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AirSea Battle and Escalation Risks
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SUMMARY

While the U.S. Navy previously enjoyed more or less unfettered 
access to operate in the South China, East China, and Philippine 

Seas, new Chinese capabilities are likely to make these areas “contested 
zones.” Newly acquired or produced weapons systems could make 
life very difficult for the Navy in the region. Equipped with a range 
of new anti-access capabilities, China may even be able to deter the 
United States from intervening in the case of a war with Taiwan. Given 
the changes, it is not surprising that U.S. strategists are increasingly 
focused on solving the anti-access problem. One recently announced 
solution is AirSea Battle (ASB), an operational concept for integrating 
naval and air assets in order to overcome anti-access capabilities. 
This policy brief evaluates the pros and cons of AirSea Battle as it 
might be applied in a conflict between China and the United States. 
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INTRODUCTION
In recent years China has invested heavily in capabili-
ties that will make it difficult for the United States to 
operate in the South China, East China, and Philip-
pine Seas. While the U.S. Navy previously enjoyed 
more or less unfettered access, new Chinese capabili-
ties are likely to make these areas “contested zones.”1  
Among other things, China has produced or acquired 
anti-satellite weapons, several hundred short- and me-
dium-range ballistic missiles, more advanced subma-
rines, anti-ship cruise missiles, anti-ship ballistic mis-
siles, and a new generation of over-the-horizon radars. 
These new capabilities could make life very nasty for 
the Navy within the first and second island chains, and 
they also potentially put U.S. bases in Japan and Guam 
at risk. Equipped with a range of new anti-access ca-
pabilities, China may be able to deter the United States 
from intervening in the case of a war with Taiwan. If 
the United States does intervene, China may be able to 
badly damage or destroy U.S. assets in theater or force 
U.S. carrier groups to operate at prohibitively long dis-
tances from the Chinese mainland.

Some analysts fear that if the United States cannot 
overcome Chinese anti-access capabilities, it may not 
be able to deter Chinese aggression in the first place. 
Worse, an impotent U.S. maritime presence would 
throw the regional order into doubt because Washing-
ton would not be able to assure long-term allies of its 
willingness or ability to protect them. 

Given all this, it is no surprise that U.S. strategists 
are increasingly focused on solving the anti-access 
problem. One well-known solution is AirSea Battle 
(ASB), an operational concept for integrating naval 
and air assets in order to overcome the entire range of 
anti-access capabilities. The concept was announced 
in spring 2011 by then-Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates, but details remain classified. The Center for 
Strategic and Budgetary Assessments (CSBA) pub-
lished a long monograph on one possible version of 
ASB shortly thereafter.

This policy brief evaluates AirSea Battle based on 
CSBA’s description. I recognize that the official ver-
sion of ASB may differ from the CSBA report. I am 
also aware that ASB may fall out of favor with the 
Navy or the Air Force (or both). Nonetheless, there are 
good reasons to take the CSBA report seriously. First, 
the fact that some senior Pentagon officials, including 
Under Secretary of the Navy Robert Work, are former 
CSBA analysts suggests that the basic concepts in the 
report are similar to the official version. Second, the 

1. On contested zones, see Posen 2003.

CSBA report demands attention because it remains the 
most comprehensive treatment of ASB to date. Third, 
the basic operational approach—a rapid attack against 
the adversary’s command-and-control systems fol-
lowed by a more deliberate conventional fight—is the 
same basic pattern that the United States has followed 
in its recent wars. The difference is that none of those 
wars have been waged against a nuclear-armed adver-
sary. 

AIRSEA BATTLE IN OPERATION
AirSea Battle envisions two broad phases in a war 
against countries like China with advanced anti-access 
capabilities. The first phase is a “blinding” attack on 
key Chinese facilities, including long-range weapons 
that could target U.S. bases and carrier groups, as well 
as the radar systems needed to cue them. Kinetic and 
electronic attacks would also target Chinese satellites 
and anti-satellite weapons. According to the CSBA 
report, attacks on Chinese space assets, along with 
land-based radars and other ISR and communications 
platforms, would “severely limit China’s space-based 
situational awareness.”2 China would find it extremely 
difficult to organize forces after such an attack. Equal-
ly important would be the prompt strikes on Chinese 
missile launchers and its command and control nodes. 
“Countering or thinning the PLA offensive missile 
threat is a principle AirSea Battle line of operation,” 
the report continues. Not only would the United States 
regain the advantage, but ASB would also deny China 
any chance of a rapid and decisive victory. “Success 
is critical in preventing China from achieving a quick 
‘knock-out blow.’”3  

The second phase would involve efforts to deny 
Chinese naval breakouts while setting up a distant 
blockade. Because of the vast distances involved in 
moving forces across the Indian and Pacific Oceans, 
the initial attacks would be required to allow time for 
U.S. forces to arrive in theater. Once in place, they 
would be used to exert economic pressure on China. 
As in past conflicts, overcoming anti-access capabili-
ties is the thorniest operational problem for U.S. plan-
ners; the war will presumably become much easier 
after Washington can exploit its material advantages. 
A protracted conventional war will favor the United 
States.

AirSea Battle offers several possible benefits. It 
can help shore up regional deterrence by convincing 
China that it cannot keep the United States out of any 

2. Ibid., 63. 
3. Ibid., 39.



3

future conflict. According to this logic, the likelihood 
of a Chinese attack is inversely proportional to its 
belief that the United States will intervene to protect 
its friends and allies, especially Taiwan. Chinese en-
thusiasm will fizzle if the United States demonstrates 
the ability to overcome the anti-access problem and 
operate in contested waters. Publicizing doctrinal in-
novations may convince China that U.S. leaders will 
not shy away from a war in the Taiwan Strait, and that 
it will face very long odds in any future conflict. In 
addition, AirSea Battle promises a war-winning strat-
egy should deterrence fail. The theory of victory is 
plausible and alluring: a prompt and aggressive strike 
will overcome China’s much-feared anti-access capa-
bilities and allow the United States to bring its com-
parative advantages to bear. Finally, ASB may qualify 
as what is now called a competitive strategy, or one 
that encourages self-defeating behavior. For example, 
CSBA claims that the campaign against anti-ship bal-
listic missiles would include electronic warfare and 
deception to cause the Chinese military to fire valu-
able missiles against fake targets. (If China suspects 
deception, it may not fire them at all.)4  Similarly, the 
blinding attack would confound Chinese battle dam-
age assessments, forcing it to “expend its valuable 
missile assets in suboptimal ways.”5 In general, AirSea 
Battle will “contribute to a cost-imposing strategy vis-
à-vis the Chinese military, inducing or encouraging the 
PLA to invest in areas less dangerous to U.S. forces 
and operations.”6 

I focus here on the issues of deterrence and war-
fighting, setting aside the question of whether AirSea 
Battle makes sense as a competitive strategy. Advo-
cates of ASB believe that it will deter China from 
aggression by effectively restoring the conventional 
balance to what it was in the 1990s, before Beijing 
began its anti-access program in earnest. Deterrence 
was stable then because the costs of acting against 
Taiwan were so high and the likelihood of success 
so low. China might not have liked the political sta-
tus quo, but it had no choice but to accept it in the 
face of overwhelming U.S. military advantages. The 
deterrence logic is also consistent with the theory that 
deterrence works when the potential aggressor loses 
faith in his ability to control events.7 AirSea Battle is 
designed to confuse the enemy, thus China may demur 
from fighting if it fears that it will end up blind in the 

4. Ibid., 63. 
5. Ibid., 39.
6. Ibid., 16..
7. George and Smoke 1974, 519–33.

early stages of conflict. ASB is also attractive as an 
operational concept because it potentially undermines 
the logic of the Chinese defense buildup. AirSea Battle 
is an appealing way to “unsolve” China’s operational 
breakthrough. 

ESCALATION
There are major problems, however. The biggest is 
that AirSea Battle might lead to uncontrolled escala-
tion in the course of a limited war. I say limited war 
because neither side in a hypothetical U.S.–China 
conflict would seek the complete capitulation or over-
throw of the adversary. Presumably China would be 
fighting to incorporate Taiwan and the United States to 
restore the status quo ante. Because Beijing and Wash-
ington would have limited objectives, it would be in 
both sides’ interest to keep the war at the conventional 
level, and for this reason the CSBA report simply as-
sumes that neither side will cross the nuclear threshold.

But within AirSea Battle are the seeds of escala-
tion.8 There are psychological, political, and inadver-
tent pathways to escalation. A host of psychological 
factors create escalatory pressures. Cognitive biases 
may lead one side to misperceive signals of restraint 
and cause it to fear that the opponent actually has un-
limited objectives. Misperceptions are heightened in 
the fog of war, when information is almost always am-
biguous and incomplete. Adversaries are also prone 
to attribution bias, or the belief that the other side is 
aggressive because it is inherently greedy or evil. (At-
tribution bias also causes individuals to forgive their 
own aggression as being unavoidable, a last resort af-
ter trying all other options.) Prospect theory tells us 
that individuals will fight harder to avoid losing a pos-
session than they will to gain something new. If one 
side believes that it actually faces a significant loss, 
rather than simply failing to gain some limited objec-
tive, then it will be tempted to risk escalation. All of 
these factors are exacerbated under tight time con-
straints and the concentrated stress of war. 

Political pressures might also lead to escalation, 
especially if one or both governments fear that regime 
change will be the penalty for losing. Escalation is also 
possible if the issues at stake are wrapped up in nation-
alism or ideological principles that inflate the value 
of the object. Political leaders will be hard pressed to 
accept even a limited defeat in these cases, especially 
if military outcome is particularly lopsided and hu-
miliating. Rather than negotiating an end to the war, 

8. Van Tol et al. 2010, 50.
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they might gamble for resurrection by escalating to the 
nuclear level.9   

Finally, inadvertent escalation may occur when 
conventional attacks put the adversary’s capacity for 
nuclear retaliation at risk. Under these conditions, the 
target state might reasonably worry that the attack is 
only the first phase of a larger war. There may be no 
way to offer credible reassurances that it is not. Fear-
ing the destruction or incapacitation of its nuclear de-
terrent force, the target state might face a “use it or lose 
it” dilemma. Inadvertent escalation is especially likely 
if key command and control nodes are particularly 
vulnerable or if conventional and nuclear target sets 
are overlapping or indistinguishable. It is also more 
likely if the target state’s leadership prefers offensive 
to defensive operations; for these leaders, escalating 
the war would be much more tempting than standing 
pat in the face of what looks like a disarming strike.10    

AirSea Battle opens all three pathways to escala-
tion. It deliberately seeks to create confusion at the 
start of the war, making it very hard for the adversary 
to accurately interpret intrawar signals of restraint and 
declarations of limited intent. Because ASBalso in-
cludes deception, U.S. pledges about keeping objec-
tives limited would be treated with great skepticism. 
Effective deterrence requires not only threats but also 
credible assurances that the target will not be pun-
ished if it complies. There is little reason to exercise 
restraint absent such promises.11  AirSea Battle carries 
implicit threats without offering any complementary 
assurances. Making matters worse is the fact that all 
of the psychological problems described above would 
be activated if the United States implemented ASB. In 
addition to the danger of misperceptions in the con-
fusing aftermath of a blinding attack, attribution bias 
would almost surely cause the Chinese leadership to 
suspect the worst about the United States. They might 
ask why the United States, a distant and secure power, 
would resort to such an extraordinary attack. They 
might answer their own question by concluding that 
Washington desires permanent hegemony in Asia and 
will attack the Chinese mainland to secure it. Prospect 
theory would also likely kick in because China would 
suddenly fear losing an object of great national value.    

AirSea Battle would exacerbate the domestic prob-
lem for the Chinese Communist Party, creating politi-
cal incentives to use nuclear weapons in a limited war. 
The CCP long gave up its ideological claim to legiti-
macy, abandoning communism and settling instead for 

9. Downs and Rocke 1994. 
10. Posen 1992.
11. Schelling 1966, 74–5.

a combination of nationalism and export-led economic 
growth. In the event of an economic slowdown—all 
economies slow down eventually—the CCP will only 
have nationalism to fall back on. In these circumstanc-
es the party might become more risk-acceptant and 
aggressive toward Taiwan in order to rally domestic 
support.12 In the absence of ideological or economic 
credentials, the Party might not be able to survive the 
loss of a critical symbol of Chinese nationalism. Thus, 
if it were on the verge of a monumentally humiliating 
loss, the CCP might well escalate the war rather than 
risking the end of its regime. ASB promises such a 
loss. It is hard to imagine a more humiliating outcome 
than being blinded and befuddled, forced to wait as the 
United States slowly husbands naval power offshore. 
The CCP would have to be very clever or very ruthless 
to stay in power after such a defeat, and Chinese lead-
ers might be willing to take terrible risks rather than 
face this dilemma.     

Finally, AirSea Battle runs the risk of inadvertent 
escalation. China has been developing a nuclear doc-
trine of assured retaliation for the last twenty years. 
Under Mao, China settled on a posture of minimal 
deterrence without giving nuclear strategy too much 
thought. It now seems to have determined that it can 
effectively deter other powers with a relatively small 
number of nuclear weapons, but only if it can assure 
the survivability of its arsenal. It has thus invested in 
technologies like solid fueled weapons and mobile 
launchers that provide security against a disarming 
first strike.13 ASB, if it works, may remove that sense 
of security. The targets in the hypothetical first strike 
would include China’s ballistic missiles and fixed and 
mobile launchers, as well as space- and ground-based 
facilities for targeting and guidance. While U.S. plan-
ners might be confident that they can distinguish con-
ventional from nuclear targets, Chinese officials might 
not be, especially because their ballistic missile stock-
pile would be at the top of the target list.      

The other basic problem with AirSea Battle is that 
it gets in the way of victory. Advocates of ASB argue 
that it provides a war-winning strategy, but in fact it 
will almost certainly complicate the process of war 
termination. As discussed above, it might prove to be 
impossible for Washington to signal restraint or make 
credible promises about its limited goal of returning to 
the status quo ante. Wars become protracted when sus-
picious enemies cannot afford to believe such commit-
ments.14 U.S. leaders might believe they can achieve 

12. Christensen 2001. 
13. Fravel and Medeiros 2010. 
14. Reiter 2009
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a durable settlement based on limited objectives, but 
Beijing is likely to fear that Washington will expand its 
aims at a later date, especially given its recent enthusi-
asm for regime change. Under these conditions, China 
will tolerate severe punishment rather than suing for 
peace. Domestic politics are also likely to prove an ob-
stacle if the CCP cannot save face after suffering an 
extraordinary setback at the outset of the war, knowing 
that the Chinese public expects an equally prompt and 
decisive victory. And if the Party itself is thrown into 
disarray, there might not be anyone with whom to ne-
gotiate. Crafting a durable settlement with a fractured 
polity in the aftermath of an intense nationalist war 
may prove impossible.       

All of this is related to a basic mismatch: AirSea 
Battle advocates brute force attacks for the purpose 
of a limited, coercive war. Most wars are exercises in 
coercion, in which states try to compel their enemies 
to do their will. Brute force wars, on the other hand, 
occur when states determine that their enemies are ut-
terly intractable. Rather than try to cause a change in 
the enemy’s behavior, brute force involves smashing 
the enemy until he is no longer a threat. In the case 
of a war with China, the United States would clearly 
have limited coercive intentions. Rather than trying to 
destroy the PLA’s fighting power or destroy the Chi-
nese state, Washington would aim to compel Beijing to 
return to the status quo ante or, at most, force it to rec-
ognize Taiwanese independence and relinquish some 
of its maritime and territorial claims. But the approach 
envisioned by CSBA might look very much like the 
first stage of a brute force war, because Chinese situ-
ational awareness would be utterly compromised after 
a blinding attack. Its defenses would also be serious-
ly jeopardized while the United States methodically 
moves superior forces across the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans. The upshot for China would be extreme vul-
nerability and large incentives to gamble on escalation. 
The upshot for the United States might be something 
like a catastrophic victory.
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