
 

ISSUE BRIEF
No. 5347 | March 19, 2024

DOUGLaS aND Sarah aLLISON cENTEr FOr NaTIONaL SEcUrITY

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at https://report.heritage.org/ib5347

The heritage Foundation | 214 Massachusetts avenue, NE | Washington, Dc 20002 | (202) 546-4400 | heritage.org

Nothing written here is to be construed as necessarily reflecting the views of The Heritage Foundation or as an attempt to aid or hinder the passage of any bill before Congress.

The New American Nuclear 
Consensus—and Those Outside It
Robert Peters

U.S. forces and capabilities—very much 
including the nuclear deterrent—are 
far from where they need to be to meet 
growing and dynamic global threats.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Yet, the United States is failing at even 
that modest nuclear modernization plan, 
much less in building the arsenal it needs 
to deter china and russia in the 2030s.

a new U.S. mainstream recognizes that 
now is not the time for treaty-based arms 
reductions with russia and china, but for 
a ramped-up nuclear arsenal.

S ince the end of the Cold War, the American 
nuclear policy community has had periods of 
consensus and periods of divergence. With the 

dissolution of the Soviet empire, arms-control treaties 
that reduced nuclear stockpiles, such as the START 
II treaty under President George H. W. Bush, Coop-
erative Threat Reduction programs under President 
Clinton, and the Treaty of Moscow under President 
George W. Bush, enjoyed broad support.1

By the mid-2000s, however, fractures emerged 
within the nuclear policy community. The George W. 
Bush Administration sought to develop new nuclear 
capabilities to hold emerging or potential nuclear 
powers at risk, such as North Korea and Iran, while 
recapitalizing the infrastructure within U.S. nuclear 
complexes that built nuclear weapons.2 In 2008, the 
United States elected President Barack Obama, who 
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promised to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in national security, with 
an eye toward eventual global nuclear disarmament.3

In 2010, President Obama and Republican Senator Jon Kyl of Arizona 
compromised to ratify a nuclear-arms treaty with Russia that reduced the 
strategic nuclear arsenals of each side, with the promise of follow-on nego-
tiations with Russia to address non-strategic nuclear weapons, along with 
a long-term program to recapitalize the American nuclear enterprise.4

That compromise, however, did not hold the nuclear policy community 
together for long. By the 2010s, the community became increasingly disjointed. 
The nuclear policy community could be categorized into three main groups: 
nuclear realists, nuclear arms controllers, and nuclear disarmers. Nuclear 
realists sought a larger and more diversified nuclear arsenal to tailor deterrence 
against growing threats from Russia and, increasingly, China. Nuclear arms 
controllers emphasized arms-control measures, particularly legally binding 
treaties, to strengthen strategic stability and dissuade Russia and China from 
pursuing additional nuclear buildups. This group did not necessarily oppose U.S. 
nuclear modernization but was skeptical of any increase in numbers. Finally, 
nuclear disarmers sought to rid the world of nuclear weapons and wanted the 
United States to lead by example by cutting the size of the American arsenal.

In the 2010s, President Obama retired the submarine-launched nuclear 
Tomahawk missile.5 Russia invaded Ukraine for the first time in 2014 
and annexed Crimea. During this same period, North Korea continued 
to develop its nuclear program while the Chinese conventional military 
buildup took off.6 During this period President Obama also signed the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action to ostensibly prevent Iran from becoming 
a nuclear power—an agreement terminated by President Trump.7 By 2018, 
the Trump Administration proposed two supplements to the Obama-era 
nuclear modernization program: a low-yield ballistic missile capability and 
a theater-range nuclear sea-launched cruise missile (SLCM-N) to address 
growing theater nuclear threats in Russia and China.8

By the late 2010s and early 2020s, some arms controllers began to sour 
on the prospects of new or sustained arms-control treaties with Russia.9 
Indeed, citing years of violations of the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty (INF) by Russia, which had been developing and fielding nuclear-ca-
pable intermediate range missiles, the Trump Administration withdrew 
from the INF Treaty in 2018—to the quiet applause of many arms control-
lers.10 Still, divisions remained within the nuclear policy community.

Early in his Administration, President Biden expressed a desire for 
additional nuclear arms control treaties with both Russia and China and 
cancelled the SLCM-N program established by President Trump.11
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But a funny thing happened in 2023—by a bipartisan vote, Congress 
(including a great many Democrats) reinstated the SLCM-N program to 
the defense budget.12 While nuclear disarmers condemned the program, 
many arms controllers quietly applauded or acquiesced to the continuation 
of the nuclear-cruise-missile program.13

By the fall of 2023, it was clear that something extraordinary had hap-
pened. A new mainstream within the American nuclear policy community 
had emerged.

The World Becomes Much Less Stable

What happened between the election of President Biden and the fall of 
2023? The world became much less stable and much more dangerous.

Russia, of course, invaded Ukraine for a second time in February 2022. 
Vladimir Putin almost immediately began threatening to use nuclear weap-
ons against Ukraine, the United States, and much of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO).14 Russia suspended the New START treaty, 
which capped the number of strategic nuclear weapons in the United States 
and Russia.15 Moscow also “de-ratified” the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, 
the international treaty that prohibits states from engaging in nuclear 
weapons testing.16

These actions, coupled with Russia’s movement of theater nuclear 
weapons into Belarus, reminded many that while Russia and the United 
States have the same treaty-accountable number of strategic nuclear 
weapons, Russia has 2,000 non-strategic nuclear weapons against the 200 
or so non-strategic nuclear weapons in the American arsenal.17 The idea 
that Putin might make good on his numerous threats and use non-stra-
tegic nuclear weapons during the Ukraine war became a real concern 
by late 2022.18

All this made many in the arms-control and nuclear-realist communities 
wonder if Russia would pursue a nuclear breakout to offset its conventional 
weaknesses in the aftermath of its stalled Ukrainian war.19 They also won-
dered if the United States would face a Russian bear that enjoyed not just 
overwhelming non-strategic nuclear advantage, but strategic nuclear 
advantage as well.

Meanwhile, in China, the situation worsened. Over the past 10 years, Xi 
Jinping has become the most powerful ruler of China since Mao Zedong, 
essentially setting himself up as dictator for life, while at the same time 
securing control over the Chinese military, government bureaucracy, and 
the Chinese Communist Party. Xi made it clear that he wanted the Chinese 
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military to have the ability to seize Taiwan during his lifetime and has sup-
ported the world’s largest and most comprehensive military buildup of ships, 
planes, and missiles.20

As part of this buildup, China began a “breathtaking” expansion of its 
nuclear arsenal.21 In the summer of 2021, satellite imagery discovered that 
China was building more than 300 missile silos in its western desert.22 By 
the fall of 2023, the U.S. Defense Department’s unclassified China Military 
Power Report noted that in the past 12 months, China had built at least 100 
nuclear weapons, and that it was seeking to build not only nuclear-armed 
missiles capable of targeting ships and bases from Japan to Australia, but 
new, nuclear-capable long-range bombers and ballistic missile submarines.23 
The report even noted Chinese interest in putting nuclear weapons in orbit 
on an orbital bombardment system.

This led analysts both in and outside government to conclude that China 
would reach strategic nuclear parity with the United States by the early 
2030s.24 The only question seemed to be: Would China be satisfied with 
nuclear parity with the United States—or would it seek nuclear advantage?

By the fall of 2023, the world system seemed to be slowly disintegrat-
ing—the war in Ukraine was going on for longer than anyone anticipated, 
with casualties on both sides numbering in the hundreds of thousands. 
Munitions stockpiles in the United States and among its European allies 
and partners, which have been supplying Ukraine, dwindled as the rate of 
munitions expenditure far outstripped the rate of replacement.25 Hamas’s 
vicious attack on Israel—and Israel’s inevitable counteroffensive—only 
added to the sense of a world aligning with autocrats on one side opposed 
by liberal democracies on the other.

The State of the U.S. Deterrent

Given all this, what is the state of the American military’s ability to deter 
adversary military adventurism? The short answer is that U.S. forces and 
capabilities are far from where they need to be.

More than 20 years of the War on Terror focused the military on count-
er-insurgency operations and nation-building skills that are of little use 
in a high-intensity conflict with a near-peer competitor. At the same time, 
the post–Cold War consolidation of the defense industrial base and the 
focus on cost savings, as opposed to the ability to produce munitions en 
masse, has left an industrial base far smaller than the one that won the 
Cold War. The result is that U.S. stockpiles of long-range strike munitions, 
artillery rounds, and air defenses are quite low—and will remain so for the 



 March 19, 2024 | 5ISSUE BRIEF | No. 5347
heritage.org

foreseeable future, while the United States reinvests in and revitalizes its 
defense industrial base.26

At the same time, the nuclear modernization plan begun in 2010 has yet 
to bear significant fruit. The plan—designed for a one-for-one replacement 
of the existing 2010 arsenal of 1550 strategic nuclear weapons—is not doing 
well. Sentinel, the intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) replacement, is 
seeing significant cost and schedule overruns.27 Most worryingly, the Gov-
ernment Accountability Office (GAO) issued a report in August stating that 
the ability of the nuclear weapons enterprise to produce the plutonium pits 
necessary to support new nuclear warheads is already four years behind—
and will likely fall further behind in the coming years, while incurring cost 
overruns in the billions of dollars.28

All of this is sobering enough—and this nuclear modernization plan was 
designed for a world in which Russia was not rapidly expanding its already 
large advantage in non-strategic nuclear weapons over the United States, was 
not threatening NATO members near daily with nuclear strikes, and was not 
initiating full-scale invasions of its neighbors.29 It was a world in which China 
had not yet embarked upon the largest and fastest nuclear-arms buildup in 
the world and did not yet openly seek to overturn the U.S.-led international 
order. If by the 2030s the United States wants to deter two autocratic, near-
peer competitors with combined nuclear arsenals more than double the size 
of the United States’ deployed arsenal, it may very well need a larger nuclear 
arsenal than the one the United States envisioned in 2010.

And yet, the United States is failing at even that modest nuclear mod-
ernization plan, much less in building the arsenal it needs to deter China 
and Russia in the 2030s.

The New Nuclear Mainstream Emerges

Against this backdrop of nuclear expansion by Russia and China, the 
destruction of the nuclear arms control regime by Russia, emboldened auto-
crats, reduced conventional munitions stockpiles due to ongoing conflicts, 
a United States that is falling behind in the production of conventional 
munitions and weapons platforms, and the cost and schedule overruns of a 
modest nuclear modernization effort, a new bipartisan, nuclear mainstream 
emerged in 2023.

In April 2023, a bipartisan study group based at the Lawrence Livermore 
National Laboratory (LLNL) and led by former Deputy Assistant Secretary 
of Defense Brad Roberts wrote China’s Emergence as a Second Nuclear Peer: 
Implications of U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Strategy.30 The LLNL study group 
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included former officials from the Obama, Trump, and George W. Bush 
Administrations, a retired four-star general, academics, and congressional 
staffers. Members of the group had worked on multiple nuclear and defense 
strategy documents for the past two decades or more and many of them had 
vocally supported the nuclear-arms-control treaties of the past three decades.

The report advocates that the United States take a number of steps to 
strengthen its deterrence posture, to include preparing for a world without 
nuclear-arms control, developing “the agile nuclear infrastructure…[and 
bringing] a sense of importance and urgency to the nuclear weapons enter-
prise and [enabling] more innovative approaches by relaxing the constraints 
of a highly risk-averse oversight culture,” fielding the SLCM-N, preparing to 
load additional nuclear warheads onto the U.S. ICBM force, and exploring 
the efficacy and utility of making a portion of the American ICBM force 
road-mobile. For a bipartisan group that included arms controllers who 
directly worked in the Obama Administration that sought a world without 
nuclear weapons, this was a stunning pronouncement.31

Then, in October 2023, the congressionally mandated Strategic Posture 
Commission issued its final report on the state of the U.S. strategic pos-
ture.32 The commissioners included former Bush, Obama, Trump, and Biden 
Administration officials, a former Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
and members of respected Washington think tanks. One of the commis-
sioners, Rose Gottemoeller, served as the chief U.S. negotiator for President 
Obama’s New START nuclear-arms-control treaty with Russia and as the 
Under Secretary of State for Arms Control. In other words, Ambassador 
Gottemoeller’s arms-control bona fides are impeccable.

For this reason, many were surprised when the Strategic Posture Com-
mission’s final report advocated not only an increase in conventional 
capabilities and munitions stockpiles, but that the United States prepare for 
a world without limits on numbers of nuclear weapons; prepare to rapidly 
increase the number of deployed strategic nuclear weapons by exercising 
the upload of nuclear warheads on existing ICBMs, and prepare to re-open 
shuttered ballistic missile tubes on the U.S. submarine force; increase the 
planned number of nuclear-armed cruise missiles and nuclear-capable 
B-21 bombers; “address the need for U.S. theater nuclear forces deployed 
or based in the Asia-Pacific”33 (which was seen by many in the nuclear policy 
community as code for fielding SLCM-N); develop additional low-yield 
nuclear options; and reinvest in the nuclear enterprise.34 For many in the 
nuclear policy community, including the nuclear realists, the arms control-
lers, and the disarmament sub-communities, the fact that such a bipartisan 
group reached consensus on the above recommendations was breathtaking.
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By the end of 2023, other indicators of a new bipartisan consensus 
emerged. With overwhelming bipartisan support, Congress passed the fiscal 
year 2024 National Defense Authorization Act, which included establishing 
SLMC-N as a major Defense acquisition program (despite vocal opposition 
from the Biden Administration), providing additional funds to the nuclear 
enterprise to support nuclear modernization, and strengthening national 
missile defenses, particularly against Russian and Chinese threats.35 Around 
the same time, the Center for Strategic and International Studies issued 
a bipartisan report that echoed many recommendations of the Strategic 
Posture Commission and the LLNL study group, to include reinvesting in 
the nuclear enterprise infrastructure, developing road-mobile ICBMs, and 
reinvesting in missile defenses.36

It was clear by November of 2023 that there was a new nuclear main-
stream. Which issues does the new mainstream support? There is no 
consensus on all this, but there is broad support for more conventional 
capabilities, to include munitions, bombers, and refueling tankers; a rein-
vestment in the nuclear enterprise and a desire to see a more agile and 
responsive nuclear infrastructure; a slightly larger, and more diversified 
strategic arsenal, particularly for road-mobile ICBMs and an ICBM force 
capable of rapidly adding additional warheads; a willingness to explore an 
expanded role for national missile defenses; and a willingness to expand 
U.S. theater, non-strategic nuclear capabilities.

The new mainstream is not giving up on treaty-based nuclear-arms con-
trol, but instead recognizes that now is not the time for treaty-based arms 
reductions with Russia and China.  There seems to be some indication that 
new forms of arms control may be pursued, particularly regarding orbital 
bombardment systems or caps on total numbers of nuclear weapons—but 
only after the strategic environment stabilizes. In fact, there is a recognition 
that building new nuclear capabilities may be an important predicate to 
being able to negotiate favorable future arms-control treaties.

Indeed, this last point encapsulates the overarching goal of the new, 
nuclear policy mainstream: to stabilize the strategic environment and deter 
a nuclear war, which the United States may not be postured to win by the 
mid-2030s given Russian and Chinese nuclear expansion and the problems 
within the U.S. nuclear enterprise.

Those Outside the Mainstream

If those who hold the above views are within the new bipartisan main-
stream, who is outside it?
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Those who continue to advocate U.S. nuclear reductions and disarma-
ment will find themselves increasingly irrelevant to the nuclear policy 
debates within the national security community. In particular, those who 
advocate a change in the U.S. targeting schema from a counter-force strategy 
to a de facto strategy of counter-value targeting (or, targeting large popu-
lation centers, such as cities) are not only well outside the new bipartisan 
mainstream but may in fact be increasingly viewed as extremists.

For those outside the mainstream, their goal is not necessarily a world 
where there are no nuclear wars—although they would certainly welcome 
such a world; instead, their goal is a world without nuclear weapons. Nuclear 
abolition is the focus of their analysis—not strategic stability. And in a world 
where the authoritarians are expanding their nuclear arsenals, engaging in 
nuclear coercion, and invading their neighbors, calls for nuclear abolition 
among the Western democracies will become not only irrelevant to national 
security policymakers, but alienating to them.

Conclusion

There are now two divergent groups in American nuclear policy and 
strategy. The mainstream is a bipartisan group of thought leaders, practi-
tioners, strategists, and policymakers who recognize that a deterrence gap 
must be addressed not only through increased conventional capabilities, 
but through a reinvigorated nuclear enterprise that is agile and responsive 
and able to meet emerging deterrence-capability requirements in a timely 
fashion. The new mainstream also recognizes that nuclear-arms-control 
treaties that reduce arsenal sizes may not return for many years. The other 
group says that U.S. nuclear reductions are the answer, no matter the ques-
tion—little thought is spared for trivialities like U.S. extended deterrence 
to allies, damage limitation should deterrence fail, and hedging against an 
uncertain strategic future.

The United States is still in the initial stages of its nuclear modern-
ization programs—the decisions that Congress makes now will have 
effects into the 2080s, when the longest-serving programs are expected 
to age out of the force.37 This fact alone should caution against making 
revolutionary changes in the U.S. nuclear posture based on the hope of 
international nuclear disarmament in the distant world of 2010. But 
today, given the rapid rise of Chinese and Russian nuclear capabilities, 
and their all too obvious friendship bonded by a shared anti-American-
ism, such calls for disarmament have transcended naivete and entered 
the realm of unreality.
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The U.S. Congress and executives in government agencies should 
recognize that those in the nuclear disarmament community have no 
counterparts in Beijing or Moscow—their arguments, to the extent they 
escape their self-contained echo chamber, are aimed solely at weakening 
the United States. Congress, the media, allies, and adversaries should all rec-
ognize the emerging consensus in Washington, DC, is not to shrink before 
growing Chinese and Russian threats, but to meet those threats through 
an increasingly capable nuclear arsenal backed by the industrial capacity 
to respond to dynamic challenges.

Robert Peters is Research Fellow for Nuclear Deterrence and Missile Defense in the 

Douglas and Sarah Allison Center for National Security at The Heritage Foundation.
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