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In a series of excellent analyses in the 1970s, strategist Albert Wohlstetter challenged the
conventional wisdom that the United States was the leading cause of an arms race with the
Soviet Union.1 Through a detailed empirical analysis of arms racing dynamics, Wohlstetter
demonstrated that the United States was not the instigator of an arms race with the USSR.
Likewise, Colin Gray, in several seminal publications, described how arms competitions are
fueled by a plethora of unique national considerations.2 They are not simply automatic
reactions to the actions of others. It appears these lessons need to be relearned today.
In recent weeks, critics of the Trump Administration have been hyperventilating over
assertions that the United States is instigating a new arms race with Russia. These critics assert
that U.S. actions will invariably result in similar and dangerous Russian reactions that will
jeopardize the security of the nation and, in fact, the world. The U.S. actions that will be
responsible for triggering this impending disaster vary depending on the critic, but they
generally include efforts to modernize the nation’s aging nuclear deterrent, the perceived
dismemberment of Cold War arms control regimes, and the possibility of a resumption of U.S.
nuclear testing.
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The battle cry of today’s critics mimics the assertions of those in previous decades who
predicted that U.S. actions to fortify its strategic deterrent against adversary threats would be
counterproductive and spark an arms race. Moreover, the corollary argument that U.S.
strategic restraint would engender similar restraint on the part of opponents was also proffered
as a rationalization for U.S. inaction.3 In reality, neither the action-reaction nor inactioninaction models accurately reflect the historical record. Wohlstetter and Gray demonstrated
this in the 1970s and their analyses have stood the test of time.
The notion of an uncontrollable action-reaction arms race predates the birth of the nuclear age.
For example, by the end of the 19th century, Great Britain was the world’s dominant sea power,
but that dominance was under siege as continental powers challenged Britain for naval
supremacy. Germany, most notably, began to build battleships to assert its own naval
dominance. By the early 1900s, Britain’s seafaring stature—patriotically embodied in the song,
“Rule, Britannia! Britannia, rule the waves!”—was on the wane, with some in Britain
conceding that “we have lost our [naval] superiority and are distinctly dropping to the rear.”4
While British leaders debated how best to respond, some warned of the consequences of
starting a naval arms race with Germany, calling concern over Germany’s arming “naval scaremongering.”5 Consequently, Britain scaled back its naval armaments program. Yet Britain’s
restraint was not matched by Germany—quite the opposite, as Germany increased its warship
production—demonstrating that inaction by one party does not necessarily lead to similar
inaction on the part of others. In this case, Germany’s actions helped fuel a quest for supremacy
that led to the first truly global conflict of the 20th century— “the war to end all wars”—in 1914.
More than half a century later, a similar dynamic was in evidence as the United States sought
(and indeed, welcomed) strategic “parity” with the Soviet Union while the Soviets forged
ahead rapidly with an extensive nuclear buildup, intended—as former Harvard professor
Ricard Pipes noted in the late 1970s—to provide them with the ability to fight and win a nuclear
war if deterrence failed.6 The sophistry of the inaction-inaction paradigm was demonstrated
by the unrealized expectation that U.S. restraint would engender similar Soviet restraint and
was best captured by former Secretary of Defense Harold Brown when he stated: “When we
build, they build; when we cut, they build.”7
Of course, neither the United States nor other great powers make decisions on their respective
nuclear postures in a vacuum. But the arms interactions that have occurred generally do not
track with the simplistic supposition of a U.S.-led arms race. In some cases, adversaries have
reacted to U.S. decisions in ways that were completely contrary to the expectations of those
who believed the United States was initiating a new spiral in the arms race.
For example, the Soviet response to the Reagan Administration’s Strategic Defense Initiative
(SDI)—which was considered by critics to be the harbinger of an arms race in space and the
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death knell for arms control—was neither. In fact, it was the Reagan Administration that
concluded the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, which led (at the time) to the
complete elimination of U.S. and Soviet ground-based, intermediate-range nuclear delivery
systems. SDI was also credited as a major impetus toward Soviet reforms that contributed to
the USSR’s ultimate demise. Nearly two decades later, Russia agreed to an arms control treaty
that mandated the deepest reductions to date in strategic offensive nuclear arsenals—the
Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (“SORT,” or “Treaty of Moscow”)—only one month
before the U.S. withdrawal from the 1972 U.S.-Soviet Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty took
effect, freeing the United States to deploy an initial, missile defense capability against limited
threats.
There are also examples where U.S. inaction—expected to set an example for others to follow—
resulted in unexpected adversary reactions. For example, the U.S. decision to cap its ICBM
deployments and forego strategic missile defenses after the ABM Treaty opened the door to an
expansion of Soviet ICBM capabilities that could hold U.S. missile silos at risk. This Soviet
action was contrary to what many predicted. One former senior U.S. official asserted at the
time, “there would be little excuse for the Russians to continue building additional ICBM sites.
In such a situation of frozen stable deterrence, they would not be needed.”8 Unclassified
estimates indicate, however, that the growth in the Soviet nuclear weapons stockpile increased
dramatically after the ABM Treaty was signed.9
Clearly, many of the traditional indicators of arms racing are not present when looking at U.S.
nuclear programs. The United States has not built a new nuclear weapon or deployed a new
nuclear delivery system in decades and has not conducted a nuclear explosive test since 1992.
In fact, the U.S. nuclear stockpile today is at an historic low, having been reduced by more than
85 percent from its peak.10 The percentage of defense spending devoted to sustaining the U.S.
nuclear arsenal is less than three percent—significantly smaller than during the modernization
cycles of the 1960s and 1980s.11 Even at the peak of the current modernization program, U.S.
spending on nuclear weapons will remain a single digit percentage of the overall U.S. defense
budget. Moreover, the increased focus on advanced conventional technologies like
hypersonics reflects a continuing desire to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. national
security strategy. By contrast, Russia, China, and North Korea have forged ahead with their
own nuclear weapons programs over the last two decades, building and deploying a variety of
new nuclear weapons and delivery systems.
This stark contrast in approaches suggests that the answer to the question “Is there a new
strategic arms race?” is emphatically “no”—or that if there is an arms race, the United States is
not a participant.
In short, it is time to cast a skeptical eye on assertions that the United States is leading another
round of the arms race and that U.S. actions will—like Newton’s third law of motion—
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inevitably spur reactions on the part of others. Such predictions have been wrong in the past
and are equally specious today. They are based on a theory of international relations that
ignores the various unique national considerations that factor into a leadership’s armaments
decisions—considerations expertly analyzed years ago by both Wohlstetter and Gray and that
refute the simplistic action-reaction paradigm.
Today’s critics would be well advised to go back and study their history lessons again.
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