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Abstract
Nuclear weapons are designed to deter and dissuade. While incapable
of producing meaningful military effects, they are extremely capable of
producing political ones. Arguments for a large US force have no meaning unless tied to a counterforce strategy or to risky guarantees that, in
general, embolden leaders to take risks they would not ordinarily take if
acting on their own. The slow, steady spread of nuclear weapons is likely
to continue. Therefore, revitalizing the nuclear enterprise is a paramount
concern. However, upgrading systems today need not equate to an increase in aggregate numbers. The United States would do well to keep its
nuclear arsenal relatively small and in accordance with the New Strategic
Arms Reduction Treaty (START). Many of the ideas and arguments in
this article have appeared in earlier versions of SSQ and have become
even more relevant to the national security debate surrounding the current Nuclear Posture Review (NPR).1
✵✵✵✵✵
The United States must greatly strengthen and expand its nuclear
capability until such time as the world comes to its senses.
—Donald Trump
Twitter post, 22 December 2016

Nuclear weapons restrain the political behavior of nuclear leaders and
reduce the likelihood of war among nuclear powers.2 In this regard, they
can be the most politically useful weapons a state can possess. Contrary to the tweet above, the United States does not need to expand its
nuclear capabilities until the world comes to its senses. Rather, it needs
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to upgrade its existing arsenal while tacitly acknowledging that a small
number of nuclear weapons is all one needs to produce dramatic political
effects. To appreciate this argument, one must comprehend what nuclear
weapons do: they deter and dissuade. Second, in today’s nuclear game, large
aggregate numbers do not matter. Both of these aspects have implications
for today, especially as the US conducts its Nuclear Posture Review.

What Nuclear Weapons Do and How They Do It
Nuclear weapons, more so than any other weapon, “hold power at
bay,” as Bernard Brodie so aptly put it; they inhibit statesmen from
“launching a career of aggression by socializing them to the dangers of
nuclear war.”3 As Kenneth Waltz pointed out, statesmen do not want
to be part of a system that constrains them; however, that is the kind of
system that results among nuclear powers. Each is socialized to the capabilities of the other, and the relationship that emerges is one tempered
by caution despite the composition, goals, or desires of its leaders.4 In
short, nuclear weapons deter and dissuade statesmen from behaving
recklessly. Since deterrence and dissuasion play such critical roles in this
line of reasoning, it is important to be clear about their meanings.
Deterrence puts the target state on notice: “don’t do this, or else.” It
involves “setting the stage—by announcement, by rigging the trip-wire,
by incurring the obligation—and waiting” (emphasis in original).5 Dissuasion is not announced, nor does it put the target state on notice.
There are no trip wires or obligations, no waiting or threats. Where deterrence is specific, dissuasion is general. For deterrence to work, “one
must dig in or lay a mine field.”6 For dissuasion to take hold, one need
only possess mines, albeit nuclear ones.7 In either case, statesmen are not
sensitive to the number of nuclear weapons a state might possess; they
are sensitive to whether a state has them at all.
To explain this sensitivity, a brief discussion on the role of structure
in international politics is warranted. Structural analysis addresses the
positioning of actors in social and political systems, the properties and
relations that make them parts of a system.8 Within the field of international politics, most scholars accept Waltz’s tripartite conception of
structure (functional differentiation, ordering principles, and power
distribution). In the standard Waltzian account, international systems
are largely undifferentiated—and pretty much all the same. States are
assumed to be “like units” made different only by their position among
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other states—strong states being privileged over weak ones. Anarchy
is the ordering principle of international systems, meaning there is no
higher authority for states to appeal to reconcile differences or ensure
their survival. Power is distributed unevenly throughout the system, so
states are unequal—making international systems unequal. To say structural theory provides a positional picture of international politics is to
say that states can be measured in terms of relative power and how they
stack up against one another.
Few things affect this “stacking up” more than nuclear weapons,
which is why statesmen pay attention to who has them and if they might
be used against them. In this regard, nuclear weapons play a socialization role. Since socialization is important to this discussion, we must be
clear about its meaning.9 Socialization refers to a relationship between
at least two parties where A influences B. B, affected by A’s influence,
then influences A. As Waltz explained, “Each is not just influencing
the other; both are being influenced by the situation their interactions
create.” Moreover, the behavior of the pair cannot be “apprehended by
taking a unilateral view of either member.”10 Each acts and reacts in accordance with the other.
No one tells all the states in the world to behave themselves, yet most
of them do most of the time. States are socialized to this idea by interacting with other states, particularly the great powers—whose role it is to
set and enforce the rules of the game. In both instances, socialization is
“a process of learning to conform one’s behavior to societal expectations”
and a “process of identity and interest-formation.”11 Socialization draws
members of a group into conformity with its norms and also encourages
similarities in behavior. Analogically speaking, political relationships
among nuclear powers are like economic markets in that both are about
self-help. They are also “individualist in origin, spontaneously generated, and [may even be] unintended.”12 However, unlike markets, which
theoretically can be left to their own devices to self-correct in times of
disequilibrium, nuclear relationships must be corrected by leaders in
times of crisis. This can be explained in terms of structural theory and
the socializing effect of the survival motive. Because no higher authority
exists to protect states from the harmful intentions of others, statesmen
must pay attention to survival. Nothing threatens survival more than
the threat of nuclear war, which is why statesmen are so highly sensitive
to it. China’s behavior is instructive.
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China’s nuclear numbers remain small compared with those held by
Russia and the United States. Yet despite these rather large nuclear inequities, China continues to extend its influence throughout the region.
It reasoned that a small nuclear arsenal is sufficient to allow internal
and external freedom of action and ensure survival, while socializing
rivals to the dangers of war. Unless a rival is willing to significantly raise
the stakes, there is little they can do, militarily, to prevent China from
pursuing its strategy. But it might be a mistake to suggest China is actively deterring the United States or Russia with their nuclear weapons
or vice versa. Instead, it might be more accurate to conclude that the
three countries have tacitly entered into a period of mutual dissuasion.
Although nothing official has been declared, all know the stakes are too
high for anyone to engage the other militarily.13
Nuclear powers quarrel, threaten, and even fight proxy wars against
one another. Yet they rarely, if ever, fight wars against one another, and
when they do, those conflicts are restrained. Why? The risks of nuclear
war compel statesmen to consider survival; they must act with deliberate
restraint, devising their courses of action in terms of how others might
react, even if they prefer not to.14 From this, might we conclude that
nuclear relations are law-like?
All human conduct is shaped in some measure by what individuals
believe to be general laws. In science, laws establish relations between
variables; however, in international politics, there are precious few laws
that operate with Newtonian fidelity. Instead, there are softer, law-like
relationships and such relationships are not based on a linkage that has
been found, but on one that has been found repeatedly. To assert that
democracies do not fight wars against one another is to make a law-like
statement.15 Moreover, states, like humans, respond to signals and interpret them by putting them into some general category thought to be
law-like. As mathematician Jacob Bronowski noted, “We then assume
that the future will have some general likeness with futures we have met
before which followed this kind of signal, and this is the kind of future
we prepare for.”16 It might be premature to assert nuclear relations are
law-like, but nothing sends a stronger signal to nuclear statesmen than
the threat of nuclear war.
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During the Cuban Missile Crisis, Kennedy and Khrushchev sought
solutions short of war, despite their sharp political, cultural, and economic differences. That the Soviets underestimated how the United
States would react when confronted with missiles based off the coast
of Florida is interesting, but not as telling as how both leaders behaved
when they realized what was at stake. Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s
comment that “we were eyeball to eyeball” is illustrative for several reasons. First, the two sides were staring into the face of grave danger. Second, both quickly recognized that the outcome of the crisis depended
as much on the moves of one side as it did the other. Last, during the
entire crisis, the actual number of Soviet weapons on Cuban soil was
never the focal point of US concern. In fact, the true number of these
weapons—strategic and tactical—was not known until many decades
later. War was the focal point—a threshold easily recognized, best not
crossed, and worth avoiding. One quotation is representative of many
others. In a meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, President Kennedy
outlined what was on his mind.
If we attack Cuban missiles, or Cuba, in any way, it gives them a clear line to take
Berlin, as they were able to do in Hungary under the Anglo war in Egypt. . . . We
would be regarded as the trigger-happy Americans who lost Berlin. We would
have no support among our allies. We would affect the West Germans’ attitude
toward us. And [people would believe] that we let Berlin go because we didn’t
have the guts to endure Cuba. . . .
If we go in and take them out in an air strike . . . we increase the chance
greatly, as I think—there’s bound to be a reprisal from the Soviet Union, there
always is—[of ] their just going in and taking Berlin by force. Which leaves
me one alternative, which is to fire nuclear weapons—which is a hell of an
alternative—and begin a nuclear exchange, with all this happening.17

As early as 1962, the superpowers understood they could race to the
brink, but no further, lest they run the risk of nuclear war, a risk that
neither side would willingly take. Following the crisis, both sides took
steps to reduce uncertainty and improve crisis stability.
As Kennedy and Khrushchev became increasingly socialized to the possibilities of nuclear war, the relationship that emerged was tempered by
fear of annihilation. The Kargil crisis between India and Pakistan shared
a similar set of circumstances. Prior to the arrival of nuclear weapons on
the subcontinent, India and Pakistan fought three times. In the summer
of 1999, one year after nuclear tests were conducted successfully within
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both countries, another war erupted in the mountains along the line of
control in Kashmir. Yet the war in Kargil did not escalate beyond smallscale fighting. Why? Nuclear optimists stress the pacifying effect nuclear
weapons played in resolving the crisis; pessimists claim both sides got
lucky by avoiding nuclear war. Reality might be somewhere in between,
which is why Kargil should be considered a close call. Even in a close
call like that one, both sides opted for something other than nuclear war,
which says something important about the behavior of nuclear-armed
states. Today, with both parties possessing nuclear forces, the sharp differences that separate India and Pakistan apparently are not substantial
enough to drive either side to war.18 While the two sides actively engage
in a game of tit-for-tat, nuclear weapons have socialized leaders to the
dangers of nuclear war and, as a result, the relationship between them
has steadied. Far from perfect, relations between India and Pakistan can
be summarized as tense but stable.19
More recently, the socialization effects of nuclear weapons were on
display between North Korea and the United States, and despite the
rhetoric from both sides, each took steps to clarify positions and prevent
war. The United States’ willingness to seek help from its rival China
only underscores how far states are willing to go to avoid a nuclear confrontation.20 From the perspective of socialization, this was understandable if not predictable. The political behavior of nuclear states cannot
be resolved into a simple set of two-way interactions; making that assumption only obscures the socialization effects produced by their interactions. “Each acts and reacts to the other,” Waltz explains. “Stimulus
and response are part of the story. But also the two of them act together
in the game, which—no less because they have ‘devised’ it—motivates
and shapes their behavior. Each is playing a game, and they are playing a game together. They react to each other and to the tensions their
interactions produce” (emphasis in original).21 In the game of international politics, few things create more tension among states than the fear
of annihilation. Because nuclear weapons produce this fear faster than
anything else on the planet does, they “motivate and shape” state behavior or draw members of a group into conformity with “the tensions
their interactions produce.”22 In this sense, nuclear weapons restrain the
behavior of nuclear leaders, making them cautious, regardless of which
states we are talking about or how many weapons they might possess.
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Yet in the anarchic world of international politics, caution is not always a good thing. When formulating his gamble in the Crimea, for
example, President Putin bet correctly that the West would remain cautious and not respond militarily, thus running the risk of a nuclear confrontation. This implies nuclear-armed leaders have something of a free
hand when dealing with nonnuclear powers, especially if they also possess capable conventional forces. There was little the West could do militarily in the Crimea to halt Russia. That said, if Ukraine had possessed a
small number of nuclear weapons, their deterrent and dissuasive effects
would have been felt by all, including Russia, making the risk (perhaps)
not worth the gamble.
Critics will contend that the kind of restraint noted above rests on a
level of rationality not found in the real world. In fact, the opposite is the
case: it is more difficult to find an example of an irrational state leader in
the real world than a rational one. What is an irrational actor? Is it a state
that violently disagrees with the policies of the United States? If that is the
case, there are precious few. Perhaps North Korea fits this description. On
the other hand, it could be someone who fits the literal meaning of the
word irrational. An actor is said to be irrational if he or she demonstrates
an inability to reason; however, as previously mentioned, in international
politics those actors are hard to find. Instead, what we find “out there” are
fairly reasonable actors who formulate decisions based on their interpretation of the world around them. Nothing shapes the world around them
more than nuclear weapons, which is why nuclear-armed leaders behave
cautiously when staring into the face of another nuclear-armed leader.23
It should be noted that policies based on that sort of reasoning are neither
rational nor irrational, but merely reasonable.

Making Numbers Count
As scholar Stephen Walt has remarked, American policymakers clearly
understand the relationship between nuclear weapons and political behavior or “they wouldn’t be so worried when states like North Korea or
(maybe) Iran seek to join the nuclear club.”24 They freely recognize that
a small number of nuclear weapons in the hands of one state restrains
what another state can do.
Strategists have long recognized that throwing more men into battle may increase the carnage but not necessarily procure victory. The
same holds true for nuclear weapons states. With nuclear weapons, state
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power tops out quickly. Simply put, large arsenals buy statesmen little.
The fact that a state may have a nuclear weapon or seek to acquire one is
enough to condition statesmen to act cautiously. This begs the question:
how many nuclear weapons does a state need? That is a big question for
which there is, theoretically speaking, a small solution: one an adversary
might be able to take out with a first strike and one that it knows it cannot. Since deterrence and dissuasion hold as a result of a viable secondstrike capability, the number of aggregate weapons need not be large.
This cannot be overstated: one 300-kiloton weapon is more than
enough to destroy a city the size of London. If a bomb of that size were
detonated above Trafalgar Square on a workday, approximately 240,000
people would die instantly and 410,000 casualties would be sustained.
Nearly everything within a 3 km radius would be destroyed, with burn
victims reaching out as far as Victoria Park. The same bomb detonated
above Mumbai on a workday would kill over one million people and
produce more than two million casualties.25 Even if one were to assume
the worst, a “bolt from the blue” where a state loses 50 percent of its
nuclear capability to a first strike, a reasonably small force of several
hundred weapons would allow that state to strike back over 100 times
before it had to negotiate. No state on the planet could withstand that
sort of punishment, and no sane leader would run that sort of risk.26
Yet suppose an adversary were contemplating a first strike. What do
you think the second question put to the leader would be? It would
have to be: and which city of ours are you willing to give up in exchange? The example is illustrative for two reasons. First, strategy is not
contingent upon the first move but on the following ones.27 Second, in
high-stakes games like nuclear war, there are no viable second or third
moves. Everything turns on preventing the first move, which makes the
game relatively easy to understand. Moreover, leaders—socialized to the
dangers of nuclear weapons—understand that while numbers count, a
small number of nuclear weapons is more than enough to dissuade the
staunchest of rivals, even ones with comparably large numbers. Again,
China’s behavior is instructive.
For illustrative purposes, let us assume that China has approximately
260 nuclear warheads for delivery by nearly 150 land-based ballistic
missiles, 48 sea-based ballistic missiles, and bombers.28 In contrast, the
United States possesses 450 operational ICBM silos with 400 missiles
deployed, each capable of carrying up to three warheads; 14 Trident
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submarines, each equipped with 20 submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBM) that are capable of carrying as many as eight warheads
each, and roughly 60 nuclear bombers each capable of carrying a variety
of payloads to include air-launched cruise missiles (ALCM).29 It is assumed Russia has a similar mix. Yet, despite these rather large nuclear
inequities, China continues to modernize its military capabilities and
extend its influence throughout the region. How does one explain this?
Apparently, China is confident its small nuclear arsenal is sufficient to
restrain the actions of other nuclear powers. Shrewd states recognize this.
There is little the United States or Russia can do, militarily, to prevent
China from pursuing its interests. This is not the same as saying that
nothing can be done to influence China’s policies. China’s economic,
diplomatic, and military policies can be influenced by the coordinated
economic, diplomatic, and military policies of the United States and
its allies, but China’s strategic designs are secured by its relatively small
nuclear arsenal.30
Yet there are those who insist the United States must maintain a nuclear
arsenal large enough to cover all of its contingencies. In other words, while
China has to contend with the United States and Russia, the United States
has a greater number of potential contenders and needs a larger number
of weapons for it to create a larger number of options. There is logic in
that line of reasoning, but it rests heavily on the outdated thinking of
the Cold War where each side actively deterred the other weapon for
weapon. In fact, the United States and Russia are already restrained by
China, even if that was not China’s original intention. Presumably, if
China’s relatively small nuclear force is capable of restraining the United
States and Russia, it is also capable of restraining India and Pakistan. In
other words, China’s relatively small nuclear arsenal creates enough options for it to restrain three regional nuclear powers as well as the United
States. Unless one assumes America must guard against something more
dangerous than what China faces, it is reasonable to conclude that a
relatively small nuclear force is all the United States needs to meet its
security needs.
There are those who will wonder about the remotest of possibilities:
the United States awakens one day to discover that all the nuclear powers in
the world, including some of its staunchest allies like England, France,
and Israel, have united against it. What then? To ensure our security, the
United States would presumably need at least one more nuclear weapon
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than all the nuclear powers on earth combined. But again, even in this
most bizarre of worlds, the socialization effects of a small nuclear arsenal
would be felt by all because challengers could never be sure who the
United States would strike first, which is something its leaders would
have to threaten to do to ward off attack.
Along those lines, some will insist that the United States should maintain a large arsenal so it can extend security guarantees to others. While
security guarantees might have played an important role in the past, the
United States ought to avoid becoming the nuclear lender of last resort because guarantees, in general, are risky endeavors. Henry Kissinger
made this plain when he counseled European allies not to keep “asking
us to multiply strategic assurances that we cannot possibly mean or if
we do mean, we should not want to execute, because if we execute, we
risk the destruction of civilization.”31 They can also create moral hazards
emboldening leaders to take risks they would not ordinarily take if acting on their own. Lastly, guarantees are complicated by the dilemma of
adverse selection: lenders rarely know in advance if they have guaranteed
a worker or a shirker.32
In fact, arguments for a large force have no meaning unless tied to a
counterforce strategy, which, when judging by the political behaviors
of nuclear armed leaders, is not necessary.33 During the Cold War, the
superpowers raced to increase their numbers in an attempt to prevent
one from acquiring a numerical advantage over the other. All the while,
leaders on both sides lost sight of the fact that nuclear weapons, while
incapable of producing meaningful military effects, are extremely
capable of producing political ones—which makes them foundational
to national security. If leaders in China, Russia, and the United States
understand this, others do too, which is why the slow, steady spread of
nuclear weapons is likely to continue.

Implications for Today
Nuclear weapons make statesmen cautious in the face of grave danger
and reduce the likelihood of war among nuclear powers. Furthermore,
statesmen are not sensitive to the number of nuclear weapons a state
might possess; they are sensitive to whether a state has them at all. As
policymakers await the release of the administration’s Nuclear Posture
Review, the broader question remains: what size force does the United
States need?
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The United States would do well to keep its nuclear arsenal relatively
small and in accordance with the New START treaty. As small arsenals
become the norm, the number of nuclear states in the world might rise
but the actual number of weapons in the world should remain comparatively low or at least not rise to levels seen during the Cold War. As
states acquire new nuclear weapons, the demand to modernize old ones
will also increase. This will have a profound effect on the United States.
As it stands today, the United States has not modernized its nuclear
force since the 1980s. Revitalizing the nuclear enterprise is a paramount
concern. But unlike force modernization efforts of the 1980s, which led
to the deployment of one new ICBM system, an SLBM, a new bomber,
and cruise missiles, upgrading systems today need not equate to an increase in aggregate numbers. The United States needs a modern, reliable
nuclear arsenal, but it need not be large. A small “upgraded” arsenal is
one we can all live with.
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