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of China's nuclear arsenal, the place of a more limited concept of the 'Rules-Based Global Order' in Australian
defence and government policy, and continued questions regarding the war in lran. We are thankful to our
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'Strategic Stability': An Underappreciated
Influence on China's Nuclear Arsenal Expansion?

Michael Clarke

One of the core trends that is widely seen as shaping the contemporary strategic environment in the
Indo-Pacific is China’s ongoing military modernisation. A particular source of tension - and for some
observers a clear signal of China’s less than benign intent - is the rapid expansion of its nuclear arsenal.

When coupled with Beijing's consistent refusal to engage in arms control, threat reduction or nuclear
disarma- ment talks with the United States (and Russia), it is easy to conceive of China’s military and nuclear
modernization as a direct challenge to the notion of ‘strategic stability’ in U.S.-China relations.

This is especially the case if one adopts the predominant understanding of ‘strategic stability’
operationalised by the United States (and the West more broadly) during the Cold War. The essence of
'strategic stability; as Thomas Schelling and Morton Halperin noted in an influential description at the
height of the Cold War, is to limit incentives for states to launch a first strike by ensuring secure
second-strike capabilities.

‘Strategic stability’ from the American perspective during the Cold War thus often entailed a narrow focus on
operational and technical dimensions of the US-Soviet nuclear arms race - e.g. metrics of warhead numbers
or assessment of technological advances of missile delivery systems - in order to assess whether any side
might perceive clear military incentives for first-use of nuclear weapons.

Critiques of China's evolving position tend to be refracted through this understanding of ‘strategic stability:
But does Beijing in fact understand the ‘essence’ of ‘strategic stability’ in the same way?

This s a crucial question to answer. Indeed, as Judith
Goldstein and Robert Keohane remind us, the behaviour
and actions of ‘rational’ actors are not simply determined
by assessments of material reality but are fundamentally
shaped by the ‘substantive quality of available ideas’ and

as such ‘ideas help clarify principles and conceptions of Critiques of China’s evolvi_ng
causal relationship’ and ‘coordinate individual action: ags
P position tend to be refracted

David Logan contends in a study of the ‘available ideas’ through this understandi_ng
that underpin Chinese thinking about ‘strategic stability’

‘ L] L] L] ’
that China conceives of this concept in a way distinct from of strateglc Stabllltg . But
than that which predominates in the United States. does Bei_ji_ng in fact

understand the ‘essence’ of

Like the United States, Chinese thinking emphasises the

importance of mutual nuclear vulnerability through ’strategi_c stabi_[i_tg’ in the
secure second-strike capabilities as a key component of 2
‘strategic stability: However, this is but one of several Same way:

conditions seen as necessary for ‘strategic stability’ in
Chinese thinking. In addition to mutual nuclear
vulnerability, Chinese thinking conceives of ‘strategic
stability’ as being determined by the ‘overall state of the
of U.S.-China bilateral relationship; and a belief in the
non-controllability of nuclear escalation.
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https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/1976-01-01/assuring-strategic-stability-era-detente
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/tr/pdf/ADA557632.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Strategy-Arms-Control-Thomas-Schelling/dp/1614277583
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-says-trilateral-nuclear-disarmament-talks-with-us-russia-unreasonable-2025-08-27/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/25751654.2023.2221830
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2025-03/chinese-nuclear-weapons-2025/

This more expansive conception of ‘strategic stability’ helps explain, in part, some of the current dynamics in
China’s nuclear expansion.

In the first instance, China’s commitment to a ‘'no first use’ (NFU) doctrine - most recently reaffirmed in
China’'s November 2025 white paper, ‘China's Arms Control, Disarmament, and Nonproliferation in the New
Era’ - and its evident expansion of its nuclear arsenal, is not contradictory from Beijing's perspective and
contributes to the attainment of ‘strategic stability: Beijing's commitment to a NFU posture and its
encouragement to other nuclear weapons states to follow suit is driven by the objective to have nuclear
peers (most notably the United States) acknowledge and commit to mutual nuclear vulnerability.

Nuclear arsenal modernisation and expansion, in turn, are also tied to this broad objective. China has long
perceived that is has a force survivability problem vis-a-vis the United States given the imbalance of China’s
nuclear triad which has been heavily skewed to reliance on land-based nuclear forces. Such is that imbalance
that some observers have suggested that China has a nuclear triad ‘in name only: This problem, as China’s
2025 white paper put it, has been exacerbated by the fact a ‘certain country’ (i.e. the United States) ‘keeps
adjusting its nuclear policies, stubbornly maintaining a massive nuclear weapons stockpile while further
reinforcing its nuclear deterrence and war-fighting capabilities.

China’s nuclear modernisation and expansion, then, is
designed to attain an adequate second-strike capability
by developing a ‘diverse and distributed nuclear force
structure that can survive an enemy attack’ As such it
should not be surprising that China has focused on
further developing the sea-based leg of the nuclear
triad (although the PLA Navy's undersea warfare
capabilities remain based on large SSN and SSK fleets)
together with its air-based nuclear forces such as its
H-6 bomber and the development of the
nuclear-capable H-20 stealth bomber.

Yet China appears not to be aiming at something approaching relative parity with the United States. Rather,
Chinese strategist appear to believe that strategic stability can be achieved ‘so long as each side maintains a
survivable second strike that can credibly threaten nuclear retaliation and does not attempt to undermine
the retaliatory capability of the other: Under this notion of ‘asymmetric strategic stability’ China would have
lower thresholds for survivability and retaliatory damage than that envisioned, for instance, by the United
States in its Cold War arms race with the Soviet Union.

China’s assessment of the overall trend of U.S.-China relations has also undoubtedly played a role in shaping
the direction of nuclear expansion.

Since at least 2019 - and if not before - U.S.-China relations have been assessed by Chinese observers as
increasingly defined by greater tension, competition and conflict. After the travails of Covid-19, U.S.-China
tariff ‘wars’ and U.S.-China tech restrictions, Xi |Jinping himself definitively declared in March 2023 that
‘Western countries led by the United States have implemented all-around containment, encirclement, and
suppression of China, which has brought unprecedented severe challenges to our country’s development:

In this context, as Tong Zhao has noted, China must strengthen its nuclear deterrent capabilities as it
believes ‘that the United States won't drop its hostility against China unless its hand is forced by robust
Chinese strategic power: Here, the overlaying dynamics of bilateral relations thus reinforce the pre-existing
tincentives China has in the face of American nuclear superiority for nuclear expansion to ensure a credible
second-strike capability.


https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/xw/wjbxw/202511/t20251127_11761653.html
https://inss.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/stratperspective/china/chinaPerspectives-18.pdf?ver=vfq7ubtJyhPAKNAaO21jkQ%3D%3D
https://www.airandspaceforces.com/chinas-secret-h-20-stealth-bomber/
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Research/PLARF/2024-03-11%20Chinese%20Nuclear%20Command%20and%20Control.pdf
https://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/china-submarine-capabilities/
https://www.cna.org/reports/2023/04/PRC-Writings-on-Strategic-Deterrence.pdf
https://carnegieendowment.org/posts/2021/08/whats-driving-chinas-nuclear-buildup
https://www.news.cn/politics/leaders/2023-03/06/c_1129417096.htm
https://academic.oup.com/cjip/article-abstract/12/3/371/5544745?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commercial_books/CB403.html
https://watermark02.silverchair.com/isec_a_00495.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAA7owggO2BgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggOnMIIDowIBADCCA5wGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQMjSoaojxCMtjzJFauAgEQgIIDbaQ9lNLMQ1_XZvg9wGHQUXhuqTToiyjpSeq0gnDqFtCt1ooyuXyxE8pDL7W6x4IQu-VjZwIfwErykHsueQnZ_SKk3uzbvHhuFVK0rtxmE7mkaQnrbfEcqVv304iMXvCLsjAoS902EwO8TQ7c8Av27S5tQzBa29chFwkSsMBaiRyXePnHn8MLDDdxAonzMdZsIGwCuouXGayjVv1FpRSpH9ItI3HmlzajcOGwttZXx6_6dcchfYsiYgHbc5IlmSJIns8tVdGgZLbBhW6WzthZV7S-bEjq7UcaTf00Hxnt4UdtlDtPJIOMReTKv2I4hhvwSKKFF0bxLz8RE4Vszd11DZYp8EbQRRAojlq-7uerZl6bdLyw10zzarnsCkcuCQJAoj5X2WxR5_iaGAnhbm6N7nht_cXQHCtAkD6jJkL1SIpSjjzsB3_EfsD588gDI7aMZanpvp7Ng87SSHehu4E8gMAAAZWyBrKJ9McBgVIkuqctnFSlXoXZkfEHRC7IR233SAU7zwafDxWoFWFuQMKO_c9CKaeSZdCGSu7K0nYC1OwU7VFnf0lzH0JxeO_3EBAXOGtOfN5eWBLSqZ6-6rgwZPwqmNCuMOfLWsHFGJBsJcunz8bDYTENuMHMxeZ6vxScXpP1eFIauLS0anCW0hoJk1AaYiYBmySv5gpFQTKrVBA1oJd6RCJwwTNAmYP0mmkbiPbDG2V4WUhn0iN8nfWm_6schM8Nkk3mzjZYk42esEL04BpqrqHnIhQAexCIFefPlYEsn-lkLNex1zKgMj6CsBcxQSLuJx5qfuNiK83PhUfje23C7x9d_2Q_5BW9SkxLpYGB_Lal43mOxQNcwgHoea2aXQuJVqFi-ttS5v4Eob6Pi0wfwZyWfhnVD2OWr0B8anmklxCZ8gIYCJVfAAyeAlaqAS1HQHRj5tGvz4puIKWabxuX1MDM4OAS4wnT8lV5-UgTQ3LmUphf3pYiDDULGlJtOJ_80gCoeVVGrel1hwsZZ8OBNEgy_euGWcTNjBL-SPD0mFY-b4epQjYbaa8d--lkieAdxxWXG2HYSsEpEadB8umJRS_PRDXEbAVzVlJSsm9qtXZTdUHvcudreJ7MmPq9irYovyAeTZgU-aaVPAj0bFUnmI8NEr3ohrswqwVj8LJ-xT0YRTYetRV5Bxk
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/xw/wjbxw/202511/t20251127_11761653.html
https://nuclearnetwork.csis.org/is-the-hunt-back-on-attacks-on-strategic-forces-illustrate-chinas-nuclear-survivability-concerns/

Finally, Chinese strategists remain sceptical that nuclear escalation can be controlled. Fiona Cunningham and
M. Taylor Fravel’s systematic examination of Chinese views on nuclear escalation demonstrates that ‘Chinese
experts’ believe that ‘if nuclear weapons are used in a conflict — however limited that initial use —
subsequent escalation would not be controlled, which restrains leaders from pursuing even limited use: This
view shapes China’s operational nuclear doctrine and its force structure, with the former detailing plans for
retaliatory strikes only and the latter defined by the absence of tactical nuclear weapons.

This sets China apart from both the United States and Russia. The U.S. has long perceived of the difficulty of
controlling nuclear escalation to be a feature of nuclear conflict that states could exploit to coerce each other.
In the Cold War, for example, as U.S. and NATO forces in Europe were confronted with superior Soviet
conventional forces and a strengthening Soviet nuclear arsenal by the 1970s, U.S. and NATO strategy instead
of ‘relying solely on the threat of a massive U.S. nuclear strike on the Soviet Union" would rely on ‘using
nuclear weapons coercively’ by threatening nuclear strikes on Soviet (or Warsaw Pact) military targets ‘to
convince Soviet leaders that the war was spinning out of control, pressuring them to stop the invasion:

Russia, too, as demonstrated most clearly in its use of nuclear threats during the war in Ukraine, is another
nuclear actor that believes in the controllability of coercive escalation. Moscow's objective in the event of
such an escalation, as Keir Liber and Daryl Press note, ‘would not be to rectify the conventional military
imbalance but to demonstrate in a shocking fashion that the war is spinning out of control and must be
ended immediately:

China’s nuclear arsenal expansion should not therefore
be understood solely as a straightforward rejection of
‘strategic stability’ or as evidence of inherently
aggressive intent.

China’s nuclear arsenal Rather, it is shaped by a distinct Chinese conception of

. 'strategic stability’ that extends beyond numerical
expanstion should not parity to include assured second-strike capability, the

therefore be understood broader political condition of US-China relations, and a

. belief that nuclear escalation cannot be reliably
SOlEly asa stratghtforward controlled. From Beijing’s perspective, nuclear

rejection of 'Stl'ategi.c modernisation and force diversification are therefore

TP . compatible with its NFU doctrine and are intended to
Stabl'll'tg or as evidence of secure deterrence under conditions of perceived

inherentlg aggl‘essi.ve intent. American pressure and strategic vulnerability.

Appreciating these conceptual differences does not remove the risks posed by China’s growing arsenal, but it
does suggest that current trends are driven as much by competing understandings of stability as by raw
power politics. Recognising this underappreciated ideational dimension is essential if future dialogue on
deterrence, crists management, and arms control between the United States and China is to be meaningful.

Michael Clarke is an Assaciate Professor in International Politics and Strategy at the Deakin Centre for
Future Defence and National Security. He is a nationally and internationally recognised expert in the
history and politics of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, (China),; Chinese foreign and security
policy, American grand strategy, Australian defence and strategic policy, and nuclear proliferation and
non-proliferation.


https://direct.mit.edu/isec/article-abstract/44/2/61/12244/Dangerous-Confidence-Chinese-Views-on-Nuclear?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/CASI/documents/Translations/2022-01-26%202020%20Science%20of%20Military%20Strategy.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/return-nuclear-escalation
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/return-nuclear-escalation
https://info.publicintelligence.net/JCS-NuclearOperations.pdf
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2025-03/chinese-nuclear-weapons-2025/

The 2026 National Defence Strategy and
Continued Interest in a Rules-Based Global Order

Shannon Zimmerman

Introduction

The concept of the Rules-based Global Order (RBGO) first appeared in the 2009 Defence White Paper. Since
then, the idea of the RBGO has provided a strategic foundation for Australia’s major strategic documents. The
2016 Defence White Paper went so far as to declare it “essential for Australia’s security and prosperity”.
Defending the RBGO is included in all of Australia’s recent key strategic defense documents, including the
2023 Defence Strategic Review, and the 2024 and 2026 National Defence Strategies. Defence Minister
Richard Marles defended the concept of the RBGO during his press club introduction of the 2026 National
Defence Strategu.

At the same time, recent assessments have argued that our latest defence strategy signals Australia’s shift
towards a more realist approach to our place in the world. Another possibility, however, could be that
Australia is redefining what it understands the rules-based order to entail, moving away from the idea of a
US-led liberal international order to a less ambitious idea of the RBGO that better reflects the needs of the
Indo-Pacific. This new order, if properly supported, could see the sustainment of some key international
laws, rules and norms, despite the lack of a liberal underpinning. It also has the potential to provide
protection for small and middle powers in a world that increasingly seems open to great power influence.

The Liberal International Order

For many scholars and policymakers, the terms liberal world
order and rules-based global order are synonymous.
Historically, this has not been an issue, but the disengagement
of the United States from the prevailing global order means the
semantics now matter.

Created after World War Il with the intent of addressing global

problems and providing collective security, a key feature of the

liberal international order is a system of sovereign states with

open relations, governed by international law, international

organisations and other agreements. This encompasses

defence cooperation but, more importantly, is about

constraining power politics.

Less understood, but no less important, is that liberal international order was created specifically in
opposition to communism, so it privileges liberal democracies and assumes reliance on the U.S. as global
hegemon for mutual defence. So integral are these liberal elements that a study seeking to define the
‘rules-based order’ determined that removing its liberal components could “unravel” the order itself.

If our current world order is a system tied to U.S. liberal notions, then the increasing disengagement of the
U.S. has been seen as the death knell of the system itself. However, the order that is in decline - the Liberal
international order - can be separated from the rules-based global order, a broader, and less-ideological

system which emphasises laws and procedures to maintain global stability, sovereignty and predictability.

Australia and the Rules-Based Global Order

Emerging in the 1990s, the post-Cold War ‘rules-based’ global order assumed that all countries would
eventually adopt the Washington Consensus and become liberal in nature. This assumption can be seen in
Australia’s 2013 National Security Strategy, which describes the U.S. as the “critical underpinning” to the
rules-based order. After twenty years, however, it became clear that we had not quite reached the “end of
history” as Fukuyama claimed and global liberalisation was unlikely to happen.



https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/defence-white-paper
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/defence-white-paper
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24027184
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id:%22library/lcatalog/00500351%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington_Consensus#:~:text=The%20Washington%20Consensus%20is%20a,States%20Department%20of%20the%20Treasury.
https://www.abc.net.au/listen/programs/bigideas/who-killed-the-liberal-international-order-andrew-phillips/105829696
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1598.html
https://iea.org.uk/the-liberal-international-order-is-dead-long-live-the-liberal-international-order/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/nds-2026-how-australias-defence-strategy-converges-with-uss-balance-of-power/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-04-16/richard-marles-defence-spending-us-alliance-rules-based-order/106571434

At this point Australian Foreign and Defence White papers noted that the rules-based international order,
which they assumed to be liberal based, was “under significant challenge” and “showing signs of fragility".
Realist scholar John J. Mearsheimer argued that the liberal international order was ‘crumbling’ by 2019. This
conclusion seemed confirmed by the re-election of Donald J. Trump in 2020, who's administration swiftly
withdrew the U.S. from dozens of key international institutions it deemed operating contrary to its interests
and reoriented U.S. foreign policy to pursue a transactional approach to international relations.

In such an environment, it is assumed that the global system will return to a balance of power paradigm,
where powerful states carve out their own spheres of influence. The 2026 NDS recognises this possibility,
noting that the United States needed to maintain a presence to ensure an “effective balance of military
power in the Indo-Pacific’ One analysis of the 2026 NDS even argues that the new strategy accepts the
return to a ‘might is right’ paradigm.

However, the ‘death’ of the liberal international order
does not mean we must abandon all of the
underlying architecture. In some ways a more
modest rules-based global order has begun to
supplant its liberal counterpart already. The

1 ’ rules-based order has already made room for
HOWEVEI’, the ‘death’ of the non-democratic and non-liberal states to integrate

liberal international order themselves into key institutions and decision-making

forums. Within these framewaorks, states - both
does not mean we must democratic and otherwise - have agreed to uphold

abandon the underlging key norms such as territorial sovereignty and respect

. international law. All of this has been done without
architecture. needing to be tied to liberal values or the backing of
the United States.

In Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney’s speech at the World Economic forum, he called for middle powers
to shape a new order based on collective investments in strategic resilience. Middle powers,like Australig,
can play an important role in this by working for the sustainment of the RBGO. These countries may lack
military might but wield considerable influence in agenda-setting, rule-making and coordination. Rather
than leaning into fractures, they can cultivate these shared norms and promote the additional norms of
dialogue, tolerance and consensus. At the same time, middle powers can exert influence based on their
particular strengths, such as economic specialisation, geographical location or diplomatic prowess. They
have also begun to work together to counter great power influence. This can be seen with the use of formal
regional organisations like the Organization of American States (OAS) and the BRICS (Brazil, Russig, India,
China and South Africa), or less formal coalitions or voting blocs within international institutions like the
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) which are acting to mitigate disruption and curb unilateral action by great
powers. Minilateral coalitions, often initiated by middle powers, are also on the rise, to foster additional
modes of cooperation. While this may not remove the presence and actions of regional and global
hegemons, it may ameliorate the need to rely so significantly on the normative foundation previously
upheld by the US.

Australia has already shifted towards the language of the rules-based order to appeal to states in the
Indo-Pacific. In addition, major actors in the region, such as India, the Philippines and ASEAN, have embraced
the concept - in part to specifically manage the influence of great powers.

At the same time, China’s grievances with the liberal world order - such as its emphasis on democracy and
tindividual human rights - would be removed in a rules-based order focused on the interaction between
states rather than their domestic affairs. This would leave the rules-based order intact and still capable of
constraining, at least to some extent, the use of unchecked power by the great powers. While it may not
align completely with a number of Australian values, embracing the idea of the rules-based order rather
than hoping for the return of the liberal international order is preferable to a world in which trust between
states and societies continues to decrease, and interactions between states become purely transactional.


https://direct.mit.edu/isec/article/43/4/7/12221/Bound-to-Fail-The-Rise-and-Fall-of-the-Liberal
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2026/01/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-withdraws-the-united-states-from-international-organizations-that-are-contrary-to-the-interests-of-the-united-states/
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/01/the-middle-power-moment
https://www.economicsandpeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/The-Great-Fragmentation-web.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/articles/state-global-governance-middle-powers-and-search-stability
https://carnegiecouncil.org/media/article/requiem-rules-based-order
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/misdiagnosis-middle-power-cooperation
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13439006.2025.2504261
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izDAOvHz5Wc
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https://www.cfr.org/councilofcouncils/global-memo/the-world-reorders-the-complications-of-a-return-to-spheres-of-influence/

While it may drop the explicit connection to liberal ideas, the rules-based order does and can have normative
components; including constraints on coercion, mechanisms for responding collectively to wars or terrorism
and processes for resolving disputes peacefully. In addition, its more comprehensive reach makes it well
suited for addressing some of the most pressing transnational security threats facing the region; including
transnational terrorism and crime, irregular migration and even concerns over climate change. Recent
research has shown that the climate change regime has remained largely intact, despite persistent political
challenges and slow progress.

Australia’s Approach to International Order

Australia has already given some indications that it is leaning less towards the idea of a liberal order and
more towards the notion of a rules-focused paradigm. The 2026 National Defence Strategy concedes that
the current global order is in transition and it is difficult to foresee what aspects of our existing world order
will continue, and which will fall victim to great power rivalry, individual national interests, and general
disorder. It is telling that NDS2026 has downgraded Australia’s relationship with the U.S. from one of shared
‘ideas and values’ to one of shared ‘interests, indicating that Australia has acknowledged a divergence from
the trajectory of the United States.

NDS2026 also talks about Australia taking greater
responsibility for its own security - but this does not need to
be an independent endeavour. Self-reliance, as NDS2026
notes, does not mean self-sufficiency but rather “prudent,
meaningful and feasible investments to ... mitigate strategic...
risks. This is why the NDS pairs a strategy of denial with the
concept of collective deterrence, where allies and partners
demonstrate collective capability and resolve. This is another
area where middle powers can play a major role.

Middle powers have shown that they can work together to leverage defence diplomacy and economic
pressure to change the cost calculations of great powers - the European Union’s response to Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine is a case in point. Military exercises and patterns of engagement are part of this, but the
most effective collective deterrence are coalitions of states willing to uphold the global norms of
sovereignty, non-interference and freedom of navigation. Understandably, NDS2026 emphasises networks
of bilateral and multilateral security partnerships and touches on working with these partners to protect the
rules and norms that shape and govern the region and prevent rule by force.

This call is increasingly important as the security challenges Australia is facing are predominantly
transnational in nature. Efforts at addressing Australian concerns around the changing character of war,
including the impacts of artificial intelligence and the role of human in-the-loop decision making, will only
be successful via international consensus. The same can be said for continuing to limit the proliferation and
use of nuclear and other types of weapons. Bilateral and even multilateral approaches will not be able to fill
the gap left behind if the norms and institutions of the international order are allowed to fail.

Conclusion

While the liberal international order is in transition, Australia does have some influence as to what takes its
place. An emphasis on the rules and processes that underpin our existing order is one way that Australia can
leverage its middle power status and take greater responsibility for its own security.

Shannon Zimmerman is a Senior Lecturer in Strategic Studies at the Centre for Future Defence and National
Security. Her research investigates peace operations, specifically the protection of civilians in conflict
environments characterised by asymmetric threats. She also studies misogyny maotivated terrorism,
looking at online groups in the ‘Manaosphere! She is currently the convenor of the UN Office of
Counter-terrorism’s Gender and Identity Factors Platform Community of Practice for Member States. She is
an expert in peacekeeping operations and humanitarian and disaster response, defence diplomacy, and
countering violent extremism.
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A Strategic Mirage? Regime Change from the Air
and the Limits of Coercion

Michael Rainsborough

The United Kingdom government ‘does not believe in regime change from the skies; declared Prime Minister
Sir Keir Starmer, offering a justification for Britain’s decision to stay out of the United States and Israel’s
strikes against Iran.

Starmer invoked the Irag war, a campaign that began with overwhelming air power, followed by a rapid
ground advance. The invasion toppled Saddam Hussein from power, only to give way to years of insurgency
and attrition. That experience, coupled with the long, wearying effort in Afghanistan, has left a lingering
suspicion of promises that war can be conducted cleanly at distance, that precision can substitute for
presence, and that a regime can be destroyed from above without the burdens of occupation.

Recent events appear to reinforce the point. With the war entering its third month, and after weeks of
sustained strikes against Iran, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) has not folded. Despite the
targeted assassination of senior figures and leadership cadres, the regime, albeit increasingly factionalised,
continues to function, retaliate and adapt. The system has proved resilient rather than brittle.

From this, the claim that one ‘cannot have regime change from the air’ presents itself as hard-earned
common sense. But it has also hardened into a cliché. But is the cliché strictly true?

The difficulty lies in what, exactly, is being asserted. The proposition rests on two terms that are rarely
examined with much care: what does one mean by air power and what does one mean by regime change.
Once those questions are scrutinised, the certainty begins to soften.

Does air power refer to a stand-alone bombing campaign, or a broader system of surveillance, targeting, and
strikes? And what constitutes regime change? The wholesale destruction of a ruling order, the removal of a
leadership, or the installation of a compliant arrangement?

Clarifying these questions reveals a more contingent and conditional reality.

The following analysis examines the problem from three angles: what air power can achieve, what
constitutes a regime, and the conditions under which coercion from the air might plausibly produce political
change.

What Exactly is Victory?

In any serious examination of strategy, one begins with a
simple question: what outcome is being sought?

If the aim is constrained, air power can be highly
effective. During the 1972 Easter Offensive, North
Vietnamese forces advanced in strength across the
Demilitarised Zone and into the Central Highlands. The
United States responded with a concentrated air
campaign, which disrupted logistics, blunted armoured
thrusts, and bought time for South Vietnamese forces to
stabilise the front. The operation did not end the war, nor
did it alter the political trajectory of South Vietnam. It did,
however, achieve the immediate aim.
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The same logic applies to the current campaign against Iran. If the purpose is to devastate nuclear
infrastructure, missile forces, and impose a temporary operational setback, air power may well suffice. If the
horizon is measured in years rather than decades, and if recurrence is accepted as part of the cycle, then the
method aligns with the aim.

Strategic confusion begins when limited military success is mistaken for political transformation. Degrading
a regime’s capabilities is not the same as displacing it. Destroying facilities, killing commanders and
disrupting networks may weaken a state’s ability to act, but it does not necessarily alter its will or dismantle
the structures through which it is exercised.

The Iranian case illustrates this clearly. The IRGC is not a detachable appendage. It is woven into the political,
economic and security fabric of the state. Targeting its leadership may produce disruption. It does not
dissolve the system that produced those leaders, nor the networks that sustain it.

Air power can therefore achieve success, but it depends on how modest one is prepared to be.

Strategic confusion begins
when limited military
success is mistaken for
political transformation.
Degrading a regime’s
capabilities is not the
same as displacing it.

The Problem with ‘Regime Change’
The phrase ‘regime change’ suggests a discrete target: a leadership that can be removed, leaving the rest to
fall into place. In practice, regimes are not so obliging.

A ruling order is an arrangement of institutions, interests and narratives. It is embedded in society, drawing
strength from constituencies, patronage networks and structures of control. Removing a leader is not the
same as removing a regime, and removing a regime is not the same as remaking a political order,

Three cases are often cited as evidence that air campaigns can produce regime change: Japan in 1945, Serbia
in 1999 and Libya in 2011. Each is more complex and ambiguous than it first appears.

Japan, 1945

Strategic bombing, culminating in the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, produced
surrender. Yet the existing order was not wholly dismantled. The emperor remained, a condition that was
pivotal in Japan’s decision to capitulate. Much of the bureaucratic apparatus remained. What changed was
the direction of policy, enforced under occupation. The decisive outcome resulted from converging
pressures: the cumulative destruction of Japanese cities, the strangulation of maritime supply lines, the
advance of Allied forces across the Pacific, and the Soviet Union’s entry into the war in August 1945, Air
power was significant, but not sufficient in itself to reconstruct the Japanese state.
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Serbia, 1999

NATO's 78-day air campaign against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia - by that stage a state
overwhelming dominated by Serbia - compelled Slobodan MiloSevic to accept terms and withdraw from
Kosovo. He was later removed from power and handed over to the International Criminal Tribunal in the
Hague to face charges of war crimes and genocide. Yet the causal chain is less linear than it might appear.
The bombing campaign imposed costs and signalled resolve but the precise mechanism by which it produced
compliance remains contested. Internal political pressures in Serbia, economic strain, and the prospect of a
ground invasion all seemingly played a role. The regime did not collapse during the bombing. It adjusted,
endured and then conceded. MiloSevi¢'s eventual downfall in October 2000 came through domestic political
processes, catalysed but not dictated by the air war.

Libya, 2011

Libya presents the clearest case of a regime falling under the weight of air operations. NATO strikes
degraded Muammar Gaddafi’s forces, allowing opposition forces to advance. The regime collapsed, and
Gaddafi was killed. Yet this was not a war fought in the vacuum of altitude. It was an intervention into an
ongoing civil conflict. Air power acted as an accelerant. The campaign tipped the balance in favour of
insurgent forces. The result was regime change of a sort. However, it did not yield the installation of a stable
successor order. Libya fractured into competing authorities, militias and external patrons. The regime was
removed but the state was not reconstituted in any coherent form.

These cases suggest a narrower understanding of what air power can reasonably achieve. Air power can
contribute to the removal of a regime, particularly when the leadership is already under pressure. On its
own, though, it cannot reliably construct a new political order or produce outcomes that align with the
intervening power’s preferences.

Air Power Never Acts Alone

Air campaigns rarely operate in isolation. They function
within broader strategic environments that may include
land forces, internal opposition, economic measures
and political dynamics within the target state. In the
Pacific War, the bombing of Japanese cities was
inseparable from the broader campaign. The capture of
islands such as Saipan and Tinian brought the Japanese
mainland within range of B-29 bombers. The submarine
campaign severed supply lines. Ground operations in
Burma, New Guinea, the Philippines, and the
island-hopping campaign eroded Japan's strategic
position. Air power was the visible edge of a larger
blade.

In Afghanistan in 2001, US air power worked in concert with the Northern Alliance, whose ground advances
exploited the effects of precision strikes. The regime collapsed rapidly. It did not do so because of air power
alone, but because air power was paired with a viable internal opponent capable of exploiting its effects.
Libya followed a similar pattern. NATO aircraft degraded Gaddafi's forces. Rebel groups, uneven and
fractious, moved into the space created by that degradation. The regime fell when these two pressures
converged.

In each case air power was effective because it had something to work with. It requires either a ground
component, internal or external, or a political dynamic within the target state that can be pushed towards a
tipping point. Without such elements, it tends to produce damage without transformation.
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This point bears directly on the Iranian case. There is no organised internal force capable of replacing the
current regime. While dissent exists, there is no coherent opposition capable of seizing and holding power.
Although the U.S. administration suggests it is keeping its options open, the prospect for external ground
intervention is not, so far, on the table. Air power, in this context, acts against a system that has no
immediate success waiting in the wings.

Waiting for Collapse

The most elusive aspect of coercion from the air is the moment at which pressure produces compliance.
Strategists often seek to identify the ‘centre of gravity’ of an adversary - the point at which applied force will
yield decisive effect - but this is often identified only in retrospect.

The Kosovo campaign is instructive in this regard. NATO expanded its target set over time, striking military
assets, infrastructure and elements of the regime’s media apparatus. At some point, the accumulation of
pressure produced a decision in Belgrade to accept terms. Whether this was driven by damage to military
capabilities, concern over economic collapse, fear of escalation, or internal political calculations remains a
matter of speculation. There was no single target whose destruction produced immediate capitulation.

This uncertainty has consequences. If decisive effects
cannot be predicted, one must either accept a prolonged
campaign or escalate in ways that may carry broader
risks. The search for the decisive blow becomes a
process of iteration, rather than a matter of design.

Historical experience reinforces this point. In the Second This uncertatntg has

World War, bombing campaigns failed to break civilian consequences. If decisive
morale. British cities endured the Blitz without

collapsing. German cities absorbed extensive damage effects cannot be

without producing political upheaval. In both cases, predicted, one must either

populations adapted, and in some instances rallied
around existing authorities. The expectation that accept d pl'Ol.Dl'lgEd

suffering would translate into rebellion was not fulfilled. campaign or escalate in
Modern regimes are often more resilient still. They ways that may carry
control information, manage resources and suppress broader risks.

dissent. The Iranian regime has demonstrated resilience
under sanctions, internal unrest and external pressure. It
has adapted its methods of control, decentralised certain
functions, and embedded itself in economic and social
structures.

The idea that a series of air strikes, however precise, will produce a sudden political rupture rests on
uncertain ground. Such thinking assumes a vulnerability that may not exist, and a predictability that the
historical record does not bear out.

Wars that Refuse to Stay Short

Air campaigns often last longer than anticipated. Expectations of rapid effect give way to incremental
pressure: 78 days in Kosovo, seven months in Libyg, years in the Pacific.

Prolonged campaigns carry accumulating costs and wider consequences. Damage to infrastructure affects
civilian populations, while economic disruption can generate instability beyond the immediate theatre. In the
case of Iran, strikes on energy infrastructure or any disruption to the Strait of Hormuz clearly have effects far
beyond the battlefield with oil prices, shipping routes and global markets becoming part of the strategic

equation.
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There is also the question of what follows success. Libya offers a cautionary example: the removal of Gaddaft
without state reconstruction produced fragmentation, greater instability, and a space in which armed groups
and external actors could operate with relative freedom. The intervention achieved its immediate aim. It did
not secure a favourable long-term outcome.

Strategic judgement requires a willingness to weigh these factors. It is not enough to ask whether a regime
can be removed. One must ask what replaces it, how that replacement will be secured, and at what cost.

New Technology, Same Political Problems

Advances in technology have altered the conduct of air operations. Precision-guided munitions, unmanned
systems, real-time surveillance, and the integration of data from multiple sources, have increased the reach
and responsiveness of air power. Targets can be identified and struck with greater accuracy. Command
structures can be disrupted more effectively and individuals located and killed with a level of precision that
would have been unimaginable in earlier conflicts.

These developments have revived the belief that air power may achieve what it could not in the past. If one
can remove key figures, disrupt communication and degrade capabilities with minimal collateral damage,
perhaps the need for ground operations diminishes.

The evidence, however, does not support such
optimism.

Precision improves efficiency, but it does not resolve
political complexity. Removing leaders can create
disruption. Such actions may induce degrees of
political transformation, but often in ways that
reinforce a regime’s internal cohesion. Decapitation
strategies have a mixed record. In some cases, they
have weakened organisations. In others, they have
hardened them.

The integration of unmanned systems and artificial intelligence now enables sustained pressure at lower
risk to the attacker. They do not, though, resolve the problem of what constitutes success, nor does it
guarantee that pressure will translate into political change.

The persistent questions remain: what is the objective, what are the means, and how do the two align?
Iran and the Return of Strategic Reality

The current conflict involving the United States, Israel and Iran brings these issues into sharp focus. Strikes
on nuclear facilities, missile infrastructure and elements of the Revolutionary Guard reflects a clear military
logic: degrade capabilities and signal determination.

Whether such actions will ultimately bring about regime change is less clear. The initial rhetoric of the
Trump administration gestured in that direction, suggesting that damage inflicted on the Iranian state might
stimulate a popular uprising. In practice, targeted killings demonstrate reach, but do not dismantle the
system. The operational design and subsequent course of hostilities now point to a more limited aim: to
secure a favourable negotiating position.

Within that logic, Iran has responded with a combination of resilience and escalation. The potential closure
of the Strait of Hormuz is not merely a tactical move. Rather, it serves as a strategic signal, one that seeks to
impose economic costs on the broader international system. The use of the Strait as leverage reflects an
understanding that the conflict extends beyond the immediate effects of the exchange of air strikes.
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The resort to economic and strategic pressure beyond the battlefield does not inherently resolve the question
of regime durability. That question turns on the regime’s capacity to absorb losses, replace leadership and
maintain control over key institutions. Additional military pressure, in the form of renewed aerial assaults,
may shape behaviour, but is unlikely, on its own, to induce internal collapse.

Conclusion

The notion of regime change from the air persists because it promises control without commitment - the
prospect of decisive effect without the burdens of occupation, of transformation without entanglement. The
appeal is obvious. The reality is less accommodating.

Air power can coerce and degrade; under certain conditions it may contribute to the removal of a regime.
What it cannot reliably do is determine what comes after. Its utility remains subject to the enduring questions
of strategy: the clarity of the objective, the presence of complementary forces, and the structure of the target
state itself. Air power, in this sense, remains a tool rather than a solution.

In the end, force applied from the air can impose pressure but cannot determine what grows in the ground
beneath it.

This (s an abridged version of an article that appeared in Military Strategy Magazine on April 29th 2026.
Special thanks to Military Strateqy Magazine for providing permission for us to publish this version.

Michael Rainsborough is Professor of Strategic Theory, and Director, Centre for Future Defence and
National Security.
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From the Bookshelf: Sergey Radchenko, To Run the
World: The Kremlin's Cold War Bid for Global
Power, (Cambridge University Press, 2024).

Michael Clarke

Sergey Radchenko, (Wilson E. Schmidt Distinguished Professor at the Henry A. Kissinger Center for Global
Affairs, Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies), notes at the very start of this monumental
760-page study that as there has been so much written about the Cold War ‘it well near beggars belief that
anyone would attempt to retell the story’ (p. 3). There thus must be a ‘good reason’ to revisit this history.

And that reason is flagged by the opening vignette in which Radchenko recounts the profound effects of the
death, destruction and trauma experienced by the Soviet Union during the Second World War through the
eyes of Nikita Khrushchey, Leonid Brezhnev and Mikhail Gorbachev. As Radchenko notes - ‘their personal
and collective trauma, and the bitterness and the humiliation, and their pride at having prevailed’ (p. 2) -
fundamentally shaped the worldview of each of these future leaders of the Soviet Union. What united these
quite disparate individuals was a determination ‘to shape the future in a way that would assure for the Soviet
Union its security, and its place of honor among the great and the mighty of this world’ (p. 2).

Radchenko’s central contention is that much of Soviet fareign policy during the Cold War can be explained by
its leaders’ desire not only for the Soviet Union to be secure and powerful but to have that security and power
be seen as legitimate by other actors in international politics, not least of which by its superpower rival, the
United States. From Khruschev onward, To Run the World argues, the Soviet Union's central objective was to
‘co-manage’ the world with the United States as an equal. This shifts our attention away from more familiar
analytical explanations of Soviet behaviour (e.g. ideology, material power, structural conditions) toward the
lens of political psychology of individual leaders, the role of status and the politics of recognition and
legitimacu.

This search for legitimacy provides the book’s conceptual backbone. From Joseph Stalin to Mikhail Gorbachey,
successive leaders are portrayed as grappling with a mix of insecurity and ambition—seeking both status and
validation in an international system that they often felt excluded from. The Soviet victory in World War I, for
example, generated what Radchenko describes as a sense of entitlement to global influence, yet this
expectation - from the Soviet perspective - was repeatedly frustrated by Western resistance.

In this sense, the book aligns with—and extends—constructivist insights about identity and recognition, while
also engaging realist concerns about power and hierarchy. It is a work that bridges theoretical traditions
without being reducible to any single one.

The book is organised chronologically into four
broad phases—ambition, hubris, decline, and
collapse—tracing the evolution of Soviet foreign
policy across leadership eras. Radchenko provides
rich accounts of key moments: Stalin’s postwar
expansionism, Nikita Khrushchev's risky
brinkmanship, Leonid Brezhnev's global activism in
the developing world, and Gorbachev's ultimately
unsuccessful attempt to redefine Soviet legitimacy
through “new thinking".
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What emerges from this narrative is that the Soviet leadership was never able to resolve a central
contradiction between the two identities that it emerged from the Second World War with: that of a
superpower equal (or at least competitor) to the United States, and that of the leader of world revolution.
Both roles carried with them distinct characteristics which were often in conflict.

This is especially revealed in the book’s masterful coverage of how this dual identity both drove and
complicated the Soviet Union’s outreach to the Third World and its relationship with Beijing. With respect to
the Third World, Radchenko details how the Soviet desire to uphold their ‘revolutionary’ credentials by
supporting ‘national liberation movements’ and various anti-American or ‘anti-imperialist’ regimes from
Cuba to Angola undercut the superpower objective of recognition by the United States.

Sino-Soviet relations too were bedevilled from Khrushchev's time in power onward by a hubristic
assumption that Moscow could ‘tutor’ Mao’s regime on the finer aspects of ‘proletarian’ governance
simultaneous with an anxiety that China had become the ‘vanguard’ of ‘anti-imperialist’ revolution to be
emulated by the Third World. Moscow’s inability to control or guide Mao Zedong's regime in a variety of
situations - from Chinese reactions to Khruschev’s ‘secret speech’ denouncing Stalin, Chinese behaviour
during the 1958 Taiwan Straits Crisis, or China’s role in the Vietnam War - undercut both Moscow’s
superpower-derived imperative to be seen as effectively managing its allies and its revolutionary-derived
imperative to remain the ideological fountainhead of Marxist-Leninist movements worldwide.

Radchenko’s account of Sino-Soviet relations too underscores that by the late 1960s Soviet views were
increasingly coloured by Brezhnev's belief that there was an unbridgeable ‘civilisational’ gap between the
Soviet Union and China. In contrast, Brezhnev underscored the common civilisational roots linking the Soviet
Union and the West in an attempt to provide normative ballast for détente with the US under the Nixon
administration.

By foregrounding psychological and status-driven motivations, Radchenko challenges traditional Cold War
historiography that privileges ideology or bipolar structural dynamics.

That analytical move permits Radchenko to centre the role of the inner anxieties of the Soviet leadership
with respect to this question of legitimacy and recognition as the organising thread of this detailed and
absorbing narrative of the Soviet Union’s Cold War. The Soviet Union that emerges from this history is not
simply a great power rival of the United States but as a state that was ultimately trapped between ambition
and insecurity with a foreign policy that was thus often reactive and shaped by perceived slights as by
strategic calculation.

To Run the World, through its analytical focus on the interaction of ambition, legitimacy and insecurity as
drivers of foreign policy, thus offers not only an important reinterpretation of Soviet behaviour during the
Cold War but also a reminder of the significance of these non-material factors in shaping state behaviour - a
reminder that we would do well to heed as we seek to understand and navigate a new era of ‘great power
competition:.

Michael Clarke is an Assaciate Professor in International Politics and Strategy at the Deakin Centre for
Future Defence and National Security. He is a nationally and internationally recognised expert in the
history and politics of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, (China),; Chinese fareign and security
policy, American grand strategy, Australian defence and strategic policy, and nuclear proliferation and
non-proliferation.
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