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Promise and Pragmatism in U.S. Nuclear Policy 
 

Anine M. B. Hagemann1 

Recent years have seen an invigorated debate regarding the role of nuclear weapons 
and the desirability and feasibility of disarmament within parts of the American 
political elite. At the same time, nuclear weapons are a fundamental pillar of 
America’s national security strategy. Thus, ideas of disarmament and international 
cooperation in the nuclear realm are often portrayed as incompatible with security 
policy. As one journalist recently diagnosed it, the dichotomy is “between promise 
and pragmatism.”2 This paper argues that policies of strategic international 
engagement and disarmament are in fact a pragmatic way forward.  

Introduction 

The role of nuclear weapons in American strategy can be examined in three ways. An 
analysis of the strategic culture demonstrates the continued importance of 
deterrence. At the same time, examining the current international security 
environment reveals that greater access to knowledge and nuclear materials has 
lowered the threshold for nuclear proliferation. (Combined with a growing interest 
in nuclear technology, this will likely increase proliferation.) The waning strength of 
the international institutions in nuclear issues suggests a possible lack of control, 
surveillance and transparency. These developments make it crucial to examine the 
effects for U.S. security as well as what may be a pragmatic and appropriate 
response strategy.  

The final section of this article recommends a way forward that responds to 
the risk environment yet takes deterrence into account. A reorientation of U.S. 
policy towards international cooperation can help enhance transparency and 
surveillance. Small arsenals would satisfy requirements of deterrence yet allow for a 
more aggressive dismantlement strategy of nuclear weapons. Such a reorientation is 
sometimes dismissed on the grounds that it is not pragmatic; however, stronger 
engagement in cooperative efforts would renew the commitment to the grand 
bargain of the NPT and could potentially prove a valuable strategic bargaining tool 
in the international arena. Indeed, the aim here is to start seeking out grounds for a 
more promising pragmatism. 
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American strategic culture and the permanence of deterrence 

American nuclear weapons policy is influenced by elite agendas and by the actions of 
presidents and statesmen. This elite-level debate on disarmament is informed by an 
American strategic culture, which – in combination with a culture of scientism that 
considers technological development inherently good – has a long history of valuing 
nuclear weapons technology. Nuclear weapons, as a unique technology, will 
continue to play a role in American force structure for a long time. 

Disarmament on the agenda 

During the past few years, however, the disarmament debate in the U.S. has been 
reinvigorated at the elite level. Prominent former and current statesmen are arguing 
that the abolition of nuclear weapons is both possible and, most importantly, that it 
is in the interests of the United States and the world.3 President Obama won the 
Nobel Peace Prize last year to a large degree due to his vision of the abolition of 
nuclear weapons. These and other developments demonstrate a commitment to 
disarmament among certain important foreign policy elites.  

Deterrence and disarmament 

At the same time, the Obama administration continues to follow a strategy of 
deterrence, with an essential role for nuclear weapons in this strategy. This spring, 
the administration presented a Nuclear Posture Review (NPR), which highlights the 
weapons’ role as the linchpin of American defense and increases the budget for the 
Department of Energy National Nuclear Security Administration for the fiscal year 
2011 by 13.4 percent from the previous year. There is nothing conspicuous in these 
investments; they simply represent the reality of the costs of maintenance of a safe, 
secure and reliable nuclear stockpile, which is a big priority in American security 
policy. In the same year the Department of Energy has cut its proposed budget for 
warhead dismantlement by $38 million.4 

There is a tension between the pronounced vision of the administration of 
nuclear disarmament and the perpetuation of a national security strategy that is 
reliant on the concept of deterrence and reliant on nuclear weapons to provide it. 
According to this spring’s NPR, the guiding principle for the management of the U.S. 
nuclear stockpile is: “The United States will sustain a safe, secure and effective 

                                                           

3 George P. Shultz, William J. Perry, Henry A. Kissinger and Sam Nunn, “Call for A World 
Free of Nuclear Weapons,” The Wall Street Journal, January 4, 2007. Other efforts are 
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2010, http://www.globalsecuritynewswire.org/gsn/nw_20100301_9520.php.  
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nuclear deterrent for us and our allies as long as nuclear weapons exist.”5 A more 
candid formulation of the dynamic between disarmament and deterrence is found in 
the Strategic Posture Commission Report, which expressed the “desirability of 
nuclear disarmament” but at the same time asserted that a “fundamental 
transformation in global politics is first needed.” Many policy documents exhibit this 
dynamic of a vision of disarmament on one side yet, on the other, an emphasis on 
deterrence as a vital part of national security through precisely those weapons. Some 
have called this tension the ‘double bind’ of nuclear weapons: the tension between 
the vision of abolition and the strategy of deterrence. 6  

Nuclear deterrence 

One of the most common ways to analyze the development of American nuclear 
policy is through the eyes of deterrence theory and the dynamic of the arms race 
with the former Soviet Union. The concept of nuclear deterrence and its continued 
importance is not an obvious fact. In deterring an adversary effectively, one 
convincingly frightens them enough not to do something. The concept of nuclear 
deterrence, however, relies on an assumption that nuclear weapons have a unique 
power to deter – that it is the nuclear part of a capacity which does the deterring. 
The following sections examine American strategic culture, and the special role of 
nuclear weapons, their absolute and unique qualities, and the consequences of 
continued reliance on them for deterrence. 

American strategic culture 

An important aspect of understanding the American relationship to nuclear 
weapons is strategic culture. Jack Snyder defines strategic culture as the outcome of 
a “socialization process” through which “a set of general beliefs, attitudes, and 
behavioral patterns” achieve “a state of semi-permanence that places them on the 
level of ‘culture’ rather than mere ‘policy.’“7 Thus, strategic culture is a variable that 
influences the security policy decision-making environment and can be a function of 
common historical experiences, geo-strategic circumstances, elite articulations of 
national identity, and even myths and traditions.8  

At the national level, American strategic culture rejects the European 
tradition of power politics and is dominated by a feeling of exceptionalism.9 The U.S. 

                                                           

5 The White House, Nuclear Posture Review Report, April 2010, 
http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/2010%20nuclear%20posture%20review%20report.pdf.  
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Delegitimizing Nuclear Weapons: Examining the Validity of Nuclear Deterrence, James 
Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies, May 2010, 
http://cns.miis.edu/opapers/pdfs/delegitimizing_nuclear_weapons_may_2010.pdf.  
7 Jack Snyder, The Soviet Strategic Culture: Implications for Limited Nuclear Operations, 
(Santa Monica, California: RAND Report R-2154-AF, 1977), page v. 
8 Jeffrey Lantis, “Strategic Culture and Tailored Deterrence: Bridging the gap between 
Theory and Practice,” Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 30, No. 3, December 2009, p. 
469. 
9 Thomas G. Mahnken, “U.S. Organizational Subcultures” in Strategic Culture and Weapons 
of Mass Destruction Eds. Johnson, Jeannie L., Kerry M. Kartchner and Jeffrey A. Larsen, 
(Palgrave, 2009) p. 71. 
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has displayed a strong and long-standing predilection for waging war for unlimited 
political claims and  is uncomfortable with waging war with constrained means or 
limited or ambiguous objectives.10 As Samuel Huntington put it, “for the American a 
war is not a war unless it is a crusade”11 Here, one can be reminded of the classic 
Clausewitzean strategy of total war, in which the method becomes a goal in itself.12  

Another tendency in American culture writ-large is what Stanley Hoffman 
has termed the ‘scientism,’ which, “from the Puritans to the space age, has been 
primarily one of mastering nature.” The consequence is “the commitment to a 
certain way of thinking” which marks “the substitution of instruments for policies.” 
13 The combination of scientism and the emergence of a large military industrial 
complex have further fueled military technological advancement and perpetuated 
this American strategic culture, where the goal of technological advancement, 
including the development of nuclear weapons, is pursued as a goal in and of itself. 
As former Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz put it, “It makes no sense whatsoever 
– in an era when technology allows us to take away the ability to attack us with a 
single missile or a few missiles – to leave ourselves vulnerable to that threat. It 
might have been something we had to live with during an earlier period. We don’t 
have to live with it now, and we shouldn’t.”14 In the nuclear realm, the NNSA argues 
that “modern technologies can tip the scales” – presumably either to the advantage 
or disadvantage of the U.S.15 These types of arguments presume an intrinsic value to 
defense technology, making it more than an instrument in a certain strategy but an 
inherent good.  

We see that, to a certain degree, the U.S. locks itself into an institutionalized 
pattern of chasing technological development.16 This can be problematic when 
technical solutions are pursued to the exclusion of utilizing other policy instruments 
and political debate is reduced to justifying investment in defense technologies. To 
provide a deeper understanding of this tendency, the following section looks at the 
relationship between technology and society.  

 

                                                           

10According to Russel Weigley, quoted in Mahnken, p. 73. 
11 Huntington, Samuel, The Soldier and The State: The Theory and Practice of civil-military 
relations, (Belknap Press, 1957), p. 152, quoted in Mahnken, op. cit.  
12 Carl von Clausewitz, Vom Kriege (Berlin, Ferdinand Dümmler, 1832–1834) in Book 1, 
Chapter 1, Section 2, he explains how the object is to impose one’s will on the enemy and the 
aim to render the enemy powerless, yet in war “that aim takes the place of the object, 
discarding it as something not actually part of war itself.” 
13 Stanley Hoffman, Gulliver’s Troubles, (New York, McGraw-Hill, 1968). p. 144, quoted in 
Columba Peoples, Justifying Ballistic Missile Defense: Technology, Security and Culture, 
(Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 61. 
14 Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, interview for The PBS Frontline Program 
Missile Wars, June 12, 2002, 
www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/missile/interviews/wolfowitz.html 
15 NNSA Press Release, “Y-12 'meshes' security communications with new technology,” May 
4, 2010, http://nnsa.energy.gov/mediaroom/pressreleases/motomesh. 
16 Columba Peoples, Justifying Ballistic Missile Defense: Technology, Security and Culture, 
(Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 235. 
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Nuclear weapons as a substantive technology 

In understanding the role of nuclear weapons in American strategic culture, we can 
distinguish between two conceptualizations of the relationship between technology 
and society. The instrumentalist approach to technology generally holds that 
“technology does not affect the social [and] political” spheres of life as an exogenous 
factor, whereas a substantivist approach sees “technology as having an autonomous 
logic, which then determines a particular form of organization.”17 

The branch which advocates an instrumentalist view of nuclear weapons in 
American policy would include Colin Gray, who writes of “the fallacious idea that 
weapons or technology move history along.”18 More recently, Francis Gavin has 
deemed fears of nuclear proliferation ‘alarmism,’ paraphrasing the National Rifle 
Association slogan “Weapons don’t cause wars, states do.”19 However, the majority 
of American scholarship takes the substantivist approach to nuclear weapons. 
Within the substantivist approach, we can distinguish between proliferation 
optimists, who believe that proliferation can improve international security, and 
proliferation pessimists, who see nuclear weapons proliferation as a danger.20 
However, both sides view the technology of nuclear weapons as an autonomous 
force that determines a particular pattern of state behavior, overriding other factors 
such as politics and social norms, thus creating the nuclear condition. 21 This 
thinking is evident in the works of many, including Bernard Brodie, who defined the 
bomb as the ‘absolute weapon,;’22 McGeorge Bundy’s “existential deterrence”23 and 
Freedman’s similar formulation of “I exist, therefore I deter”;24 and Waltz’ classic 
argument that “More may be better.”25  

                                                           

17 Andrew Feenberg, Critical Theory of Technology, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1991), 
p. 5. 
18 Colin S. Gray, Weapons don’t make war, (Kansas University Press, 1993) p. 155, cited in 
Richard Wyn Jones, Security, strategy and critical theory, (Lynne Rienner, 1999), p. 135. He 
further writes “that all weapons are created equal and have equal consequences according to 
their technical qualities but regardless of their political ownership.” 
19 Francis J. Gavin, “Same As It Ever Was: Nuclear Alarmism, Proliferation, and the Cold 
War,” International Security, Vol. 34, No. 3, Winter 2009/10, p. 36. 
20 Scott D. Sagan, “More Will Be Worse,” in Scott D. Sagan and Kenneth N. Waltz, The 
Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate Renewed (NY: W.W. Norton & Company, 1995, 
2003), p. 47. 
21 Richard Wyn Jones, Security, strategy and critical theory, (Lynne Rienner, 1999), p. 138. 
22 Bernard Brodie, The Absolute Weapon, (Ayer Co. Publishers, 1946). 
23 McGeorge Bundy, “Existential Deterrence and Its Consequences,” in Douglas MacLean 
(ed.), The Security Gamble: Deterrence Dilemmas in the Nuclear Age (Totowa, NJ: 
Rowman & Alllanheld, 1984), p. 3-13. 
24 Lawrence Freedman, “Review: I Exist; Therefore I Deter,” International Security, Vol. 13, 
No. 1, Summer 1988. 
25 Kenneth Waltz, “The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Better,” Adelphi Papers, 
Number 171 (London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1981). Waltz writes in his 
seminal article that “the problem of major war among states having nuclear weapons 
approaches zero.” However, it is interesting to note that Waltz two years prior to his “more 
may be better” argument voiced instrumentalist views. This point is made in Columba 
Peoples, Justifying Ballistic Missile Defense: Technology, Security and Culture, (Cambridge 
University Press, 2010), p. 21.  
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The special quality of nuclear weapons - taboo and fetish 

Nuclear weapons have thus been defined as having of their very own unique 
category. From their beginnings, they have had the special qualities of their 
unequivocal power to destroy – and with it an equally great power as a status 
symbol in international relations in general. The destructive power of the weapons 
led to a ‘nuclear taboo,’ which refers to a general norm of non-use of nuclear 
weapons.26 As is true in other nuclear weapons states, American leaders have 
regarded nuclear weapons as fundamentally different militarily, politically and 
psychologically.27 George Kennan grasped the implications: “The atom,” he 
contended “has simply served to make unavoidably clear . . . that modern warfare in 
the grand manner, is . . . of such general destructiveness that it ceases to be useful as 
an instrument for the achievement of any coherent political purpose.”28 In this view, 
nuclear weapons cannot serve as a continuation of policy. Thomas Schelling defines 
the nuclear taboo as “a belief, or a feeling – a feeling somewhat beyond reach by 
analysis – that nuclear weapons were simply different.” At the same time, 
paradoxically, the unique power status of nuclear weapons makes them especially 
sought after. An example of this is the appeal of acquiring weapons to states that 
fear regime change policies from greater powers.29   

Nuclear weapons also constitute a symbol of power and some have gone so 
far as asserting that they have become a “fetish object,” in the sense that some states 
pursue them to gain status in the international system.30 Robert Jervis writes of the 
current U.S. policy: “its very efforts to stop other countries from getting nuclear 
weapons imply that the consequences of their succeeding will be great, a belief that 
is questionable but could easily be self-fulfilling.” France and India, for example, 
were motivated by these aspects when they acquired nuclear weapons.31 For this 
reason, it has been recommended that the U.S. and others should work to devaluate 
the currency power of nuclear weapons.32  

However, nuclear weapons have played a key role in American strategic 
culture, which contains elements of scientism, exceptionalism, and a focus on 

                                                           

26 Nina Tannenwald, “Stigmatizing the Bomb: Origins of the Nuclear Taboo,” International 
Security, Vol. 29, No. 4, Spring 2005, pp. 5-49, Thomas Schelling, “Nuclear Deterrence for 
the Future,” Issues in Science and Technology, Fall 2006, 
http://www.issues.org/23.1/schelling.html.   
27 Mahnken, p. 78. 
28 George Kennan quoted in Mahnken, p. 78.  
29 This problematic has possibly grown since the Iraq war in 2003, which was the first case of 
forcible regime change with a proclaimed goal of nonproliferation Robert S. Litwak, “Non-
proliferation and the Dilemmas of Regime Change,” Survival, Vol. 45, No. 4, Winter 2003-
04, pp. 7-32. 
30 Anne Harrington de Santana, “Nuclear Weapons as The Currency of Power - 
Deconstructing the Fetishism of Force,” The Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 16, No. 3, 
November 2009.  
31 Gabrielle Hecht, “The Radiance of France: Nuclear Power and National Identity After 
World War II,” Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2009. 
32 Anne Harrington de Santana, “Nuclear Weapons as The Currency of Power - 
Deconstructing the Fetishism of Force,” The Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 16, No. 3, 
November 2009.  
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technological progress. Many analysts have regarded nuclear weapons technology as 
substantive, in the sense that it has been regarded as determinative of political 
conditions for international relations. Nuclear weapons are a very fundamental part 
of American strategic culture, just as nuclear deterrence is a central pillar in 
American national security strategy. Recommendations for reducing the prevalence 
of nuclear weapons worldwide and eventually eliminating them must take this into 
account. The following section examines recent changes in the international security 
environment to demonstrate that a new type of nuclear weapons policy is needed 
nonetheless.  

Changes in the International Security Environment  

Three developments in recent years have influenced the conditions of international 
security and nuclear weapons. First, what some have called ‘the globalization of risk’ 
has led to the rise of new types of actors, who have gained access to knowledge and 
markets to make nuclear proliferation a much more potent problem. Secondly, the 
world is seeing a rise in the interest in nuclear energy. Thirdly, the international 
framework for cooperation has weakened and this may lead to rising incentives for 
states to acquire the status power of nuclear weapons relative to the consequences 
for acquiring them. The possible implications and current U.S. policy reactions are 
discussed. 

The globalization of risk and the potency of new actors 

Defining globalization broadly, it is the “global interdependence and the complexity 
of network of transnational ties.”33 The security concerns that follow from this 
interdependence include diffuse global security risks such as refugee flows, 
transnational terrorism, WMD proliferation, ecological collapse and economic 
meltdown, which the systemic change of globalization exacerbates. Scholars have 
called this the globalization of risk.34 In the nuclear realm, globalization means new 
and altered risks to U.S. national security in the form of the proliferation of 
information and technology connected with nuclear weapons. Graham Allison writes 
that “nuclear weapons occupy the top of the pyramid of threats.”35 The relevance for 
U.S. security is unmistakable. The Congressional Commission on the Prevention of 
WMD Proliferation and Terrorism warned that “America’s margin of safety against a 
WMD attack is shrinking,” and added that the current deterrence strategy may not 
prevent terrorist groups from using a WMD against U.S. in the near future.36 More 

                                                           

33 Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye Jr., “Globalization: What’s New? What’s Not? (And 
So What?)” Foreign Policy, No. 118, 2001, p. 106. 
34 Yee-Kuang Heng, “The ‘Transformation of War’ Debate: Through the Looking Glass of 
Ulrich Beck’s World Risk Society, International Relations, Vol. 20, No. 69, 2006 p. 74, and 
Mikkel Vedby Rasmussen, War in the Risk Society, (Cambridge University Press, 2009).   
35 Graham Allison, Nuclear Terrorism, The Ultimate Preventable Catastrophe, (Times 
Books, 2004), p. 53. 
36 Commission on the Prevention of Weapons of Mass Destruction Proliferation and 
Terrorism, World at Risk: Report of the Commission on the Prevention of Weapons of Mass 
Destruction Proliferation and Terrorism (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 
2008). 
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recently, Defense Undersecretary Michelle Flournoy, in June of this year, stated that 
the leading danger to the U.S. is a WMD-attack by terrorists.37  

Access to information, technology and global markets empowers Violent 
Non-State Actors (VNSA), who would not have been able to pose a threat in the 
nuclear realm twenty years ago. This reality prompted Jonathan Schell to remark 
that “if terrorists could knock down the World Trade Center with airplanes, what 
might they have done with a nuclear weapon? And nuclear technology is 
spreading.”38 Indeed, in many analyses, the common association of technology with 
progress is being reexamined, linking spread of technology to threats, and the 
dispersion of knowledge becoming a potential source of weakness for open 
societies.39  

Renewed interest in nuclear energy 

There has been an increasing interest from a number of states in nuclear technology 
for energy purposes, which makes the control of enrichment processes and access all 
the more pressing.40 Some analysts have argued for the need to look at the supply 
side effects of nuclear energy information sharing and point to the linkage between 
peaceful nuclear cooperation and nuclear weapons proliferation.41 One proposed 
way to deal with this is to create a more clear-cut division between peaceful uses and 
weapons-purposes.42 This is a goal which will be difficult to accomplish but might be 
possible through a strategy of tactical issue linkage, which is addressed below.  

Combining the two developments above, expanded use of nuclear energy is 
continually lowering the barriers for obtaining nuclear weapons capacity and, 
together with a growing interest in nuclear energy, makes the future proliferation of 
nuclear weapons more likely, if not probable.  

The institutional framework: The Non Proliferation Treaty  

The Non Proliferation Treaty (NPT) provides the international institutional 
framework for cooperation on nuclear weapons issues. The NPT can be considered 
somewhat of an anomaly in realist IR theory, which contends that states do not 
traditionally find it in their interest to agree to cooperation in security issues.43 The 

                                                           

37 Quoted in “Pentagon Official Highlights WMD Threat,” Global Security Newswire, Friday 
June 11, 2010, http://www.globalsecuritynewswire.org/gsn/nw_20100611_1097.php.  
38 Jonathan Schell, The Unfinished Twentieth Century: the Crisis of Weapons of Mass 
Destruction, (London: Verso, 2001), p. xi. 
39 Columba Peoples, Justifying Ballistic Missile Defense: Technology, Security and Culture, 
(London: Cambridge University Press), p. 89. 
40 Graham Allison, “Nuclear Disorder: Surveying Atomic Threats,” Foreign Affairs, 
April/May 2010, and OECD-NEA 2008 Nuclear Energy Outlook, http://www.nea.fr/neo/.  
41 Matthew Fuhrmann, “Spreading Temptation: Proliferation and Peaceful Nuclear 
Cooperation Agreements,” International Security, Volume 34, Number 1, Summer 2009. 
42 Stephen Brooks & William Wohlforth, “Reshaping the World Order, How Washington 
Should Reform International Institutions,” Foreign Affairs, March/April 2009. 
43 Mario E. Carranza, “Can the NPT Survive? The Theory and Practice of U.S. Nuclear Non-
proliferation Policy after September 11,” Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 27, No. 3, 
December 2006: pp. 489-525. 
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regime can be characterized as one of dissuasion based on an asymmetrical bargain 
in which the privileged group – here, the Nuclear Weapon States (NWS) – dissuade 
the Non-Nuclear Weapon States (NNWS) from proliferating through the promise of 
concessions.44 The linchpin of this kind of regime is the ability of the dominant 
group, in this case the NWS, to engage in ‘tactical issue-linkage.’ 45 In the case of the 
NPT it is linking nonproliferation to disarmament and technical assistance46 in a 
way so the NNWS are satisfied and do not start pursuing their own nuclear weapons 
programs.47  

In the past decade, nuclear proliferation among states has accelerated and it 
is plausible that it will continue to do so. Pakistan’s stand-off with India in the late 
1990s drew renewed attention to nuclear issues in the region. Other stresses, such as 
the Democratic Republic of North Korea’s (DPRK) expanding nuclear program, 
including its withdrawal from the NPT and testing of nuclear devices, as well as 
Iran’s current nuclear ambitions and its defiant behavior in the NPT, are putting 
considerable strains on both the NPT and the IAEA. The viability of the NPT, 
however, is key. With the behavior of the DPRK and Iran, the vulnerability of the 
treaty to exploitation given the lack of enforcement powers is becoming clearer. The 
recent UN sanctions passed against Iran are a sign that most of the world’s countries 
believe in the legitimacy of the NPT in terms of its legality, and see Iran’s behavior 
as unjustifiable. However, NAM-countries, along with Brazil and Turkey, have 
expressed disagreement with sanctions and voted against them in the Security 
Council (although observing them once passed). It is important to remember that 
one break-away from the NPT may bring more to follow and will render the treaty 
weaker than before. A nuclear Iran could lead to a proliferation spiral in the Middle 
East.48 And generally, proliferation further incentivizes latent nuclear powers to 
develop nuclear weapons.49 In assessing scenarios of the future, however, we must 
first take into consideration the value of the status quo.  

Consequences: The spread of nuclear weapons 

The enhanced access to information and markets and the growing interest in nuclear 
energy may possibly contribute to the proliferation of nuclear capabilities to a 
growing number of countries. Further, if coupled with the current perception that 

                                                           

44 Lisa L. Martin, “Interests, Power, and Multilateralism,” International Organization, Vol. 
46, No. 4, Autumn 1992. 
45 Ibid.  
46 Carranza, pp. 489-525. 
47 In the 2010 NPT Review Conference, the NWS in the NPT committed themselves to 1) 
accelerate progress on disarmament, the document encourages them to develop 2) a 
standard reporting form on disarmament as a confidence building measure as well as 3) 
report back their disarmament progress to a preparatory committee in 2014, which will be 
assessed at the RevCon 2015. The main wish of the counterparties of an effort to include a 
timeline for disarmament and a negotiated nuclear weapons convention failed.   
48 James A. Russell, Strategic Stability Reconsidered: “Prospects for Escalation and Nuclear 
War in the Middle East,” IFRI Proliferation Papers Series, Spring 2009, 
http://www.nps.edu/academics/sigs/ccc/people/biolinks/russell/PP26_Russell_2009.pdf.  
49 Countries that have the technical means and capacity to become nuclear weapons states 
fairly quickly. On the list could be: Germany, Japan, Argentina, South Africa, Egypt and 
Indonesia, possibly others. 
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nuclear weapons can serve as a status symbol and that the NPT is weakening, 
incentives are in place for a growing number of states to pursue nuclear weapons. 
Nuclear proliferation is likely to occur. However, the speed and the degree is still 
something that can be affected by the conditions of the international system. 

The current U.S. reaction  

The policy reaction to the changes in the global environment has been one that 
places emphasis on averting speculative scenarios rather than attaining specific 
outcomes; however, new risk scenarios require new forms of management.50 From 
traditional strategies of capabilities planning, which focus on threats and on 
analyzing intentions and capabilities of adversaries, and which are conceptually 
connected to relations between states,51 strategies of net assessment focus on risk 
components, their probabilities and consequences, and the competition between 
different actors.52 In 2001, defense planning shifted from a threat-based model for 
defense planning to one based on capabilities that would focus “more on how an 
adversary might act rather than who that adversary might be or where a war might 
occur.”53 Some strands of reasoning emphasize the need for heightened alertness in 
defense planning, recommending that the U.S. should hedge against a continuing 
downturn in relations.54 Methods such as wargaming are a common tool used to 
practice reactions in crisis situations55 but in these speculative scenarios “it is not 
easy to distinguish error from insight”56 and they may have a downside of exaggerating 
negative expectations of the future. Thus philosophies of “hope for the best but plan 
for the worst”57 can actually exacerbate the security dilemma.58  

                                                           

50 Heng, p. 74. 
51 Ibid. 73. 
52 Heng defines net assessment as guided by two overarching concerns: “to understand and 
forecast protracted strategic competition, and identify relative strengths and weaknesses of 
both sides.” However, net assessment is not a new practice, which comes after the end of the 
Cold War. However, it itself has undergone change and of the new challenges it faces, he 
writes that “net assessment has to reorient itself away from focusing on strategic interaction 
between states, towards protracted competition with non-state terrorist actors and 
insurgents.” Yee-Kuang Heng, “Old Wine in New Bottles? Reconfiguring Net Assessment for 
21st Century Security Analysis,” Contemporary Security Analysis, Vol. 28, No. 3, December 
2007, p. 439. 
53 Department of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report, 2001, 
http://www.defense.gov/pubs/pdfs/qdr2001.pdf.  
54 Keith Payne, “Hope Masquerading as experience,” Washington Quarterly, June 15 2010, 
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2010/jun/15/hope-masquerading-as-experience/ 
55 Elizabeth Collins, “Army Wargames for Future Conflicts,” U.S. Army official homepage, 
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Scholars have described these tendencies as prompting a move from reactive 
to preemptive security, where undesirable outcomes that have not yet materialized 
are attempted to be avoided by preemption.59 In nuclear policy, Press and Lieber 
have controversially argued that the U.S. maintained a preemptive nuclear strategy, 
which entails retaining a first-strike capability, even after the 1960s, when this was 
abandoned in the official policy.60 The current approach to risk management is 
coherent with the broader strategic culture, which, with its focus on technological 
progress, can act as a catalyst of that preemption - the two reinforcing each other. 
Here, the U.S. commits itself to pursuing technological development to the exclusion 
of other possible policy choices.61 The following section examines possible 
reorientation of the current policies to a different type of proactive approach. 

Recommendations for a different type of pragmatism in American 
security policy 

The previous sections showed the importance of deterrence in American strategic 
culture, and yet the international security environment is facing a possible 
proliferation of nuclear weapons and a weak institutional framework. A potential 
rise in proliferation can be managed, not mitigated.  

The most effective way to deal with proliferation will be creating a stronger 
institutional framework internationally, which can enhance transparency and 
cooperation. To achieve this, the United States can maintain a deterrence strategy, 
but a smarter, more minimalist one, which can be augmented by more ambitious 
policies in cooperation and the dismantlement of a large part of its own nuclear 
weapons. Improving cooperation and transparency in the nuclear realm requires an 
attempt at restoring faith in the institutional environment. The effort to reinvigorate 
the current architecture of international institutions such as the NPT regime will be 
key if new global challenges are to be met. No other state is in such a favorable 
position to promote institutional shifts to serve its own interests, and the United 
States may not continue to have this opportunity for much longer.62  

 Whether a state will find it worthwhile to try to acquire a nuclear weapons 
capability is a function of how the payoffs of such an action are weighed against the 
desirability of the status quo and the expected value of alternative futures. Because 
of this, increasing the efficacy of more cooperative approaches to security may 
persuade a state not to act out. Ultimately, we must ask: What prevents states from 
striking a bargain that avoids the costs of war?63 Analysts have found that most of 
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the failed bargaining results from either uncertainty or commitment problems.64 
Institutions can address both of these by creating standardized procedures and 
reactions; they can lower uncertainty and information costs and, so long as the costs 
of acting out are high enough, can stabilize commitment problems. Furthermore, 
there is empirical evidence that weak states can offer terrorist groups a safe haven to 
seek and utilize unconventional weapons. 65 Therefore, building the capacity of these 
states to prevent WMD terrorism remains critical; strengthening international 
cooperation among states can provide tools for weaker states to enforce controls and 
respond to challenges posed by non-state actors. 

Institutional limitations 

In examining the possibilities of changing policy, it is important to be sensitive to 
the interests involved. First, there are economic interests at play. In 2008 the 
defense budget was $696.3 billion.66 The defense industry currently employs more 
than 700.000 people.67 Defense spending is a political issue, which affects the 
behavior of Senate and House representatives. Analysts point to forces in Congress 
working to slow the process taken on by the Obama administration to, for example, 
ratify New START68 and the CTBT.69 Further, there are great institutional interests 
within the NNSA in keeping programs.70 A retired anonymous Pentagon official has 
stated that “the large backlog of warheads awaiting disassembly has been 
maintained as a bargaining chip toward winning a political commitment to produce 
a new nuclear warhead design.”71 It seems reasonable to assume that these 
economic, political and institutional factors are contributing to a certain degree  of 
path dependency in the thinking about nuclear weapons issues. Proposed policy 
changes should therefore be based in strategic arguments of optimizing security 
policy as a response to current global challenges.  

U.S. security policy objectives 

Any successful foreign policy should prioritize the security of the homeland from any 
direct attack.72 Adding to this minimal definition, a classic definition of national 
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security is Wolfers’ characterization as “the absence of threats to acquired values.”73 
Structural conditions in the international system can potentially play an important 
role in stabilizing and securing national interest. Gilpin thus asserts that a leading 
state will attempt to change the international system if the expected benefits exceed 
the expected costs.74 Relating this to the current U.S. situation, Robert Jervis has 
recently argued that unipolarity offers powerful incentives for the leading state to be 
‘revisionist’ in the international system because of the combination of (a) the 
absence of countervailing power, (b) the tendency for both the interests and the 
fears of the leading state to increase as its relative capabilities increase, and (c) the 
psychological tendency to worry more about the future.75 Robert Art similarly 
recommends that the U.S. should work to preserve those conditions of the 
international system that benefit the country, and change those that do not.76  

The previous analysis of the global security environment asserted that 
further proliferation of nuclear weapons is likely to happen. Though this could 
potentially stabilize the international environment, it may not. In either case, it is in 
the security interest of the U.S. to promote higher levels of information sharing and 
transparency regarding nuclear programs. 

U.S. interests in managing the system 

The changing international security environment is affecting U.S. security in such a 
way that the U.S. now shares with other nations latent, actual and potential strategic 
sources of insecurity.77 The global nature of the risks and the resulting 
interdependency of the U.S. with other states suggests a common interest exists in 
coordinating policy in the fields where unilateral action will not be sufficient. As one 
commentator writes, “in many cases the United States simply can't ‘go it alone.’”78 
Therefore, it will be in the U.S.’ interest to engage in a form of system management 
instead of its current risk management strategy. System management could be a 
strategy geared towards dealing with new risks, but in a cooperative, comprehensive, 
long-term manner by enhancing predictability and lowering information and 
sharing costs through various forms of international cooperation. 

Institutions can help states form effective systems for working together and 
can be altered to meet new challenges. One example is the intelligence-sharing 
network of NATO, which was designed for surveillance of the Soviet Union during 
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the Cold War and then was quickly adapted to help counter the new issue of global 
terrorism.79 

There will be a need to optimize rather than maximize the role of the state 
through burden-sharing. Consultative procedures in formal and informal 
institutional bodies can contribute to a continual recalibration of balances between 
effectiveness (joint approach), efficiency (timeliness and cost) and legitimacy (moral 
and political) of responses. In some areas, the U.S. should endorse more selective 
cooperation with other great-power states to secure the global commons and to 
provide international public goods. Such efforts could encompass the policing 
international sea-lanes and the monitoring of harbors. It is expected that the form of 
the effort can be multilayered and will not be geared to eliminate threats entirely but 
rather to manage risks. The scope and complexity of risks will always be a step 
ahead of the capacity and timeliness of global efforts to contain them, so it will be 
important that international efforts promote continued cooperation and produce 
short term measurable political successes.  

To that end, an active U.S. role will turn interdependence into an advantage 
by advancing a cooperative imperative and making multilateral cooperation a 
cornerstone of U.S. leadership. The probability of this vision playing out in its 
entirety is unlikely, but small steps in this direction may also produce significant 
effects. 

Specific Recommendations 

The three developments in the international security environment noted above each 
call for new strategic responses. Regarding the first, with the U.S. being one of the 
primary targets of terrorist groups, it is important to remember that terrorism is a 
transnational threat and all the connected problems such as securing fissile 
materials, verifying nuclear programs and limiting illicit trade are all things that 
need to be addressed on a global scale through international cooperation. Secondly, 
the growing interest in nuclear energy makes it all the more relevant to distinguish 
sharply between peaceful uses and weapons uses, and better international regulation 
and implementation in the area is needed. Thirdly, the U.S. should work to revitalize 
the NPT regime such that every aspect of the original “grand bargain” is reinforced, 
starting with demonstrating its own commitment to more rapid disarmament. This 
is important both because the NPT provides the legal framework in the UN on 
nonproliferation and disarmament and because of the very important work the 
IAEA does in inspecting and monitoring nuclear facilities and verifying the peaceful 
nature of their operations.  

Export controls 

In light of the growing dangers of proliferation and access to nuclear materials, the 
need to control the movement of materials is crucial and tightening export controls 
is an effective tool to do so. Despite the fact that the UNSC mandated in Resolution 
1540 that all countries should establish and implement export controls, many 
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countries have either refused to enforce them or done so ineffectively.80 Following a 
new analysis by David Albright on smuggling and illicit trafficking of nuclear 
materials, it is important to get all countries to adhere to export controls of high 
standards. Further initiatives should include developing uniform international 
standards on what technology and information is sensitive.81 Further, the U.S. must 
press friends and foes alike to clamp down on smuggling. One successful example of 
this was when Israel, with U.S. pressure during 1980s and early 1990s, stopped its 
illicit procurement for its nuclear weapons program. 82 

Another recommendation is to make ratification of the Additional Protocol a 
requirement for states wanting to receive technical assistance from the IAEA.83 This 
may be difficult to get passed in the IAEA General Conference, where NAM 
countries have the majority, but if it is tactically linked to U.S. disarmament and 
considerable economic incentives, it may be possible.84 

A more open approach towards cooperation between the government and 
industry in the U.S. is needed. Currently, some companies are less likely to be 
forthcoming with relevant information for fear of being prosecuted. Albright points 
out that the Bush administration refused to let the IAEA collect information on 
transnational smuggling from companies, but if it is done right, as examples in the 
UK and France have shown, it can be a voluntary and efficient process between 
industry and the IAEA. 85  

Nuclear energy 

In order to deal with the issue of the growing interest in nuclear energy, it is all the 
more necessary to make arrangements that make it possible to distinguish between 
peaceful uses and weapons programs. Although this may be difficult to get the NAM 
to agree to, tactical issue linkage to U.S. dismantlement could possibly lead to 
compromise. This means more inspections and verification measures and more 
power and resources invested in the IAEA. Some analysts have suggested limiting 
the rights provided in the NPT to build nuclear enrichment facilities and instead 
provide access to low-level fissile materials internationally – an effort which has 
gained momentum largely due to efforts by the Nuclear Threat Initiative.86 A well-
functioning arrangement of this sort would create a strong norm against any new 
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nuclear fuel reprocessing and the path to taking tough anti-proliferation measures 
would be clearer.87 

Supporting international agreements: Ratification of New START, CTBT and 
FMCT 

The administration should put its efforts into ratifying the international treaties, 
which have been agreed in bilateral and multilateral forums, but which lack the legal 
status that comes with ratification. Apart from it being in the national security 
interest of the U.S., the U.S. has enormous exemplary power and others will follow if 
the U.S. leads. Of course, some point out the possibility of the U.S. ratifying and 
others failing to ratify. A similar critique can be made of the case for disarmament. 
As one commentator has pointed out, actions to disarm may well be received by 
others with nothing more than “a sympathetic nod.”88 However, in the ratification of 
the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) and the Fissile Materials Cut-off Treaty 
(FMCT), observers have pointed out that if the U.S. ratifies, China will likely ratify, 
which could lead India and in turn Pakistan to do likewise. And even if these 
developments do not immediately follow, the U.S. will be no worse off than before 
because conducting explosive nuclear tests is politically unacceptable. 

Revitalizing the NPT: U.S. dismantlement 

As part of its effort to strengthen international institutions, the U.S. should hold up 
its end of the bargain with respect to the NPT. One way to do this is to contribute 
more to the IAEA and the CTBTO89 as well as push towards all countries accepting 
the Additional Protocol, as mentioned earlier. Further, based on analysis of the 
negotiation process in the NPT, the fundamental bargain of the NPT between non-
nuclear and nuclear states will mean that the U.S. can use disarmament as political 
negotiating capital to strengthen other parts of the regime. To that end, the U.S. 
should make clear efforts to pick up the speed and the scope of dismantlement. If 
done well, such an effort will send a strong political signal and can be used as a 
bargaining chip for various measures to reign in proliferation risks. This effort 
would not jeopardize the U.S.’ primary capability to deter and thus would not be in 
violation of  any branch of national security policy, as it would only be affecting 
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warheads that are currently waiting to retire anyway.90 However, the U.S. could not 
send a stronger signal than this. To date, the only place weapons dismantlement is 
being done is at the Pantex Facility in Texas. At present, this facility is primarily 
being used for prolonging life of warheads. Even if dismantlement were to be the 
highest priority of an administration, such an endeavor would take many years, as it 
would be extremely difficult politically to conceive of building a new facility where 
dismantlement would be done. Nonetheless, a reprioritization should be considered 
and a larger budget should be set aside for dismantlement. 

At the moment, the estimated number for retired warheads going into 
dismantlement in 2010 is 250. At projected peak, the Pantex facility can dismantle 
1,500 warheads annually, and in 1992 this number was even 1,800.91 At the moment 
there is a backlog of roughly 4,500 retired warheads, which the U.S. plans to 
eliminate by 2022. On top of this, The DoD has approximately 2,100 strategic 
warheads and 500 tactical warheads on reserve, as a possible hedge for a resurgent 
Russia. If the goal for 2022 is to be reached, disarmament needs to be sped up 
nonetheless. At the moment, the reason for the low number of dismantlement is the 
fact that warhead life-extension programs, which occupy the same facilities and 
demand many of the same technical and personnel requirements for dismantlement 
are given priority. Although the National Nuclear Security Administration 
announced in April that dismantling of B53 would be sped up, concrete plans have 
yet to be drawn up.92 As mentioned earlier, some have explained the halting of the 
process as a bargaining chip toward gaining commitment for a new warhead, and it 
is important to remember that there are strong interests against this and therefore it 
will be a long process.93 However, an effort to speed up dismantlement would be a 
strong political signal and possibly a bargaining chip in developing a stronger 
commitment to the NPT in other states. 

Conclusion 

The renewed debate among American elites on the role of nuclear weapons in 
security policy coincides with a global environment affected by globalization, new 
and potent actors, renewed interest in nuclear energy and a weakened NPT regime – 
all leading to a rising probability that the proliferation of nuclear weapons may 
continue in the coming decade.  

 Rather than redoubling efforts to strengthen the non-nuclear norm and the 
NPT that embodies it, the U.S. has taken an approach that continues to assert the 
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special role of nuclear weapons in its own national defense strategy. Nuclear 
weapons play a special role in American strategic culture, which gives substantive 
value to the technology of nuclear weapons and is focused on technological 
advancement as a goal in itself. The current preemptive doctrine in security strategy 
favors technological advancement and rules out other policy options.  

In the globalized and interdependent world, the U.S. will benefit from a 
strategy that is anticipatory but aims to manage risks through cooperation rather 
than seeking to eliminate risks altogether through preemption. Even while 
maintaining enough weapons for deterrence, the U.S. should seek to strengthen 
international cooperation and transparency in the nuclear realm, in part by 
investing in initiatives such as international export control legislation and 
implementation. Further, an attempt to revitalize the grand bargain of the NPT 
should be made by speeding up U.S. dismantlement of nuclear weapons and 
bringing it to the table as a sign of a major step towards honoring treaty 
commitments by the largest nuclear weapons state in the world.  

This would be a new and ambitious approach to American nuclear policy, 
involving strategically relevant international engagement and dismantlement. Thus, 
such a nuclear policy would, in a concrete and pragmatic way, invest in the promise 
of a more peaceful future. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


