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quieting, and more lethal weaponry. Whether it is the new 
supersonic ASCMs or the ability to strike the U.S. homeland 
with conventional missiles, there is little doubt that China’s 
emerging SSN force will constitute a major factor in shaping 
the future strategic balance in the Asia-Pacific. Indeed, this 
force is likely to play a prominent role in what one Chinese 
senior admiral recently termed the imperative to “develop 
plans for the active wielding of long-range power.”9

Today, a dangerous momentum is developing in the na-
scent undersea rivalry between China and the United States. 
A recent article in a Chinese naval-affiliated magazine sur-
veying the U.S. Navy’s experience with tactical nuclear 
weapons may serve to remind us of the perilous course that 
rivalry could take.10 Indeed, the future Chinese SSN force 
may in the coming decades go well beyond symbolic tri-
umphs (such as reaching the North Pole) to adopt a more 
threatening posture such as patrolling regularly in the At-
lantic. Beijing could alleviate related tensions by further 
increasing transparency regarding the future dimensions of 
its nuclear submarine programs, which remain quite suspi-
ciously shrouded in a fog of mystery. For its part, Washing-
ton should also attempt to ease the tensions fueling undersea 
rivalry, since the threat perception in China with respect to 
the U.S. Navy submarine force is now acute.11
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On 26 February, the Los Angeles–class attack submarine USS Louisville (SSN-724), moored next to the USS Pasadena (SSN-752), visits Fleet 
Activities Yokosuka, Japan. Chinese analysts have suggested that the capabilities of a future Type 095–class submarine might “be on par with the 
Los Angeles–class SSN.”


