












































































































































































































































































118 Underestimated: Our Not So Peaceful Nuclear Future

guardable and hence dangerous.192 This, in turn, would make pro-
moting tougher nonproliferation standards, like the Gold Standard, 
much easier.

3. Anticipate and ward off nuclear proliferation developments 
before recognized redlines have been clearly violated. One of 
the regrettable legacies of the Cold War is the habit U.S. and allied 
government officials have acquired of waiting for irrefutable evi-
dence of undesirable, foreign nuclear weapons developments before 
taking action.  This must change. 

After the Soviet Union first acquired nuclear weapons in 1949, the 
West’s aim in competing against Russia was not so much to pre-
vent it from acquiring more strategic weapons as it was to prevent it 
from gaining strategic superiority.  For this purpose, it was sufficient 
that Western military forces remained more modern and sufficiently 
numerous to deter Soviet offensive capabilities—i.e., that Russia’s 
strategic technology stayed roughly one or more generations behind 
ours so that its strategic deployments could never change the rela-
tive balance of power.  If Russia deployed a new strategic nuclear 
rocket, Washington would focus on what the Soviets had built and 
built a bigger or better U.S. version, developed some new passive or 
active defenses or built counter offensive forces that could neutral-
ize the new Soviet weapon system.    

After the United States and Russia ratified a number of strategic 
arms limitation agreements, any Russian strategic nuclear deploy-

192.  See note 159; Victor Gilinsky and Henry Sokolski, “Is the IAEA’s Safeguard 
Strategic Plan Sufficient?” a paper presented at the International Atomic Energy 
Agency Symposium on International Safeguards: Linking Strategy, Implementation 
and People, October 22,  2014,  Vienna,  Austria,  available from http://npolicy.org/
article_file/IAEA_Safeguard_Strategic_Plan.pdf; and Trevor Finlay, Proliferation 
Alert! The IAEA and Noncompliance Reporting, Report no. 2015-04, Cambridge, 
MA: Project on Managing the Atom, October 2015, available from http://
belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/files/proliferationalert-web.pdf.
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ment that exceeded agreed limits became a matter for diplomatic 
adjudication.  In either case, U.S. or allied action turned on detect-
ing and verifying the violation of agreed or implicit redlines.  For-
tunately, in this competition, the Soviets ultimately failed to keep 
up with the United States and its allies. Moscow’s failed attempts 
to do so only helped bankrupt it financially and politically.193

Competitive Strategies

That was the Cold War.  In our current efforts to prevent horizon-
tal proliferation, the objective is quite different.  Instead of merely 
trying to stay ahead of a proliferating state militarily, our aim must 
be to prevent it from acquiring certain weapons altogether.  Being 
able to detect states’ possible violations of pledges not to acquire 
these weapons is necessary.  

The problem is that verifying such detections is much more awk-
ward than detecting and verifying Soviet strategic weapons devel-
opments.  Whereas detecting Soviet arms developments was often 
deemed to be an intelligence success and frequently prompted 
policy or military actions, detecting nuclear proliferation today is 
bad news—it only confirms that our nuclear nonproliferation poli-
cies have failed.  Also, more often than not, by the time one verifies 
a nonproliferation violation, it is too late to roll it back unless one 
takes relatively extreme diplomatic or military measures.  It is not 
surprising, then, that in more than a few proliferation cases—e.g., 
with Israel, Pakistan, North Korea, South Africa, and India—U.S. 

193. On these points, see Octavian Manea, “Lessons from Previous Competitive 
Strategies,” Small Wars Journal, July 6, 2014, available from http://
smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/lessons-from-previous-competitive-strategies and 
“The Art of Tailoring Competitive Strategies,” Small Wars Journal, March 24, 
2014, available from http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/the-art-of-tailoring-
competitive-strategies.

http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/lessons-from-previous-competitive-strategies
http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/lessons-from-previous-competitive-strategies
http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/the-art-of-tailoring-competitive-strategies
http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/the-art-of-tailoring-competitive-strategies
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officials often averted their gaze from, denied, or downplayed intel-
ligence that these states had acquired or tested nuclear weapons.194

In some cases, though, the United States and its allies succeeded in 
preventing nuclear proliferation.  The most prominent cases includ-
ed getting Taiwan, South Korea, South Africa, Argentina, Brazil, 
Ukraine, and Libya to give up their nuclear weapons programs. In 
these cases, the United States and its allies had a long-term regi-
men of nonproliferation sanctions and export controls in place well 
before the state in question ever acquired nuclear weapons (e.g., 
in the cases of Libya and South Africa), or acted well before there 
was clear proof that nuclear weapons were in hand or were going 
to be retained (e.g., with Taiwan, South Africa, South Korea, and 
Ukraine).195

What these and other less well known nonproliferation successes sug-
gest is the desirability of creating long-term, country-specific strate-
gies that initially eschew dramatic actions.  These strategies could be 
developed along several lines. In the case of Libya and South Africa, 

194. See Victor Gilinsky, “Sometime Major Violations of Nuclear Security Get 
Ignored,” in Henry Sokolski, ed., Nuclear Materials Gone Missing:  What Does 
History Teach? Arlington, VA:  The Nonproliferation Policy Education Center, 
2014, available from  http://www.npolicy.org/books/Materials_Unaccounted_For/
Ch4_Gilinsky.pdf; Robert Zarate, “The Nonuse and Abuse of Nuclear Proliferation 
Intelligence in the Cases of North Korea and Iran,” and Leonard Weiss, “The 1979 
South Atlantic Flash: The Case for an Israeli Nuclear Test,” in Henry Sokolski, 
ed., Moving Beyond Pretense: Nuclear Power and Nonproliferation, Carlisle, PA: 
Strategic Studies Institute, 2014, pp. 345-71, 373-409, available from http://www.
npolicy.org/books/Moving_Beyond_Pretense/Ch14_Zarate.pdf and http://www.
npolicy.org/books/Moving_Beyond_Pretense/Ch13_Weiss.pdf.

195. See Mitchell Reiss, Bridled Ambition:  Why Countries Constrain Their 
Nuclear Capabilities, Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Press, 1995, pp. 90-
129 and Eugene Kogan, “Coercing Allies: Why Friends Abandon Nuclear Plans,” 
paper presented at the American Political Science Association  Annual  Meeting,  
Chicago,  IL,  August  2013, available from http://live.belfercenter.org/files/
kogan-apsa-aug-2013.pdf.

http://www.npolicy.org/books/Materials_Unaccounted_For/Ch4_Gilinsky.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/books/Materials_Unaccounted_For/Ch4_Gilinsky.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/books/Moving_Beyond_Pretense/Ch14_Zarate.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/books/Moving_Beyond_Pretense/Ch14_Zarate.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/books/Moving_Beyond_Pretense/Ch14_Zarate.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/books/Moving_Beyond_Pretense/Ch13_Weiss.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/books/Moving_Beyond_Pretense/Ch13_Weiss.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/books/Moving_Beyond_Pretense/Ch13_Weiss.pdf
http://live.belfercenter.org/files/kogan-apsa-aug-2013.pdf
http://live.belfercenter.org/files/kogan-apsa-aug-2013.pdf
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the West relied heavily on long-term, bureaucratically institutionalized 
economic sanctions and export controls as well as a vigilant prolif-
eration intelligence watch on each country’s nuclear weapons-related 
programs and timely political interventions.

An even more aggressive approach would create a set of tailored 
competitive strategies that would work backwards from nuclear 
futures U.S. officials wanted to avoid towards futures they thought 
were better.  The aim here would be to set a series of mid-term 
(i.e., 10-20 year) goals that would drive and guide our diplomatic, 
economic, military, and intelligence efforts to shape more peaceful 
futures.196  Rather than wait to act until there is proof of a nuclear 
weapons program, officials would act earlier, taking modest steps 
to ward off incipient nuclear weapons programs or to support posi-
tive policies that might reduce the targeted state’s interest in initiat-
ing such programs in the first place.197 

Hard-headed Internationalism

An integral part of working such competitive strategies would be a 
willingness to promote the kinds of nonproliferation and arms con-
trol proposals noted above. This would require a hard-headed kind 
of internationalism.  In the 1960s and 1970s, when U.S. and allied 

196. See David J. Andre, “Competitive Strategies: An Approach against 
Proliferation” and Henry D. Sokolski, “Nonproliferation: Strategies for Winning, 
Losing, and Coping,” in Henry D. Sokolski, ed., Prevailing in a Well-Armed 
World: Devising Competitive Strategies against Weapons Proliferation, Carlisle, 
PA: Strategic Studies Institute, 2000, pp. 3-25, 51-64, available from http://
npolicy.org/books/Well-Armed_World/Ch3_Sokolski.pdf.  Also see Henry D. 
Sokolski, “Fighting Proliferation with Intelligence,” ORBIS  38, no. 2, Spring 
1994, pp. 245-60, available from http://fas.org/irp/threat/fp/b19ch16.htm.

197.  For specific examples, see note 189 and Henry Sokolski, “Ending South 
Africa’s Rocket Program: A Nonproliferation Success,” Nonproliferation Policy 
Education Center, Arlington, VA, August 31, 1993, available from http://www.
npolicy.org/article.php?aid=458&tid=2.

http://npolicy.org/books/Well-Armed_World/Ch3_Sokolski.pdf
http://npolicy.org/books/Well-Armed_World/Ch3_Sokolski.pdf
http://fas.org/irp/threat/fp/b19ch16.htm
http://www.npolicy.org/article.php?aid=458&tid=2
http://www.npolicy.org/article.php?aid=458&tid=2
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arms control policies were premised upon finite deterrence—i.e., on 
the evils of targeting weapons and defending against them, and on 
the practical advantages of holding innocents at risk in the world’s 
major cities—arms control rightly became an object of derision by 
serious security planners.198  Since then, it almost has become an 
article of conservative, Republican faith that arms control is self-
defeating.   Most liberal Democrats, on the other hand, believe that 
it deserves unquestioned support.199 

198. Although today there are virtually no respectable, hawkish or hard-headed 
works on what sorts of nuclear arms control might be useful; this was not always 
the case. Thirty or more years ago, before arms control practice became dominated 
by mutual assured destruction theorizing, several distinguished military scientists 
including Fred Ikle, Albert  Wohlstetter,  Leon  Sloss,  Donald  Brennan, and 
Alain C. Enthoven all believed unconstrained nuclear competitions and strategic 
weapons proliferation was less than optimal and seriously considered what sort of 
arms control might be practical.  See, e.g., Albert and Roberta Wohlstetter, “On 
Arms Control: What We Should Look for in an Arms Agreement,” unpublished 
draft essay, May 20, 1985, available at the Hoover Institution Archive, Albert and 
Roberta Wohlstetter Papers, Notes, Box 118, Folder 16, available in Robert Zarate 
and Henry Sokolski, eds., Nuclear Heuristics: Selected Writings of Albert and 
Roberta Wohlstetter, Carlisle, PA:  Strategic Studies Institute, 2009, pp. 472-500, 
also available from http://www.npolicy.org/userfiles/file/Nuclear%20Heuristics-
On%20Arms%20Control.pdf; Albert  Wohlstetter  and  Brian  C.  Chow,  “Arms  
Control  that Could Work,” Wall Street Journal, July 17, 1985, available from 
http://www.npolicy.org/article_file/Arms_Control_That_Could_Work.pdf; Fred 
Charles Iklé, “Nth Countries and Disarmament,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 
16, no. 10, December 1960, pp. 391-94, available from http://www.tandfonline.
com/doi/abs/10.1080/00963402.1960.11454156?journalCode=rbul20#.
V2BWToSDGko; Leon Sloss and M. Scott Davis, eds., Game for High Stakes: 
Lessons Learned in Negotiating with the Soviets, New York: Harper Business, 
1986; Alain C. Enthoven and K. Wayne Smith, How Much Is Enough: Shaping 
the Defense Program, 1961-1969, New York:  Harper and Rowe Publishers, Inc., 
1971; and Donald G. Brennan, ed., Arms Control, Disarmament and National 
Security, New York: George Braziller, 1969.

199. Cf., J. Peter Scoblic, US vs. Them:  Conservatism in the Age of  Nuclear 
Terror,  New York: Penguin  Books,  2009  and John Wohlstetter, “Nuclear Zero 
2012:  We Disarm While Others Arm,” Human Events, September 12, 2012, 
available from http://humanevents.com/2012/09/12/nuclear-zero-2012-we-
disarm-while-others-arm/.

http://www.npolicy.org/userfiles/file/Nuclear%20Heuristics-On%20Arms%20Control.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/userfiles/file/Nuclear%20Heuristics-On%20Arms%20Control.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/article_file/Arms_Control_That_Could_Work.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00963402.1960.11454156?journalCode=rbul20#.V2BWToSDGko
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00963402.1960.11454156?journalCode=rbul20#.V2BWToSDGko
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00963402.1960.11454156?journalCode=rbul20#.V2BWToSDGko
http://humanevents.com/2012/09/12/nuclear-zero-2012-we-disarm-while-others-arm/
http://humanevents.com/2012/09/12/nuclear-zero-2012-we-disarm-while-others-arm/
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Any serious effort to reduce future nuclear threats will need to 
move beyond this ideological divide.  Certainly, any nuclear threat 
reduction effort that supports U.S. and allied aims will be difficult 
to sustain unless it complements some larger diplomatic effort.  The 
best way to start would be to put our Cold War fascination with 
mutual assured destruction theorizing aside and focus instead on 
what is most likely to reduce the chances of war, nuclear prolifera-
tion, and nuclear weapons use.200 

International law also has become increasingly stylized to restrain 
states from taking military action.  Its practical impact, however, 
has been to restrain those states least likely to take such action even 
when such action is called for.  As a result, international law has lost 
its standing among many of those most concerned about the safety 
and security of their country.  To be sure, there are limits to what any 
international legal structure can achieve without the backing of sov-
ereign military power.201 But in the past, international law and the 
promotion of justifiable sovereign power were seen as being mutu-
ally supportive.  We need to get back to this earlier understanding.  
Like maintaining peace, this is neither hopeless nor automatic.202 

200.  See Henry D. Sokolski, “Preface,” in Henry D. Sokolski, ed., Getting MAD,  
pp. v-vi,  available  from  http://npolicy.org/books/Getting_MAD/Preface_
Sokolski.pdf  and  Idem., “Taking Proliferation Seriously,” Policy Review.

201.  See Henry R. Nau, “Conservative Internationalism: A Smarter Kind of 
Engagement in World Affairs,”National Review Online, August 2, 2014,  available 
from https://www.nationalreview.com/nrd/articles/358318/conservative-
internationalism and Conservative Internationalism:  Armed Diplomacy under 
Jefferson, Polk, Truman, and Reagan, Princeton,  NJ:  Princeton  University 
Press, 2013.

202.  Since George F. Kennan’s publication of American Diplomacy, Chicago: 
University of Chicago, 1984, there has been a popular belief that international 
law that claims to promote international security is generally at odds with our 
national security. However, there are alternative views that could and have 
guided U.S. diplomacy and national security policies.  Principal among these is 
the life work of Elihu Root, U.S. Secretary of State under President Theodore 

http://npolicy.org/books/Getting_MAD/Preface_Sokolski.pdf
http://npolicy.org/books/Getting_MAD/Preface_Sokolski.pdf
https://www.nationalreview.com/nrd/articles/358318/conservative-internationalism
https://www.nationalreview.com/nrd/articles/358318/conservative-internationalism
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In any effort to return to this view, the given suggestions are a rea-
sonable place to begin.  It is clearly desirable to reduce the number 
of nuclear weapons, the amount of nuclear weapons-usable materi-
als, the number of plants that make them, the number of long-range 
nuclear-capable missiles, and the number of states possessing these 
nuclear assets.  It may be imprudent to make such cuts unilaterally 
or without effective verification, but we should be clear about our 
willingness to compete militarily and diplomatically to realize such 
reductions in a manner that avoids such risks. Indeed, on this last 
point, there should be no hesitation. Less, in this case, would be 
better.

Thinking Ahead

Recently, a friend and former senior official under three presidents 
(both Republican and Democratic) quipped that with most nuclear 
weapons proliferation problems, officials initially are loath to act 
because they believe there is no clear problem, and then, when they 
finally are convinced that the problem is real, they insist there is no 
solution. This is a pathology for inaction.  It also is unnecessary.  
In fact, some of the toughest nuclear proliferation problems can be 
neutralized well before they are fully realized, and, in key cases, 
have been. 

From 2013 through 2015, I held a series of workshops on alterna-
tive nuclear futures in East Asia. These meetings, which included 

Roosevelt, Secretary of War from 1899 to 1904, Nobel Peace Prize winner, 
founding architect of the Permanent Court of International Justice, and founder 
of the American Society of International Law.  On his career and advocacy of 
promoting international laws to promote and protect America’s national interests, 
see Erik A. Moore, “Imperial International Law:  Elihu Root and the Legalist 
Approach to American Empire,” Essays in History, 2013, available from http://
www.essaysinhistory.com/articles/2013/172 and Robert E. Hannigan, The New 
World Power: American Foreign Policy, 1898-1917, Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2002.

http://www.essaysinhistory.com/articles/2013/172
http://www.essaysinhistory.com/articles/2013/172
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