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Why Asia’s arms race risks spinning out of control 

 

Чому гонка озброєнь в Азії ризикує вийти з-під контролю 

Це наймасштабніша гонка озброєнь, яку коли-небудь бачила Азія: три 

найбільші ядерні держави та одна швидкорозвиваюча, три найбільші 

економіки світу та багаторічні союзи, які змагаються за перевагу в деяких 

із найспірніших наземних та морських районів світу. В одному кутку США 

та їх союзники Японія та Південна Корея. В іншому кутку Китай та його 

партнер Росія. І по-третє, Північна Корея. Кожен із них хоче бути на крок 

попереду інших, і всі вони потрапляють у хибне коло, яке виходить з-під 

контролю. Зрештою, стримування однієї людини є ескалацією іншої людини. 

"Ми продовжимо спостерігати цю динаміку в Східній Азії, де ми не маємо ні 

заходів стримування, ні контролю над озброєннями", - сказав CNN Анкіт 

Панда, експерт з ядерної політики Фонду Карнегі за міжнародний світ. 

Візит японських лідерів до Вашингтона минулого тижня тільки підкреслив 

цю думку. Після зустрічі з президентом США Джо Байденом, прем'єр-

міністр Японії Фуміо Кісіда висловив стурбованість з приводу військових дій 

Китаю у Східно-Китайському морі та запуску балістичних ракет над 

Тайванем, які в серпні приземлилися у водах поблизу Японії. 

https://edition.cnn.com/2023/01/15/asia/asia-nuclear-arms-race-analysis-

intl-hnk-ml/index.html 

 

It’s an arms race bigger than anything Asia has ever seen – three 

major nuclear powers and one fast-developing one, the world’s three biggest 

economies and decades-old alliances all vying for an edge in some of the 

world’s most contested land and sea areas. 

In one corner are the United States and its allies Japan and South Korea. 

In another corner, China and its partner Russia. And in a third, North Korea.  

With each wanting to be one step ahead of the others, all are caught in a 

vicious circle that is spinning out of control. After all, one man’s deterrence is 

another man’s escalation. 

https://edition.cnn.com/2023/01/15/asia/asia-nuclear-arms-race-analysis-intl-hnk-ml/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/01/15/asia/asia-nuclear-arms-race-analysis-intl-hnk-ml/index.html


“We’ll continue to see these dynamics spiral in East Asia, where we 

have no measures of restraint, we have no arms control,” Ankit Panda, a 

nuclear policy expert at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told 

CNN. 

The visit of Japanese leaders to Washington over the past week only 

served to highlight the point. On Friday, fresh from a meeting with US 

President Joe Biden, Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida expressed his 

concern over China’s military activities in the East China Sea and the launch 

of ballistic missiles over Taiwan that landed in waters near Japan in August.  

Kishida warned Beijing against trying to “change the international 

order” and said it was “absolutely imperative” for Japan, the US and Europe to 

stand united on China. His words came just days after US and Japanese 

ministers had spoken ominously of the “ongoing and accelerating expansion of 

(China’s) nuclear arsenal.” 

Yet according to North Korea and China, it is Japan who is the 

aggressor. They have seen Tokyo pledge recently to double its defense 

spending while acquiring weapons capable of hitting targets inside Chinese 

and North Korean territory. And their alleged concerns will only have grown 

with the announcement just days ago of plans for new US Marine 

deployments on Japan’s southern islands, including new mobile anti-ship 

missiles meant to thwart any first strike from Beijing.  

To the US and Japan, such moves are about deterrence; to Beijing, they 

are escalation. 

Digging up the past 

China claims its concerns are based on historical reasons. It says it fears 

Tokyo is returning to the military expansionism of the World War II era, when 

Japanese forces controlled vast swathes of Asia and China bore the 

brunt. Some 14 million Chinese died and up to 100 million became refugees 

during the eight years of conflict with Japan from 1937 to 1945.  

Beijing insists the plans, which include Japan acquiring long-range 

“counterstrike” weapons like Tomahawk missiles that could hit bases inside 

China, show Tokyo threatens peace in East Asia once again.  

But critics suspect China has a secondary motive in dredging up 

historical wounds – distracting from its own military buildup. 

They point out that, even as Beijing vociferously rejects US and 

Japanese concerns about its own burgeoning military might,  it has been 

growing its naval and air forces in areas near Japan while claiming the 

Senkaku Islands, an uninhabited Japanese-controlled chain in the East China 

Sea, as its sovereign territory. 

https://www.cnn.com/2023/01/11/politics/us-japan-marine-unit-china/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2023/01/11/politics/us-japan-marine-unit-china/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2015/08/31/opinions/china-wwii-forgotten-ally-rana-mitter/index.html


In late December, Japan said Chinese government vessels had been 

spotted in the contiguous zone around the islands, known as the Diaoyus in 

China, on 334 days in 2022, the most since 2012 when Tokyo acquired some 

of the islands from a private Japanese landowner. From December 22 to 25, 

Chinese government vessels spent almost 73 consecutive hours in Japanese 

territorial waters off the islands, the longest such incursion since 2012.  

China has also been raising the temperature through the strengthening of 

its partnership with Russia. A State Department official told CNN recently that 

this had not only spurred some of the US-Japan agreements, but that Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine had “moved things on warp drive” given how Russian 

President Vladimir Putin and Chinese leader Xi Jinping had showcased their 

close relationship in the lead up to the Beijing Olympics. 

And Russia has been showing its military abilities in the Pacific, 

including in December, when its warships joined Chinese ships and planes for 

a weeklong live-fire exercise in the East China Sea. 

Beijing’s aggression has been particularly visible when it comes to 

Taiwan, a self-governing island of 24 million that the Chinese Communist 

Party claims as its territory despite never having controlled it.  

Xi has refused to rule out the use of military force to bring the island 

under Beijing’s control, and China has increased its aggressive military 

activities around the island, especially since the visit of then-US House 

Speaker Nancy Pelosi in August. In the days following Pelosi’s visit, China 

held unprecedented military drills around the island, firing multiple missiles 

near its waters and sending its warplanes to harass it.  

As recently as last week China sent 28 warplanes across the median line 

of the Taiwan Strait, including J-10, J-11, J-16 and Su-30 fighters, H-6 

bombers, three drones and an early warning and reconnaissance aircraft. That 

exercise mirrored a similar one on Christmas Day, when the People’s 

Liberation Army sent 47 aircraft across the median line.  

Amid such actions, US resolve has remained strong. Washington has 

continued to approve a growing list of military sales to the island, in line with 

its obligations under that Taiwan Relations Act. 

North Korea’s nuclear escalation 

A thousand miles to the north of Taiwan, talk of cooperation on the 

Korean Peninsula is a faint and fading light.  

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un is calling for an “exponential 

increase” in his country’s nuclear weapons arsenal, starting from 2023, and is 

building a fleet of “super large” mobile rocket launchers that could hit any 

point in the South with a nuclear warhead. 

https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/19/asia/russia-china-naval-exercises-intl-hnk-ml/index.html


In a report Thursday, the South’s Korea Institute for Defense Analyses 

(KIDA) said that Kim’s plan could manifest itself into 300 weapons in the 

coming years. 

That is a great step up from 2022, when the Stockholm International 

Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) estimated he had 20 assembled nuclear 

weapons and enough fissile material to make up to 55.  

Three hundred nuclear warheads would leapfrog North Korea ahead of 

the long-established nuclear nations of France and the United Kingdom and 

leave it behind only Russia, the US and China on SIPRI’s nuclear stockpile 

rankings. 

Such a prospect has South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol vowing a 

military build-up of his own. 

“Firmly building a (military) capability that allows us to strike back 100 

times or 1,000 times more if we are attacked is the most important method for 

preventing attacks,” Yoon said this week, in remarks reported by the Yonhap 

news service. 

He even raised the prospect of South Korea building its own nuclear 

arsenal, suggesting his country could “deploy tactical nuclear weapons or 

possess its own nukes.” 

The thought of the Korean Peninsula being host to even more nuclear 

weapons is something US leaders are highly wary of – even if those weapons 

were to belong to an ally. 

Developing nukes would also mean South Korea losing some of the 

moral high ground it has occupied for its adherence so far to the 1992 Joint 

Declaration of the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, which 

Pyongyang has repeatedly violated. 

So to assure its ally, the US has made clear that Washington’s backing of 

South Korea is “iron clad” and all US military assets are on the table to protect 

it. 

“The United States will not hesitate to fulfill its extended deterrence 

commitment to (South Korea) by using a full spectrum of US defense 

capabilities and that extends to nuclear, conventional, and also missile 

defense,” Adm. Mike Gilday, the US chief of naval operations, told a virtual 

forum of the Institute for Corean-American Studies (ICAS) on Thursday. 

Gilday cited as an example of US support for the South the visit of a US 

aircraft carrier to the South Korean port of Busan last year. But it’s  just such a 



display of one of Washington’s most powerful warships in North Korea’s 

backyard that Pyonygang sees as a threat. 

And so the spiral continues. 

Still, as Asia’s arms race accelerates, one thing that has become clear is 

that the US, Japan and South Korea will be engaging as a pack, rather than 

isolated individuals. 

The presence of Kishida and other Japanese leaders in Washington over 

the past week has provided ample visual evidence of that.  

“The closer that we work together, the stronger that we become,” Adm. 

Gilday said of the three-way cooperation during his speech to ICAS. 

“Hopefully (that will) convince any potential adversary it’s not worth it to 

make a move.” 

Perseverance is necessary in the face of relentless pressure from 

adversaries, he added. 

“We shouldn’t be deterred, and we shouldn’t lose our nerve in terms of 

what it takes for all of us to come together.”  
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