambitions in the region. 9 It is important to 

keep in mind that the U.S. is a major actor in this region, and in many aspects a great ally to the 

ASEAN countries. The US presence in the region is therefore not to be undermined because the 

region is vital to its interest, the US presence in the region will be maintained and will serve as a 

counterbalance to the great power of China. 

 

                                                                 
8
 Barack Obama, Remarks by President Obama at U.S.-ASEAN Press Conference, (Office of the Press Secretary: 

2016) https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2016/02/16/remarks-president-obama-us-asean-press-
conference 
9
 White House, Remarks by President Obama at U.S.-ASEAN Press Conference, 2016.

  

Lis t of abbreviations: 
 
ASEAN – Association of Southeast As ian Nations 
NATO – North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
NGO – Non-Governmental Organisation 
PLA – Peoples Liberation Army 
PRC- Peoples Republic of China 
UNSC – United Nations Security Council 
U.S. – United States of America 
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The reason why the PRC is going through with these developments is perhaps the question on 

everyone’s mind, and many theories have been asserted. This paper will look at some of the most 

classical explanations given to us by Kenneth Waltz and John Mearsheimer through theory of neo -

realism. There are many more applicable explanations that this paper will not touch upon such as 

nationalism and resources, but as neo-realism is a theory well suited for giving more generalizable 

explanations to complex inter-state disputes, it was chosen for this particular issue.  

 

Before we move on, some of the most 

significant developments should be 

accounted for. As of today China has 

constructed instalments on several artificial 

islands such as: Fiery Cross Reef, Subi Reef, 

Johnson South Reef, Gaven Reef, Mischief 

Reef and Cuarteron Reef in the Spratly 

region, as well as the Woody Chains in the 

Paracels. The instalments include a 3km 

runway, high frequency radars, possible gun or missile emplacements, air defence guns, satellite 

communications antennas and multi-level military facilities.10 It is wise to acknowledge that several 

of the installations are not confirmed as related to militarisation, but are highly applicable to the 

military objectives China might have. They are what one calls Dual -use capabilities, meaning that 

they can be used for both civil and military means. E.g. the 3 km runway can be used for either 

commercial airplanes or military transport. Some of the allegedly military equipment can also be 

used for, among others, environmental conservation and scientific research.  

 

Since China’s assertiveness in foreign affairs has become a hot topic the last few years, the Chinese 

incentives for the militarisation of the artificial islands is an important, and perhaps also a necessary 

discussion. In order to explore this militarisation we will turn to the work of Waltz and Mearsheimer 

whose theories can effectively account for much of the recent activity. 

                                                                 
10

 Asian Maritime Transparency Initiative, Island Tracker, (CSIS: 2016) http://amti.csis.org/island-tracker/  

http://amti.csis.org/island-tracker/
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Even though the mentioned theorists do not represent the same branches of neo-realism, they have 

certain premises in common that constitute the foundation of the international arena. The first one, 

and perhaps the founding premise, is that the sovereign state is the main actor. International 

organisations are only tools used by powerful states to fulfil their interests. This is perhaps one of 

the more criticised aspects of neo-realism as we live in a world where NGOs constitute a rather large 

part of inter-state relations. However, this is a practice that can be seen in the likes of UNSC when it 

comes to the presence of selectivity in mandating interventions. In neo-realism the sovereign states 

are free from the political dominance of others, and are therefore free to follow their own interests 

because of the lack of an overarching supranational government. The result is that the international 

system is anarchy, and states can only rely on themselves for survival.11 Waltz calls this the self-help 

system.12 Due to this, power becomes the state ’s main priority in neo-realism. However, the national 

interest differs from Waltz to Mearsheimer. For defensive realism, the national interest is security, 

and for offensive realism it is the accumulation of power that ultimately makes the state secure. 

Hence, power is the national interest. 

 

How can this help us understand Chinese incentives? Waltz and Mearsheimer can give us two 

different answers: while Waltz argues that anarchy 

makes states seek protection, Mearsheimer argues that 

anarchy creates incentives for more aggressive policy 

due to the absence of serious restrictions. These two 

theoretical accounts are often the opposing views in 

inter-state discussion about the South China Sea dispute. 

While China claims the militarisation of instalments only 
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have defensive purposes, in line with Waltzian theory, other regional actors, afraid of having their 

sovereignty infringed upon, believe China is more in line with Measheimer. 13  

 

According to Waltzian defensive realism, the installation of militarised equipment on the artificial 

islands can be interpreted as an act of defence. Since China is the biggest power in the region, it 

seeks to keep its position, or the status quo. Due to the anarchic structure of the international 

system, China has to act on its own and do what it can to meet its own interests - defined as security 

by defensive realism. The installations are therefore meant to ward of any potential aggressors such 

as the U.S. or the other territorial claimants in the South and East China Sea. In contrast to 

Measheimer, and offensive realism, Waltz believes that China will not use their installations for 

offensive measures, because this leads to the eventual act of balancing from the other actors in the 

region. If China becomes aggressive, other states, that are keen on preserving the status quo, will try 

to balance out Chinas power. China sees greater benefits to keeping the region stabile than by 

seeking hegemony and attracting resistance with neighbouring countries. Balancing can be done 

either by building up its own military, or by creating allies with other great power, such as the U.S. -

ASEAN strategic partnership. This does not mean that defensive realism does not open up for 

Chinese aggressiveness, but it finds it unlikely due to the overall cost and benefits of aggression.  

 

If we look at Chinese intent over the last 

couple of years, this explanation seems to be 

a good fit. Xi Jinping’s idea of a Chinese 

dream has been the foundation for the 

revitalisation of the Chinese nation since 

2013, and a rejuvenated state needs an 

equally strong military to back it up. The 

Peoples Liberation Army (PLA) has therefore 

gone through modernisations and become a highly technologically advanced defence unit. 14 The aim 
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is to have a well-rounded nation with an economic development and national security that matches 

its global standing. If America can have the American dream, why cannot China have the Chinese 

dream? Few events in present Chinese international affairs indicate Chinese aggressiveness, so why 

start now? Even the emerging Chinese assertiveness can be question if one looks at Chinese foreign 

policy over time. The argument of the new Chinese assertiveness rests on the fact that is has to be 

more assertive than before, something that has shown hard to prove. A more prominent thing that 

has changed is the western discourse over the issues in the South China Sea. Since 2009, and the 

Copenhagen Climate-Change Summit where China allegedly showed their new assertive side, 

Western media started portraying Chinese foreign policy in a more aggressive light than before. 15 

Even though both Chinese and Western observers agree on a more assertive China, they do not 

agree on what assertive means in this particular context. The western media portrays China as more 

brash and insulting, or anti-Western, and it is due to Chinas growing economy and global power that 

they act in this way. For their Asian counterparts, on the other hand, China is conceived as 

protecting core values and national dignity, free from hegemonic or any conflict-creating activities.16 

However, one has to be careful with generalising from Chinese maritime disputes to Chinese foreign 

affairs. While China might only seek friendly developments, the West becomes suspi cious and alert. 

China sees the West being opposed to their rise, and argues that the West tries to prevent what they 

think is China usurping the American regional and global power. 17 It is clear that escaping the 

Thucydides Trap becomes inherently important.18 
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 Meng Xiangqing, Chinese Dream includes strong PLA  (China Daily: 2013) 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/2013-10/08/content_17012886.htm 
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 Alastair Iain Johnston, ”How New and Assertive Is China’s New Assertiveness?” International Security, 37, 4 

(2013): 14. 
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 Graham Allison, The Thucydides Trap: Are the U.S. and China Headed for War? (The Atlantic: 2015) 
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John Mearsheimer, and other theorists in 

offensive realism, would disagree when Waltz 

asserts defence as main cause. For the theorist 

within this particular school, state actions are 

driven by the maximisation of power so that they 

can achieve security through hegemony.19  

Therefore, Measheimer would argue that the 

Chinese establishment of militarised installations 

on the Spratly and Paracel Islands are acts of 

aggression. As opposed to Waltzian defensive-

realism who focuses on defence, offensive reali sm states that the lack of an overarching 

supranational government makes the powerful states pursue aggressive territorial expansionist 

policy to secure state power, as there are no serious restrictions. Offensive realism does not contend 

that domination is a good thing, but rather that it is the best way to ensure one ’s own security.20 

 

The pursuit of regional hegemony is an argument often used by offensive realists when it comes to 

the issues in Chinese maritime disputes. As the territorial disputes in the  South China Sea have been 

going on for several years, the accumulation of overwhelming power will scare of competitors and 

make Chinese expansion in the regions easier. In addition, the presence of U.S. vessels, whether 

military or merchant, is seen as a threat to Chinese power. As mentioned the U.S. works as a 

counterweight to China in the Southeast Asia region: the strategic partnership between the U.S. and 

ASEAN countries concentrate on peace and stability in the Southeast region. It also focus on 

maritime security and safety, and freedom of navigation including in and over-flight above the South 

China Sea, focal points which are argued to be under pressure as developments in the South China 

Sea continue.21 Chinese incentives can therefore also be understood as balancing out the American 
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 John Mearsheimer, Strategic Realism (Chicago University: 2006) 
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Mearsheimer, Strategic Realism, 2006, p. 72  
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 White House, Joint Statement on the ASEAN-U.S. Strategic Partnershiphttps (Office of the Press Secretary: 
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presence in the region. One counterargument to this is that aggression alone seldom creates a 

strong and stable hegemon. If China wishes to become just that, then cooperation  and regional 

compliance over policy is often argued as a better way to go. The reason for this is that a hegemon 

that supports the status quo often does not seem as such a big threat as a revisionist power. When 

the accumulation of power is done on a friendly basis that benefits everyone, the threat is perceived 

to be much smaller.  

                                                                      

What neo-realism says about Chinese incentives 

in the South China Sea can be dealt with in a 

much more comprehensive way. This paper has 

only sought to cover the more general aspects 

of the theories. One interesting question left to 

answer is what does this mean for NATO? We 

know that the U.S. feels the pressure as their 

presence in the region is firmly established in 

the U.S.-ASEAN strategic partnership agreement, but what about the rest of NATO?  As the U.S. is 

the biggest driving force in the Association, their interests will always shine through, especially if you 

look at it through the lenses of neo-realism. However, it is highly unlikely that NATO will join the U.S. 

in any rebalancing towards China. As NATO operates with a consensus, and most of its 28 members 

have friendly relations with China, NATO is not in a position, nor wanting to, create allies in the 

region or have an opinion on the issues of sovereignty in the South China Sea. 22 In addition, even 

though highly capable, NATO has since the Cold War mainly been engaged in post-conflict 

settlement, rather than deterrence. 

 

Both Waltz and Mearsheimer give good arguments when it comes to how we are to understand 

Chinese incentives. Whether it is defensive or offensive, it is obvious that developments in this 

particular region spark global tension, and for good reason. Many countries react by establishing 
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tighter alliances, such as the NATO-Japan collaboration or U.S.-ASEAN. However, while looking at 

Chinese militarisation of the artificial islands, it is important not to be bias. China has seldom showed 

any intention of being revisionist, as they seem to profit from the current international system. It 

becomes inherently important to not fall into the Thucydides trap as Allison mentions, seeing that 

this can constitute a dangerous pitfall that is extremely difficult to get out of without threatening 

international peace and security. When it comes to NATO-Sino relations, diplomacy and friendly-

relations continues to be an important tool in the near future, as Chinese economic and global 

power presumably will continue to rise. Ultimately China may, most likely, constitute a bigger actor 

when it comes to Atlantic defence policy. 
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