Miscalc, escalation inevitable once war starts – US and China cross escalation thresholds to pressure the other even if they try to limit conflict, causes nuclear war
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Even if both China and the United States intend to fight a limited war only, they may cross salient escalation thresholds to pressure each other to negotiate an end to the war and avoid a stalemate. Salient escalation thresholds include using nuclear weapons, attacking each other’s homelands, involving third parties, and mobilizing all available resources of the conflict, among others.Footnote35 Crossing those thresholds would push a limited war closer to an unlimited war that would cause disproportionate destruction, given the stakes for the United States.Footnote36 PLA writings suggest Chinese leaders are sensitive to the cost of achieving their limited war aims as well, although it is unclear whether China views thresholds other than nuclear use as salient.Footnote37 Washington might cross these escalation thresholds to coerce Beijing to accept a US victory, Beijing might cross them to prevent an imminent defeat or vice versa. Either country might cross these thresholds to pressure the other to the bargaining table.
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