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 Nuclear deterrence remains as an imperative objective towards the security of the United 

States, for failure to achieve this goal may bring catastrophic results that all Nations of the world 

cannot possibly accept. Should a single global actor obtain weapons of mass destruction, and god 

forbid put these weapons to use, the results of this action would forever change our political 

landscape. There is little doubt that this concern has had an effect on America’s Grand Strategy, 

being “the long-term orchestration of power and commitments to secure oneself in a world where 

war is possible” (Porter, pg. 9). To this end, the United States must make great effort to deter the 

spread of nuclear weapons, especially when these weapons are held in the hands of questionable 

actors that oppose American life. Nevertheless, global superpowers are caught in a race to 

expand their nuclear capabilities, even when it risks their own wellbeing. For this explains our 

conventional understanding of nuclear deterrence, being that “more firepower is intimidating and 

makes other countries think twice before picking a fight” (Christensen, MTU). Of course, there 

is a historical precedent for grand nuclear warhead expansion by Nations, and the deterrent 

practices explored are all uniquely implemented, being strategically defined by a Nation’s global 

preferences. As for the United States response, Marine Corps Gen. Joe Dunford believes nuclear 

deterrence to be the U.S military’s “singular, most important mission” (U.S. Department of 

Defense). Furthermore, David Trachtenberg, the deputy undersecretary of defense for policy, 

stated that “A strong nuclear deterrent also contributes to U.S. non-proliferation goals by limiting 

the incentive for allies to have their own nuclear weapons” (U.S. Department of Defense). The 

U.S. nuclear deterrence strategy ultimately believes that the guiding power of nuclear weapons 

does not belong in its direct use, but in its very threat of invocation.  

 Of course, numerous examples of U.S. nuclear deterrence strategy can be examined and 

explored throughout history. To begin, the Cold War provides a thorough understanding towards 

the development of U.S. nuclear deterrent strategy. As the situation between the United States 

and the Soviet Union continued to escalate, both sides of the conflict explored nuclear deterrence 

as a way to subdue the other. However, the U.S. “was able to pose a considerable nuclear threat 

to the Soviet heartland from the very beginning”, resulting in a great discrepancy in the nuclear 

capabilities held between the two powers (Koithara, pg. 55). Ultimately, this power held above 

the Soviet Union would contribute towards its collapse in 1991. As result, the U.S. nuclear 

deterrence strategy believes that “no conflict with the United States could end with anything less 

than unacceptable damage” to any opposing power (Goure’, pg. 44). However, contemporary 

events can be used to challenge this prevailing Cold War strategy. Firstly, on December 14th, 

2001, the Bush administration withdrew from the ABM treaty, which had “permitted both 

countries to deploy two fixed, ground-based defense sites of 100 missile interceptors each” 

(Arms Control Association). Through the administration’s withdrawal, the United States 

“rejected perhaps the most central premise of Cold War nuclear doctrine: that deterrence is best 
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achieved by the ability of U.S. forces to threaten unacceptable damage” (Goure’, pg. 46). By 

this, Bush believed that terrorists, not big powers, presented the greatest threat to U.S. security. 

In this way, nuclear weapons do very little to deter the actions of terrorist organizations. 

Secondly, in the Bush administration’s Nuclear Posture Review on January 9th, 2002, it was 

clarified that the United States, for the first time, had been presented with numerous potential 

aggressors with unclear motives, all while alliance relationships began to shift. As result, “the 

ability of existing U.S. strategic forces to deter potential aggressors – deterrence defined as the 

ability to inflict damage on an opponent in a retaliatory strike – could not be assured” (Goure’, 

pg. 46). In recognition of these recent events, the U.S. nuclear deterrent strategy may need to 

adapt a new doctrine. For this, I provide two policy recommendations for how the United States 

should proceed on this topic: (1) keeping of the status quo, (2) selective use of WMD.  

 The first alternative to be explored aims to identify the benefits of continuing the current 

U.S. nuclear deterrent strategy, as the status quo remains effective to this day. To begin, one 

must consider the benefits that nuclear deterrence has granted for diplomacy. Nuclear weapons, 

and the threat of its invocation, afford a country great leverage to pursue and enforce changes to 

serve their own political interests. This practice, known as military coercion, can help states “get 

what they want in world politics without actually having to fight [. . .] , avoid potentially costly 

wars and other military adventures” (Todd Secher and Fuhrmann, pg. 5). Likewise, if “nuclear 

weapons are powerful tools of coercion, then the United States might benefit from building a 

larger nuclear arsenal” (Todd Secher and Fuhrmann, pg. 5). For this reason, the United States 

must consider expanding their nuclear prowess to ensure the prospect of American 

exceptionalism, . Furthermore, there exists no case of nuclear deterrence failing after World War 

II. Defense analyst Edward Luttwak makes a case that “we have lived since 1945 without 

another world war precisely because rational minds extracted a durable peace from the terror of 

nuclear weapons” (Luttwak, pg. 82). By this understanding, it would seem increasingly likely 

that nuclear rivals would defer to rational thought and ought to avoid war against the other. Yet 

again, this argument makes no guarantee that “even in the presence of a nuclear deterrent, 

conventional war will not take place” (Hoodbhoy, pg. 4). Additionally, there is no guarantee that 

nuclear deterrence itself is to be solely credited for our period of relative global peace. The Iran-

Iraq war makes example of an additional weakness towards this nuclear deterrent strategy. Had 

either country retained the nuclear capacity to employ nuclear deterrence, this would not have 

been enough to prevent the conflict, as “this was a no-hold-barred conflict [. . .] Every type of 

weapon in the opponents’ arsenals was used” (Hoodbhoy, pg. 6).  One may find it unlikely that 

in the case of nuclear empowerment, this course of action would have been spared.  

 Scholars have since largely distanced themselves from accepting nuclear deterrence as a 

paradigm to uphold. Thus, the second alternative I wish to explore aims to use nuclear warheads 

only in a selective manner. To begin, nuclear deterrence as a political dogma needs to be 

subjected to significant scrutiny. Under a historical context, nuclear deterrence has only been 

tested between two competing superpowers, which had been uniquely parted by intercontinental 

distances, with both in full understanding behind the ramifications of nuclear engagement. Yet, 

nuclear deterrence has few experiences “in contests between giants and midgets (US v North 

Korea), between established and fast-rising powers (US v China), and among players in a 

multipolar system” (Lyon, pg. 13). Likewise, two fears against nuclear deterrence exist. Firstly, 

there is the concern that “if nuclear weapons are retained indefinitely, they will be used, or 

serious actions will occur” (Ifft, pg. 8). Secondly, there is always the chance that “their continued 

retention undercuts nonproliferation policies and makes acquisition by terrorists more likely” 
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(Ifft, pg. 8). Moral objections have also been leveraged against nuclear deterrence, as the 

International Court of Justice in 1996 found that “the threat of use of nuclear weapons would 

generally be contrary to the rules of international law applicable in armed conflict” (ICJ). Of 

course, this is not to suggest that the United States ought to disarm their nuclear arsenal entirely, 

as “the United States will be required to maintain a strategic nuclear posture” to deter opponents 

(Goure’, pg. 50). Likewise, other scholars agree that “Eliminations procedures would be very 

dangerous” (Ifft, pg. 8). Nevertheless, it may be necessary to employ “minimum deterrence – not 

defined but perhaps 100 to 500 weapons” to effectively limit one’s own nuclear arsenal while 

also ensuring strategic dominance (Ifft, pg. 8). However, in its goal to prevent further nuclear 

proliferation by other Nations, the United States amassed a “stockpile of nuclear weapons [. . .] 

of 5,113 warheads” in 2009 (Kristensen, Federation of American Scientists). In a study 

conducted at Michigan Technological University, researchers discovered that “With 100 nuclear 

weapons, you still get nuclear deterrence, but avoid the probable blowback from nuclear autumn 

that kills your own people” (Denkenberger and Pearce). Should a Nation attempt to exceed 

beyond the detonation of 100 nuclear weapons, the nuclear blowback thereafter would indeed 

prove harmful enough to render the host country null. Thus, in the future, deterrence ought to be 

relative to the aggression which is both “proportionate and tailored [. . .] meaning the selective 

rather than massive use of nuclear weapons” (Goure’, pg. 51). Yet again, this solution remains 

weak in that it does not eliminate the need for nuclear weapons completely. Furthermore, an 

arsenal of nuclear weapons, no matter the size, will still enable a country to yield coercive force 

over another.  

 Perhaps the largest unknown for any of these solutions remains the question of “what 

if?”. As mentioned previously, there is truly no way of knowing whether the longstanding world 

peace has come as a direct result of nuclear deterrence. While nuclear deterrence has yet to fail 

on a global scale, further cases of future conflict would be necessary in order to prove its case.  

However, for the sake of the world, we can only hope that such a trial never comes.  
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