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Pessimism and Nostalgia 
in the Second Nuclear Age

Christopher J. Fettweis

Abstract

The “second nuclear age” created a renaissance in theorizing about 
nuclear weapons with conclusions and speculation that were uniformly 
pessimistic. However, the second nuclear age is likely to be substantially 
less dangerous than the first. Why, then, does pessimism dominate? This 
article evaluates the literature of the second nuclear age and tries to under-
stand why pessimism, and even nostalgia for the Cold War, is so common 
among its theorists. Drawing heavily on insights from psychology, it ex-
plains the origins of such nostalgia and explains why for so many people 
the past always seems better than the present, even when—as in the case 
of nuclear weapons—it is, by all empirical measures, far better. 



There’s nobody that understands the horror of nuclear better than me.
—Donald J. Trump, 15 June 2016

The ever-present threat of nuclear annihilation was one of the Cold 
War’s less charming features. Although rational calculations from elites 
suggested deterrence would maintain a stable peace, to the average, 
helpless civilian, mutually assured destruction never seemed terribly reas-
suring. Many people were resigned to the notion that, sooner or later, 
the klaxon would sound and World War III would begin. 

Today, the “horror of nuclear,” to use President Trump’s phrase, seems 
to have receded. Superpower arsenals are 10 percent of what they once 
were, and the chances of nuclear holocaust have diminished. Our average, 
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helpless civilian might be surprised to discover, however, that those same 
elites who were so calm in the face of past nuclear dangers are more 
worried about the present. Proliferation, instability, regional wars, 
and catastrophic terrorism are widely expected to be hallmarks of this 
“second nuclear age.”1 Expectations for the new, post–Cold War era 
have been quite negative regarding many aspects of security, particularly 
nuclear weapons. Why does pessimism dominate today, when by all ac-
counts the unipolar world is significantly better in almost every respect 
than the one that preceded it?2

The end of the Cold War ushered in a broad renaissance in nuclear 
weapons studies. This article examines the predictions, evidence, and 
psychology of this second nuclear age. It reviews the assertions com-
monly made during this renaissance and compares them to the evidence 
that has accumulated over the past 25 years. It renders judgment, to 
the extent possible, on the relationship between nuclear weapons and 
unipolarity, arguing that the second nuclear age is likely to be substan-
tially less dangerous than the first. The article concludes by examining 
the psychological foundation of nuclear pessimism, including the puz-
zling nostalgia for the Cold War that pervades so much of this literature. 
Popular perceptions regarding nuclear weapons are once again different 
from those of the experts, and this time they seem more rational.3

Predictions of the Second Nuclear Age
The moment when many people began to take seriously the possibility of 

fundamentally new nuclear rules came in 1998 when India and Pakistan 
conducted a round of tests. “Atomic weapons have returned for a second 
act,” wrote one of this literature’s major figures, Paul Bracken. For him, 
“1998 was the turning point.”4 Once South Asia “had broken free of 
Western nuclear controls,” he argued, other countries in the “arc of ter-
ror” would surely follow.5 Others mark its beginning somewhat earlier, 
but all those who write about the second nuclear age (SNA) attempt to 
describe and predict behavior regarding nuclear weapons in a unipolar 
world. “It is a second age,” according to Bracken, “because it has noth-
ing to do with the central fact of the first nuclear age, the cold war.”6 
Taken as a whole, these analysts are a rather pessimistic lot, skeptical 
about the prospects for stability and nonproliferation in the absence of a 
superpower to balance the United States. This basic structural dynamic 
would lead to a number of unpleasant outcomes. 
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First and most obviously, the SNA would likely be marked by a great 
deal more proliferation than the first. According to Bracken, the “over-
arching theme” of the age will be the “breakdown of the major power 
monopoly over the bomb.”7 Unipolarity provides strong incentives for 
smaller states, who have no hope of balancing the United States, to pur-
sue nuclear weapons. No matter how much effort the United States puts 
into non- and counterproliferation, “nuclear weapons will nevertheless 
spread, with a new member occasionally joining the club,” predicted 
Kenneth Waltz. 8 “The most likely scenario in the wake of the Cold War,” 
argued John Mearsheimer, “is further nuclear proliferation in Europe,” 
and “it is not likely the proliferation will be well managed.”9 Instability 
and insecurity would spread, as would nuclear weapons, throughout the 
Global South.10 Since new nuclear states were almost inevitable, both 
Waltz and Mearsheimer felt that it was in the interest of the West to at-
tempt to manage, and indeed even to encourage, gradual proliferation 
to help stabilize the system. 

These chains of proliferation will lead to new, potentially unstable 
nuclear rivalries. Were North Korea to be accepted as the ninth nuclear-
weapons state, Graham Allison warned in 2004, South Korea and Japan 
would build their own arsenals “by the end of the decade.”11 The second 
nuclear age would be “much more decentralized,” with “many indepen-
dent nuclear decision centers.”12 A “multipolar nuclear order” is on the 
horizon, if it has not already arrived.13 

The new nuclear powers are not likely to resemble the old. The second 
major assumption of the SNA literature is that proliferation will reach 
less enlightened parts of the globe, those led by unpredictable, semi-
rational tyrants. The old rules of deterrence may not apply, since the 
motivations of these actors are not only less knowable but often ruled by 
passions and nationalism. “The idea of budding defense intellectuals sit-
ting around computer models and debating strategy in Iran or Pakistan 
defies credulity,” at least in Bracken’s estimation, since in these states 
“hysterical nationalism” overrules rationality.14 The “overdetermined” 
cascades of proliferation across Asia will bring a host of new, less trustworthy 
actors into the nuclear camp, from rogue states to nonstate actors, all of 
whom will be essentially undeterrable by traditional means.15 Their mo-
tivations will be less rational or simply less transparent to the outside world. 

In the second nuclear age, not just an accidental but the intentional 
use of nuclear weapons by new nuclear actors cannot be ruled out.16 
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Rogue states do not seek nuclear weapons for the reasons that motivated 
earlier proliferants. While all US observers believe that Washington’s arsenal 
exists for defensive purposes, to deter any attack that our enemies would 
otherwise contemplate, the primary use of new nuclear weapons will be 
offensive. The possibility for irrationality in new nuclear powers inspired 
the United States to scrap the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and begin 
thinking about how to “tailor” deterrence to target smaller actors.17 A 
nuclear Iran will use its weapons to bully, or even attack, not deter. In 
2017, experts warned that North Korean intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles would be coercive, to extract concessions from US allies. “North 
Korea’s contempt for its neighbors suggests that it would hold them 
hostage with its nuclear weapons,” wrote widely respected Ambassador 
Chris Hill. “Would proliferation stop with South Korea and Japan? 
What about Taiwan?”18 As a result, the basic assumptions of deterrence 
need to be rethought. 

Third, preventive wars will be much more likely in the second nuclear 
age than they were in the first.19 The unipolar state is an essentially status 
quo power with strong incentives to prevent nuclear proliferation, espe-
cially if it involves states with disconcertingly inconsistent relationships 
with rationality.20 The process of nuclearization, always profoundly 
unstable, will be even more dangerous now. Since many states may be 
interested in developing their own nuclear programs very soon, the 
risk of counterproliferation wars should increase.21

Fourth, preventive wars might not be the only ones becoming more 
frequent. Another characteristic of the new age expected by those who 
described it was an intensification of regional rivalries. The removal of 
the stabilizing influence of the superpowers will encourage local actors 
to take new steps to assure their security. Regional powers may well 
feel simultaneously less safe without the backing of their former patron 
and less constrained in their own actions. In nuclear terms, this means 
that the reach of nuclear umbrellas has shrunk. Extended deterrence 
(the promise to retaliate if one’s allies are attacked), something upon 
which few smaller allies could completely depend during the Cold War, 
is particularly hard to take seriously now that it is over. The credibility of 
US commitments to its partners will decrease along with their strategic 
significance. Threats to retaliate in the periphery will not be as effec-
tive, and more wars—even nuclear wars—may be on the horizon.22 As 
a result, many expected to see the re-emergence of security dilemmas, 
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regional arms races, and their attendant negative effects on international 
relationships. 

Fifth, other observers have been more concerned about dangers arising 
from reverse vertical proliferation. The erosion of Russian spending on 
(and attention to) its arsenal led some to question the viability of mutual 
assured destruction (MAD) in the second nuclear age. The United States 
appears to be approaching “nuclear primacy” as a result, and the results 
could be destabilizing.23 A Kremlin without full confidence in its aging 
early-warning radar systems might grow increasingly concerned about 
its vulnerability to the dreaded bolt-from-the-blue attack. “To the extent 
that great power peace stems from the pacifying effects of nuclear weapons,” 
explained Keir Lieber and Daryl Press in a widely read piece, “it cur-
rently rests on a shaky foundation.”24 That foundation grows shakier 
as the second nuclear age, and US technology, advances. Second-strike 
capabilities might no longer be what they once were.25

Finally, contributors to the nuclear-studies renaissance worried a great 
deal about the potential for catastrophic terrorism. The “Managing the 
Atom” project at Harvard’s Belfer Center leads the concern. “If terrorists 
do get their hands on a nuclear device or on highly enriched uranium or 
plutonium,” warned Graham Allison, the project’s founder, “they could 
easily make a bomb operational within a year.”26 He and others have 
repeatedly claimed that anyone with a master’s (or, at times, merely a 
bachelor’s) degree in physics could assemble a nuclear weapon if they 
acquired fissile material. Daniel Deudney worried about “nuclear leakage” 
to unsavory characters, which would lead to an age of “omniviolence.”27 

Perhaps some SNA theorists realized that their rhetoric was a bit over-
heated at times, but they rationalized their occasional use of hyperbole 
as a necessary tool to shock society into awareness regarding the ongo-
ing dangers posed by nuclear stockpiles. A skeptic might suggest that 
perhaps some had also noted the ease with which fear sells books. Even 
if the SNA literature had more than one inspiration, its tone is homogenous: 
pessimism dominates, with most theorists arguing that the risk of 
nuclear use has risen dramatically in the unipolar world. As of this 
writing, the “Doomsday Clock” maintained by the Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists stands at two-and-a-half minutes to midnight, which is closer 
to Armageddon than at almost any time in the past.28 Bracken has even 
wondered whether it will be “possible for countries to survive the second 
nuclear age.”29 
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The Second Nuclear Age: Evidence
The removal of the Cold War rivalry has indeed had a rather dramatic 

effect on the world’s relationship with its nuclear weapons—but not 
quite in the way described above. Most seasoned observers of inter-
national politics would agree that, so far, there have been no regional 
nuclear wars, and no cities have disappeared under a terrorist’s mush-
room cloud. While those SNA concerns may remain without much 
discussion, others might deserve a bit more examination.

Proliferation

The first quarter-century of unipolarity has been remarkably good for 
the nonproliferation regime. As it turns out, the great powers did not take 
Mearsheimer up on his recommendation to aid would-be proliferators. Thus 
far, at least, the second nuclear age has been much less dangerous than the first.

Proliferation comes in two forms, horizontal and vertical. The former 
refers to the spread of weapons capability from country to country, while 
the latter concerns the accumulation and development of weapons within 
countries. The superpowers tried to discourage horizontal proliferation 
during the Cold War while engaging in rather gaudy vertical prolifera-
tion of their own. Neither form has occurred since its end.

Two states founded the nuclear club in the 1940s (the United States 
and the USSR), one more joined in the 1950s (the United Kingdom), 
and two each in the 1960s (France and China), 1970s (India and Israel), 
and 1980s (Pakistan and South Africa). In the 1990s, there were no new 
members, and only one has joined in the new century. The same number 
of states possesses nuclear capability in 2017 as did in 1990, for a net 
horizontal proliferation rate of zero. 

Table 1. Horizontal Proliferation in the Second Nuclear Age
Nuclear Weapons States, 2017 Nuclear Weapons States, 1990

United States United States

Russia USSR

United Kingdom United Kingdom

France France

China China 

Israel Israel

India India

Pakistan Pakistan

North Korea South Africa
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Three states that inherited part of the Soviet arsenal (Belarus, Ukraine, 
and Kazakhstan) peacefully surrendered the weapons, against the advice 
of some outside observers.30 At the time of this writing, the beginning of 
2018, for the first time in eight decades no country is actively pursuing 
nuclear weapons, which is an underappreciated development. Nuclear 
testing has effectively ground to a halt outside of the Korean peninsula. 

Meanwhile, the number of nuclear-capable states continues to grow. 
Although enthusiasm for nuclear power waxes and wanes alongside oil-
price fluctuations and climate-change fears, the process is not secret. In 
April 2017, 449 nuclear reactors generated power for 30 different coun-
tries.31 All industrialized states, and quite a few less industrialized ones, 
are capable of building nuclear weapons.32 As Nick Miller’s recent work 
has shown, nuclear energy programs rarely lead to warheads.33

The supposedly landmark events that began the second nuclear age in 
earnest have proven profoundly unimportant. No proliferation cascades 
followed the 1998 Indian and Pakistani tests, which, it is helpful to recall, 
were only a reminder of what was already widely known: both countries 
had nuclear arsenals.34 India conducted its first test in 1974, insisting 
that it was a “peaceful nuclear device.”35 Pakistan was unconvinced and 
developed its own weapons by the 1980s, although it refrained from 
testing. Domestic political calculations changed in 1998, not interna-
tional conditions.36 The tests were irrelevant to both the nonproliferation 
regime and geopolitics of the subcontinent.

Only one state has acquired nuclear weapons during unipolarity, but 
it is a prominent one. The anxiety generated by the new North Korean 
arsenal and its evolving delivery system may outweigh any optimism 
generated by otherwise negative proliferation momentum. Perhaps it is 
not the quantity of proliferation that should worry us, but the quality; 
one North Korean nuclear program may well be the functional equiva-
lent, in terms of its ability to inject instability into the system, as six 
nuclear programs within Canada and the Nordic countries. In March 
2017, then-Secretary of State Rex Tillerson announced that the era of 
“strategic patience” with North Korea was over and preventive action 
was a real possibility.37 Former Ambassador John Bolton is not alone in 
worrying that accurate long-range missiles would allow them to become 
a “full-fledged” nuclear state.38 Apparently North Korea has only been a 
partially fledged nuclear state since 2006, when it tested its first weapon. 
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Since that time, however, the so-called “hermit kingdom” has hardly 
acted irrationally. Indeed, its basic behavior has not changed. Pyong-
yang engaged in a consistent series of aggressive actions long before it 
acquired nuclear weapons, including assassinating dissidents, seizing US 
Navy vessels (and torturing captured crews), shooting down US recon-
naissance aircraft, sinking South Korean ships, infiltrating special forces 
into the South, and other misdeeds. The pace of North Korean missile 
testing has increased over the last couple of years, but overall Kim is no 
more aggressive today than were his father and grandfather during the 
first nuclear age.

Pyongyang (and Trump’s Washington) provides strong evidence for 
one of the most basic lessons from foreign policy analysis: much more 
wisdom comes from watching what countries do than from listening to 
what their leaders say, since the latter is often primarily designed for do-
mestic audiences. North Korean rhetoric is maniacal, but its actions are 
usually somewhat rational and restrained, far more so than commonly 
perceived.39 The world’s newest nuclear-weapons state has not used its 
weapons for offensive purposes and appears to be just as deterrable as all 
those that preceded it. It is worth remembering that the Soviet Union 
joined the nuclear club when its leader was at the height of his paranoid 
mania and in complete control of his arsenal, yet even Stalin acted ratio-
nally when it came to atomic affairs.

Predictions of further rogue state proliferation have not been borne 
out by events. The most obvious example of this is Iran, whose program 
has been halted, at least temporarily. The controversial and awkwardly 
named “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action” (JCPOA) dramatically 
complicated Tehran’s path toward a bomb for 15 years, and probably 
more, if it had been renegotiated and renewed in 2030.40 No contributor to 
the SNA literature anticipated that agreement or offered much hope for 
the prospect that Iran could be kept nonnuclear without what might be 
euphemistically called preventive counterproliferation. Indeed, a number 
of analysts called openly for a preventive strike on Iran, an outcome they 
deemed preferable to trusting Tehran’s basic rationality. “Iran’s rapid 
nuclear development will ultimately force the United States to choose 
between a conventional conflict and a possible nuclear war,” wrote Matthew 
Kroenig in support of the former option.41 Six days before the framework 
for the deal was announced, former ambassador John Bolton warned that 
“Iran will not negotiate away its nuclear program. . . . Mr. Obama’s fascination 
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with an Iranian nuclear deal always had an air of unreality,” he 
wrote. “The inconvenient truth is that only military action . . . can 
accomplish what is required.”42 

These predictions may well still come true, now that President Trump 
has withdrawn the US from the JCPOA. As of this writing, the agree-
ment outline remains in place and the Iranians have not violated it despite 
renewed US sanctions. Much consultation is taking place in European 
capitals as supporters of the agreement try to salvage its benefits. The 
nuclear proliferation so many anticipated throughout the Middle East 
may have been given new life by the master dealmaker currently in the 
White House. 

It is also surely worth noting that Iran may not have been as deter-
mined to develop nuclear weapons as has been widely assumed. Both 
US and Israeli intelligence believe that Tehran never made any final 
decisions to nuclearize. According to the 2007 US National Intelligence 
Estimate, which remains the assessment of the entire community, Iran 
essentially abandoned its efforts to develop a bomb in 2003.43 Tehran’s 
insistence that it had no active program was dismissed by those whose 
judgments were based not on inside information but on distrust of Iran, 
which led them to believe that they thought they understood the Islamic 
Republic better than did intelligence professionals (who rarely have an 
incentive to underestimate). Thus, the JCPOA might have put an end to 
a program that had already effectively ended.

Despite widespread concerns to the contrary, the nonproliferation 
regime has proven even more robust in the second nuclear age than it 
was in the first. The story is even better regarding vertical proliferation: 
There are far fewer nuclear weapons on the planet after the first 25 years 
of unipolarity. The largest arsenals shrank the most precipitously, de-
creasing the overall number of warheads by over 70 percent. The United 
Kingdom and France maintain far fewer weapons than they did during 
the Cold War, and despite threats to build a new generation of warheads 
following the election of Trump, thus far the Chinese arsenal remains 
essentially unchanged.44 Only India and Pakistan experienced meaningful 
vertical proliferation in the first decades of the second nuclear age. 
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Table 2. Vertical proliferation in the Second Nuclear Age45

Total  
warheads USA Russia China UK France India Pakistan Israel North 

Korea
South 
Africa

Global 
total

1990 21,392 37,000 230 422 420 7 4 53     0 6 59,534

2017   6,800   7,000 260 215 300 110 140 ~80 ~10 0 14,915

Meanwhile, Moscow has taken steps to address its eroding second-
strike capabilities. The Russians embarked upon a nuclear modernization 
program in 2011, spending billions to upgrade systems and replace older 
weapons with new ones.46 This renewed activity may or may not imperil 
bilateral arms-control treaties, but if it continues it should alleviate con-
cerns that the United States is about to achieve nuclear primacy, with 
all its attendant, potentially destabilizing tensions. While the capability 
to take out an opponent’s arsenal with a bolt-from-the-blue attack has 
been a concern of theorists since the dawn of the nuclear age, no state 
has appeared eager to put theory into practice. Reluctance to use nuclear 
weapons, whether as a result of a taboo or merely prudent caution, is a 
central feature of both the first and second nuclear ages.47 Improvements 
in targeting or intelligence have not (yet?) weakened the basic logic of 
MAD, which was put to the test far more often in the first nuclear era.

Nuclear experts are perpetually identifying tipping points at which 
the world stands. Despite a vast decrease in the number of weapons and 
net-zero horizontal proliferation, the world always finds itself on the 
precipice of disaster, only a few minutes from midnight. Fortunately, 
the nonproliferation regime is far less fragile than SNA theorists feared. 
The pace of proliferation in the second nuclear age has thus far been 
substantially slower than most predicted.48

Preventive War

How much credit can prevention take for these negative proliferation 
trends? The only unambiguously preventive war of the second nuclear 
age—the 2003 invasion of Iraq—had nothing to do with nuclear weapons, 
even if it was occasionally (and disingenuously) sold that way. “We 
know he [Saddam Hussein] has been absolutely devoted to trying to 
acquire nuclear weapons,” Vice President Dick Cheney said on Meet 
the Press four days before the tanks rolled. “And we believe he has, in 
fact, reconstituted nuclear weapons.”49 It is unclear who the vice presi-
dent meant by “we,” because no one in the US government or security 
community thought that Iraq had “reconstituted” nuclear weapons in March 
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2003.50 Erroneous beliefs regarding other weapons of mass destruction 
were among the reasons for the war, but it was not the kind of preven-
tive strike on a nuclear program foreseen by SNA theorists.

Iran was not the only rogue state to abandon its nuclear program 
without a fight. At times de-nuclearization occurred by choice, as with 
South Africa and Libya, while at other times nonproliferation was thrust 
upon states, as was the case with the inchoate Syrian program. Colonel 
Mu‘ammar Gadhafi’s motivation for his decision to shut down his 
WMD programs has been the subject of ferocious and heavily partisan 
debate. At issue is the extent to which the war in Iraq affected his cal-
culations: Was Gadhafi concerned about being the next target of US 
counterproliferation, or was his decision a reflection of a broader effort 
to remove his government from the list of international pariahs? Sup-
porters of the Bush administration posit a direct connection between 
the war and Gadhafi’s sudden change of heart. Negotiations with him 
had begun some years earlier under the Clinton administration, how-
ever, leading a number of observers to conclude that Libya would have 
abandoned its program regardless of what happened in Iraq.51 More recent 
work on the issue suggests that fear of being next on the US target list 
did affect Gadhafi’s thinking and can at the very least account for the 
timing of his offer to disarm.52 “Disarm” is probably not the right word, 
however, since Libya had nowhere near the requisite state capacity to 
build a bomb, and Gadhafi probably knew it. International Atomic 
Energy Agency inspectors found centrifuges and other crucial materials in 
their original packing crates, where they had apparently been for years.53 
Libya may have announced it would not be joining the nuclear club 
following the invasion of Iraq, but that was likely a conclusion it had 
reached some time before. For these purposes, it is sufficient to note 
that Libya abandoned its program for the foreseeable future. Diplo-
macy worked, the nonproliferation regime held, and the rogue-state 
list shrank by one member.54

While it cannot yet be said that the 2007 Israeli airstrikes on a reactor 
construction site permanently removed the possibility of a Syrian 
nuclear weapon, the program has not restarted since the attack. Three-
and-a-half years passed between those strikes and the current civil war, 
during which Assad presumably had plenty of time to re-establish his 
reactors, should he have desired to do so. Instead it appears that his 
government abandoned its efforts, which had not progressed very far 
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anyway.55 American intelligence had never been confident about Syria’s 
desire to build nuclear weapons in the first place, in large part because 
additional facilities required for such an effort were not under construction.56

Overall, while prevention occurred in the second nuclear age, its 
pace is not increasing.57 Israel, for example, struck facilities of its Arab 
neighbors during the first nuclear age as often as in the second. Non-
proliferation in the Middle East has come in different forms in the unipolar 
era, from high-level diplomacy to air strikes. But the outcomes have 
been roughly the same, and nightmares of a region in a “nuclear con-
text,” or a gallery of nuclear-armed rogues, have not come to pass.

Terrorism

Finally, despite the string of bleak and terrifying projections from a 
variety of experts, nuclear weapons have remained well beyond the ca-
pabilities of the modern apocalyptic terrorist. The great fear of the SNA 
literature, that scientific knowledge and technology would gradually be-
come more accessible to nonstate actors, has remained only a dream. 
Nor does there appear to be a great reservoir of fissile material in the 
world’s various black markets waiting to be weaponized.58

Just because something has not yet occurred does not mean that it 
cannot or will not occur eventually. However, it is worth noting that the 
world has not experienced any close calls regarding nuclear terrorism. 
Forecasting future unique events is a necessarily dicey enterprise, but 
one way to improve accuracy is to examine events that have already or 
almost happened. Given the many complexities involved with nuclear 
weapons, especially for amateurs as any terrorists would almost certainly 
be, it is not unreasonable to expect a few failures, or near misses, to 
precede success. While it is possible that we might not know about all 
the plots disrupted by international law enforcement, keeping the lid 
on nuclear near misses would presumably be no small task. As of this 
writing, the public is aware of no serious attempts to construct, steal, or 
purchase nuclear weapons, much less smuggle and detonate one. “Leakage” 
does not seem to be a problem, yet.59

The uniformly pessimistic projections about the second nuclear era 
have not, at least thus far, been borne out by events. Post–Cold War 
trends have instead been generally moving in directions opposite to 
these expectations, with fewer nuclear weapons in the hands of the 
same number of countries and none pursuing more. Why, then, does 
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nuclear pessimism persist? What are the roots of the current fashion-
able unwillingness—or even inability—to detect positive patterns in 
nuclear security?

Psychology and the Second Nuclear Era
“I look back wistfully at the Cold War,” said James Inhofe, the ranking 

Republican in the Senate Armed Services Committee, in February 2014. 
“There were two superpowers, they knew what we had, we knew what 
they had, mutually assured destruction meant something. It doesn’t 
mean anything anymore.”60 Inhofe is hardly alone. When he was secretary 
of defense, Robert Gates was fond of noting that the Cold War was 
“less complex” than the current era.61 Then-Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 
expressed this clearly in his first major address to his department in 
May 2017. “In many respects the Cold War was a lot easier,” he said:

Things were pretty clear, the Soviet Union had a lot of things contained, and I 
had a conversation with Secretary-General Guterres at the UN. He described it 
as during the Cold War, we froze history. History just stopped in its tracks be-
cause so many of the dynamics that existed for centuries were contained. They 
were contained with heavy authoritarianism. And when the Cold War ended 
and the Soviet Union broke up, we took all of that off and history regained its 
march. And the world got a whole lot more complicated. And I think that’s 
what we see. It has become much more complicated in terms of old conflicts 
have renewed themselves because they’re not contained now.62

Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Martin Dempsey waxed nostalgic 
for the Soviet era over and over, repeatedly claiming that the world had 
become more dangerous than at any point in his lifetime.63 

On its face, this point of view, no matter how widespread, demon-
strates a significant lack of perspective. As all who study international 
politics know—or should know—the post–Cold War era has not only 
been far more stable than the one that preceded it, but it has also been 
the most peaceful in all of human history. It will not be news to tell this 
community of readers that great power war has been absent for more 
than a half century, or that interstate conflict is rarer than ever, or that 
intrastate wars like civil and ethnic conflicts are also at historically low 
levels. 64 The total numbers tell only part of the story: By almost any 
measure the world has become significantly more peaceful, with measurable 
declines in coups, repression, the chances of dying in battle, territorial and 
border disputes, conquest, and genocide and other forms of violence 
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against civilians.65 Peace settlements have proven to be more durable 
over time, and fewer new conflicts are breaking out than ever before.66 
Whether these trends represent a fundamental change in the rules that 
govern state behavior or a temporary respite between cataclysms is not 
yet clear, but there is no doubt the post–Cold War era has been far more 
stable and peaceful than any that preceded it.

Since these trends in conflict are the subject of great debate in the 
field, particularly over their cause and significance, healthy skepticism 
persists.67 Popular perceptions about warfare certainly do not match em-
pirical reality. Anxiety and unease about the state of the world remain 
high. The bloody mess in Syria in particular has blinded many observers 
to the broader security trends, which remain essentially unchanged. 
Security is after all relative; absolute safety is an illusion, something 
promised by leaders but unattainable in a world of imperfect actors. 
Stability has meaning only in comparison to other times. And when the 
current era—as dangerous as it may seem—is compared to any other, 
the verdict is clear: this is a golden age of peace and security, one in 
which the odds of dying in warfare are lower than ever before.

Even if the “New Peace” remains controversial, the trajectory of pro-
liferation and nuclear issues is not.68 The verdict on the second nuclear 
age is plain and irrefutable: thus far, it has been better in most ways than 
the first. The world is far less dangerous than it was during the Cold 
War, when many thousands more nuclear weapons stood on alert in 
superpower arsenals. States might not always have been able to cooper-
ate, or even agree, over the course of the last 25 years, but at no time 
have tensions risen to the heights reached by a dozen or more Cold War 
crises. General Dempsey was born in 1952, so although he missed the 
Berlin Airlift by a few years, he was alive for the Korean War, Cuban 
Missile Crisis, Vietnam, Yom Kippur War, Soviet invasion of Afghani-
stan, 1983’s “Able Archer” scare, and a host of other perilous moments 
that have no post–Cold War equivalents. The unipolar era has not seen 
serious analysts urging the use of nuclear weapons on nonnuclear states, 
as happened in the United States in 1950 and 1954 (and in the Soviet 
Union in the early 1960s). It has seen nothing remotely similar to China’s 
Great Leap Forward, where as many as 30 million people perished.69 
Massive, bloody wars occurred during General Dempsey’s lifetime that 
dwarf even the horror in Syria, some of which involved the United 
States. Somewhere around 2 million people died in Vietnam alone while 
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the general was a teenager. The attacks of 9/11 shook this country to its 
core, but terrorism since has not been as dangerous to Americans as have 
bathtubs, cows, lightning, deer, and even the televisions that bring the 
frightening images into their living rooms.70 By any reasonable measure, 
the Cold War was not only bloodier and less stable than the period since 
its end, but it also was less safe for the United States.

How soon so many in our national security establishment forget the 
consistent, nagging fear that hung over much of the Cold War, which 
was stronger at some times than others but could rarely be dismissed 
entirely: at times it seemed as if the West was losing. In retrospect, this 
seems rather silly, given the advantages of the first world over the second 
in nearly every measurable category of power, but back then the con-
cern was real. Disasters seemed cumulative, as long as one interpreted 
them correctly. The Chinese civil war, Sputnik, Vietnam, and other oc-
casional setbacks fed the impression that momentum was on the other 
side. The ultimate outcome of the struggle was not clear, which led to a 
steady waxing and waning of national anxiety. Today, no such fear exists. 
No matter what happens during the current “war on terror,” no major 
Western country is going to be speaking Arabic when it is over. Defeat is 
unimaginable, regardless of what time frame one uses.71 Today’s modern 
industrialized state faces no imminent existential threats. 

Cold War nostalgia is particularly inappropriate regarding nuclear 
weapons. Almost all of those who write about the second nuclear age 
look back wistfully at the simpler, rational, predictable first. This claim 
overlooks the fact that many specialists and laymen alike were unconvinced 
that the Soviet leadership was rational, and some were fully convinced that 
it was not. Moscow sought not stability, hardliners endlessly warned, 
but revolution. Richard Pipes was typical when he argued that signifi-
cant danger arose from the fact that “we consider nuclear war unfeasible 
and suicidal for both, and our chief adversary views it as feasible and 
winnable for himself.”72 Anyone attributing basic rationality to Soviet 
leaders engaged in naïve “mirror imaging,” the mistaken assumption 
that they were essentially like us.73 The Soviets could not even be trusted 
to oppose the deaths of hundreds of millions, as long as such sacrifice 
advanced the cause of communism somehow. When today’s analysts 
look back wistfully at a time when US rivals were rational and predictable, 
they are recalling a fantasy, one that did not reflect the reality of the time.
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The People’s Republic of China seemed even less rational. A half cen-
tury of Chinese nuclear behavior makes it easy to forget just how fast 
and loose Beijing once played with its rhetoric. Mao appeared quite 
sanguine regarding a global nuclear conflict, since it would result in the 
“total elimination of capitalism.” He told Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev 
in 1957 that in such a war “we may lose more than 300 million people. 
So what? War is war. The years will pass and we’ll get to work producing 
more babies than ever before.”74 His bluster turned out to be just that, 
for since China tested its bomb it has acted quite responsibly. This was 
hardly predictable in the early 1960s as it was nuclearizing. As historian 
Francis Gavin observed, “No country in the post-World War II period—
not Iraq, Iran, or even North Korea—has given U.S. policymakers more 
reason to fear its nuclearization than China.”75 All this was enough to 
encourage the superpowers to contemplate large-scale preemption, even 
during the supposedly stable and predictable first nuclear era.76

The amorphous, generalized anxiety pervasive in the United States 
today is of a fundamentally different character and intensity than the 
existential dread that accompanied the Cold War. Nuclear war would 
have meant death not only for the individual but for civilization, the 
total annihilation of the past and future, which for many people seemed 
worse than mere death.77 Threats of apocalypse permeated all layers of 
society, affecting the general mental health in ways that no terrorist, 
no matter how frightening, can match.78 To keep their rosy memories 
intact, nostalgics have to forget or suppress the ever-present danger of 
World War III that hung over the Cold War and the utter terror and 
helplessness it produced.

Explaining Cold War Nostalgia
Expectations of a calamitous second nuclear age, as well as the general 

refusal to recognize the relative safety of the New Peace, are symptomatic 
of a larger, rather puzzling phenomenon. A lingering nostalgia for the 
Cold War has accompanied the unipolar era, a plaintive longing for an 
earlier, supposedly simpler, more predictable, and less dangerous time. 
Such nostalgia is the result of a few related phenomena working to-
gether, subconsciously making that dangerous past seem preferable to 
the much safer present. They are all related to one of the classic subjects 
in psychology: the manner in which memory operates.
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A good deal of research has been done on how people remember. Psy-
chologists have long known that memory is an active process, one that 
involves the purposeful reconstruction of events, opening the door to the 
influence of a variety of identifiable cognitive and motivational biases.79 
Over the years, researchers have identified many factors that shape the 
reconstruction and reinterpretation we call our memories. This process 
produces noticeable patterns that, when taken together, help account for 
the common tendency to look back upon earlier eras with unearned, positive 
feelings, in both SNA theorists and the general public.

First, psychologists describe a phenomenon sometimes referred to as 
rosy retrospection, according to which the past seems better in memory 
than it was in reality.80 A strong line of research suggests that people 
often engage in “active forgetting” of negative events, for a variety of 
reasons, and focus instead on the positive.81 The human mind has an 
incentive, in a sense, to minimize the details and duration of unpleasant 
experiences. As a result, there tends to be a positivity bias to memory, 
which makes it easier to recall positive events or outcomes than negative 
ones. Our memories of the past are left rosier than our experiences of the 
present, and nostalgia forms.

For example, a number of studies have looked at the ways people 
remember enjoyable events, such as vacations and festivals.82 Participants 
consistently report greater satisfaction with their experiences after they 
return than they did while the event was taking place. They focus on the 
positive moments and forget those that were disappointing, frightening, 
or just plain boring. Lying by the pool seemed pretty nice while it was 
happening but great once they were back in the office. The same basic 
dynamics may well apply to bipolar standoffs; we are more likely to focus 
on the good events and forget the less pleasant or terrifying. Rosy retro-
spection encourages people to remember the moon landings more clearly 
than Sputnik or Reagan’s speech at the Berlin Wall more than that of 
Khrushchev at the UN. Most of all, we remember the end, when the wall 
fell, the Soviet Union collapsed, and the West emerged victorious. 

Second, according to what psychologists call the immediacy bias, 
people experience current emotions more intensely than they do older 
ones.83 The fear, dread, and pessimism of the Cold War faded long ago, 
while emotions generated by events of the present era remain powerful 
in our minds. In the argot of the field, recent events are more easily 
available in our memories than those of the past, so the emotions they 
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engender are more salient. As a result, for example, more recent humani-
tarian crises are more likely to attract the attention of outsiders than 
persistent problems, regardless of objective level of need.84 Immediate 
emotions are often more powerful than older ones that, over time, may 
have lost their affective edge.

The present always outweighs the past, and as a result the Cold War 
seems less dangerous than it was, especially when compared to current 
events. Temporal distance makes 9/11 far more terrifying than the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, Iraq appear more heartbreaking than Vietnam, 
and ISIS as scary as the Soviets. Although a detached assessment might 
suggest that the reverse is true, people rarely make detached assessments. 
Current problems lead stereotypical teenagers to declare every few weeks 
that they are experiencing the worst day of their entire life and perhaps 
even seasoned generals to decide that no time is more dangerous than 
the present.85

The third explanation for Cold War nostalgia has to do with how 
memory operates. People might look back fondly upon that era in part 
because they simply do not remember it accurately. For our purposes 
here, the important point is that the more events fade into the past, the 
more abstractly people tend to remember them.86 The concrete, day-
to-day details are lost to time, leaving behind only overall impressions. 
“As we move away from direct experience of things, we have less infor-
mation about those things.”87 The act of abstraction allows actors to 
retain certain features in their memories while omitting those deemed 
less important or less central. High levels of abstraction open the door 
to incomplete or incorrect reconstruction of memory, leaving actors 
with representations of the past that are “simpler, less ambiguous, more 
coherent, more schematic, and more prototypical than concrete repre-
sentations.”88 In other words, people impose order on their memories, 
even if no such order existed when the events occurred. The past appears 
simpler, more coherent, and—whether regarding nuclear weapons or 
other geopolitical threats—less dangerous.

The relationship between psychological distance and abstraction is 
complicated and just beginning to be understood. A couple of issues 
seem clear, however, that relate to the way people remember the Cold 
War. First of all, affective memory appears to fade faster than cognitive 
aspects of memory. In other words, people tend to remember facts but 
forget the intensity of emotions they generated. The terror of the Cuban 
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Missile Crisis fades, but the general story remains. This process only ac-
celerates as the psychological distance grows. Furthermore, in many in-
stances, negative emotions fade faster than positive ones.89 Yaacov Trope 
and Nira Liberman use the example of houseguests: Soon after they 
leave, we may remember both the inconvenience they produce and the 
good times we had with them. Over time, though, the former fades, and 
we recall the positive emotions more clearly and are ready to welcome 
new guests.90 The research therefore supports the notion of rosy retrospec-
tion, offering even more reason to believe that people tend to remember 
the positive aspects of the past more than the negative.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, all memory of the Cold War 
is filtered through the lens of certainty. We know how the bipolar era 
ended, and we know that the world managed, through some combination 
of skill, luck, and/or inertia, to avoid a nuclear holocaust. Khrushchev 
blinked during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Zbigniew Brzezinski chose 
not to wake up President Carter when his military aides erroneously 
detected hundreds of inbound Soviet missiles in 1979.91 On the other 
side, a heroic Soviet lieutenant colonel disobeyed orders and refused to 
start a chain reaction after detecting a similarly false radar signature, 
averting an accidental nuclear war.92 Not only did the species survive, 
but the West won, and communism was essentially vanquished.

In contrast, no one knows what the future holds, either for the next 
would-be terrorist or the unipolar moment. One of the most robust 
findings in psychology, supported by behavioralists and neuroscientists 
alike, is that uncertainty is profoundly stressful.93 The past might not 
have been uniformly pleasant, but its outcome is known, and it had 
a more-or-less happy ending. The present carries no such guarantees. 
No one can say for sure what North Korea or Vladimir Putin will do, 
or what plots ISIS is working on, or what catastrophes the warming 
climate will bring. The unknown unknowns, to borrow from Donald 
Rumsfeld, keep people awake at night.94

These four psychological processes help explain why so many con-
tinue to believe the Cold War was somehow more predictable and less 
complicated than the current era. Without the natural bias regarding 
the past commonly created by memory, more reasonable evaluations of 
the current security environment would be possible, regarding nuclear 
weapons and all other imaginable categories. For many people, life is 
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always better in the rearview mirror, no matter what the facts say and 
no matter how strong the empirical case of those who argue otherwise.

Conclusion
Throughout the Cold War, the millions of words devoted to deter-

rence were all based on a series of assumptions that could never be 
tested. Foremost among them was the notion that the desire to attack 
was omnipresent or at least occasionally present between the superpowers. 
Without that desire, nothing would actually be deterred. In practice, 
it was impossible to determine when exactly states were deterred from 
attacking by guarantees of retaliation and when they were simply not 
contemplating aggression.95 Superpower peace and the existence of 
enormous stockpiles of nuclear weapons may be merely coincidental.96 
The current era poses particular challenges to those seeking to ascertain 
whether nuclear weapons are actually deterring anything. Cross-border 
attacks with the goal of conquest have been just as rare in regions with 
no nuclear weapons as in those supposedly kept secure by deterrence. 
Would today’s leaders really contemplate assaults on other states if 
nuclear weapons were absent? What if the world’s nuclear weapons are 
essentially deterring no one, because the will to attack is essentially absent? 
In a system where conquest has been rendered so rare as to be obsolete, 
deterrence may be an illusion. The New Peace has tremendous implica-
tions for deterrence theory, in other words, none of which are currently 
captured by the current thinking on the second nuclear age.

If policy makers and leaders would realize that any nostalgia for the 
Cold War is being affected by predictable biases, they might be able to 
recognize their biases and correct their perceptions. They might be able 
to keep current threats in perspective, separate the major threats from 
the minor, and make better decisions. Fortunately, the international system 
today contains precious few major threats. No matter how many times it 
is repeated, we are not living in more dangerous times, when compared 
to any other.

Theorizing about the second nuclear age seems like security studies 
at its best. The parameters are well defined, the puzzles clear, the ex-
pectations elegant and logical. The only problem is the evidence, which 
stubbornly refuses to cooperate. Proliferation has not increased, regional 
rivalries have not deepened, and omniviolence has not materialized. In-
stead unipolarity has diminished the importance of nuclear weapons for 
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all but a handful of states. The second nuclear age is indeed different 
from the first; contrary to most expectations, however, thus far it has 
been significantly better. The end of the Cold War has improved nuclear 
security in every measurable way. Many observers are unlikely to realize 
the extent of these improvements as long as they remain unaware of the 
deeper psychological biases that make the past seem better than it was.

John Mueller once described the tendency of people to romanticize 
the past, elevating prior ages over the present, no matter how irrational. 
Human beings have a “tendency to look backward with misty eyes, to 
see the past as much more benign, simple, and innocent than it really 
was,” he observed. No matter how much better the present gets, the past 
gets better in reflection, and we are, accordingly, always notably worse 
off than we used to be. Golden ages, thus, do happen, but we are never 
actually in them: they are always back there somewhere (or, sometimes, 
in the ungraspable future).97 As big problems become resolved, he con-
tinued, “we tend to elevate smaller ones, sometimes by redefinition or 
by raising standards, to take their place.”98 The second nuclear age may 
turn out to be a golden one, but human nature might make it impos-
sible for citizens and scholars alike to appreciate its benefits.  
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