
As a policy tool, then, deterrence is unwieldy in the nonproliferation world. It shares an 
uncomfortable bed with the treaties (such as the Non-Proliferation Treaty, Biological 
Weapons Convention, and Chemical Weapons Convention) that seek procedural responses 
to noncompliance and with the informal supplier arrangements that rely on cooperation to 
keep the most sensitive materials and equipment out of the hands of would-be proliferators. A 
decreasing number of countries stand outside these regimes, and for these, deterrence is most 
likely to be directed against use of WMD, or their transfer to terrorist groups. 

Despite its limitations, however, deterrence will continue to be attractive for nonproliferation, if 
only because of the costs and risks of the alternatives: doing nothing (which allows a proliferator 
to develop weapons at will, a la North Korea), destroying a proliferator’s capabilities (a la Israel’s 
bombing of the Osirak and Al Kibar reactors or threatened U.S. and Israeli action against Iran, 
should it proliferate), or invasion (Iraq). Given the significant risk that terrorist acquisition of WMD 
continues to pose around the globe, the United States should focus particular attention on 
strengthening the network of legal controls, intelligence sharing, and international cooperation 
that prevent their spread and keep the risk well below the threshold of deterring use. ▶
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The Obama administration's policy from the outset has been to reduce U.S. reliance on 
nuclear weapons as a near-term step in the long-term pursuit of a world without nuclear 
weapons. This is easy for the United States to say, because it has the world's strongest military by 
far. If no one has nuclear weapons, the United States is the nondeterrable “600-pound gorilla.” As 
Paul Bracken, who coined the term “the second nuclear age,” observed in 2012: “China, Russia, 
India, Pakistan, North Korea, and Iran hardly desire a world that is ‘safe’ for U.S. strong-arm tactics 
with conventional forces.” For nations wanting the same freedom of action that our conventional 
superiority gives us, giving up the nuclear option makes no sense. 

Much like the United States in the 1950s when it faced massive Warsaw Pact conventional forces, 
other states are increasing their reliance on nuclear weapons. Russia and China are embarked on 
aggressive nuclear modernization programs; North Korea has joined the nuclear club; and Iran may 
be pursuing nuclear weapons. During the Cold War, the United States deployed about 7,000 tactical 
nuclear weapons in Europe, so that the Soviets would know that any major war in Europe would “go 
nuclear.” Today, the Russian general staff is writing doctrine for how Russia could use nuclear weapons 
in a conflict with a conventionally superior force (that would be the U.S.-led NATO) to “deescalate” a 
crisis. Nuclear weapons offset conventional military superiority. When the U.S. military declares that it 
is seeking “full spectrum dominance” (see Joint Vision 2010), it simply reinforces the dependence of 
our would-be competitors on nuclear weapons. 

How does the United States counter the nuclear weapons of other states that don't want to live 
under Pax Americana? We need to get serious again about nuclear weapons. The days of massive 



retaliation and mutual assured destruction 
are over, but nuclear weapons still matter for 
the United States because they are the most 
credible way of deterring how other countries 
might employ their nuclear weapons against us. 
The scenarios are different, and the stakes less 
existential. But we are in the second nuclear age, 
and denial is no longer an option.
 
Embrace Realism. The fallacy of hoping that 
our competitors would give up their means for 
offsetting U.S. conventional power is laid bare 
by the actions of Russia, China, and North Korea 
today. In the same way that the United States and 
the Soviet Union did during the Cold War, these 
states “use” their nuclear 
weapons every day. They 
understand that nuclear 
weapons are a primary 
element of the global distribution of power that 
provides the underlying structure for deterrence 
relationships between all states, not just those 
states seeking to oppose the United States. They 
also know that their nuclear weapons will cast a 
“nuclear shadow” over any major conflict with the 
United States. During the first nuclear age, it was 
the mutual fear of nuclear escalation that kept 
the Cold War cold as the two global superpowers 
engaged in Thomas Schelling’s “competition in 
risk-taking.” And as they plan for how to cope 
with a United States that increasingly acts as 
if nuclear war is unthinkable, they are thinking 
through how they might physically employ a 
nuclear weapon to demonstrate their willingness 

to escalate to the nuclear level. For these 
conventionally weaker powers, it won’t be as a 
last resort, because a lengthy conventional war 
with the United States is a no-win proposition. 
“Going nuclear” early in a conflict in a manner 
that convinces the United States to back off 
(but does not provoke us into “going ballistic”) 
makes sense from their perspective. We need to 
internalize that and plan accordingly. 

Buy 21st-Century Nukes, not Cold War Ones. 
Sustaining a U.S. nuclear force designed for the 
Cold War cannot be the right response to the 
challenges of “the second nuclear age.” Like our 
potential adversaries, we should develop and 

procure new nuclear 
weapons. We also 
need nuclear weapons 
whose employment 

demonstrates our willingness (if necessary) 
to break the nuclear threshold in a manner 
that does not set off uncontrollable nuclear 
escalation. From a global perspective, we need 
to maintain nuclear parity with the Russians and 
sustain nuclear superiority over the Chinese—
dealing with a Russia that thought it had nuclear 
superiority would be even more difficult than it 
already is; a China that had achieved nuclear parity 
would tear big holes in the U.S. nuclear umbrella. 
Our conventional superiority obviates some of 
our requirements for nuclear weapons, but it 
creates others. This is paradoxical, to be sure, but 
paradoxes seem endemic to any nuclear era. ▶

we need to get serious again 
about nuclear weapons. 
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