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KEY TAKEAWAYS

In a three-nuclear-peer world, mutual
vulnerability is not applicable, as the com-
bination of any two against one can allow
them to achieve first-strike superiority.

A largely defenseless United States may
give adversaries the impression that if
they aim their attack just right, the United
States will be deterred from responding.

Building offensive strike options and
missile defenses will not be cheap—but
deterrence failure would be far more
costly.

he United States and its allies in the Indo-

Pacific, Europe, and the Middle East face

a security challenge beyond anything they
have seen before. In addition to displaying newfound
confidence, autocrats in Beijing, Moscow, Tehran, and
Pyongyang are increasingly threatening the United
States and its allies and increasingly carrying out acts
of overt aggression.!

At the same time, the scope and scale of the threats
facing the United States and its allies affect both the-
ater nuclear deterrence dynamics and, increasingly,
central nuclear deterrence dynamics with potential
impact for the American homeland. Indeed, China,
Russia, and North Korea are building up their stra-
tegic and theater nuclear arsenals, undoubtedly for
purposes of deterring strategic attack against their
homelands, but likely also for purposes of nuclear
warfighting.?
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In the current security environment, theater nuclear war is the more likely
scenario for nuclear employment.® Nevertheless, the possibility of central
deterrence failure that results in a nuclear exchange between the American
homeland and a nuclear peer cannot be ruled out. Such an exchange could
result from a theater nuclear war that escalated to a central nuclear war or
due to a direct conventional war between the United States and a nuclear
peer.* In short, the nuclear expansion of the autocrats, combined with their
newfound confidence, proclivity for aggression, the relative weakness of
American allies, and adversary conventional capabilities, makes the chance
of deterrence failure a real possibility in the coming years.®

All this comes at the worst time for the United States. The current mili-
tary does not have a conventional force sized for a two-war strategy to stop
opportunistic or coordinated aggression in two geographically distant the-
aters.® In addition, the U.S. nuclear force is old and sized for a more benign
world that never materialized.” The current U.S. nuclear modernization
is therefore necessary, but insufficient for the current conventional and
nuclear threats posed by America’s adversaries.®

The findings of the 2023 Strategic Posture Commission as they pertain
to right-sizing the U.S. nuclear arsenal are generally correct.’ Certainly, a
more diverse and capable range of nuclear options is essential to U.S. and
allied security—particularly as it relates to deterring aggression or perhaps
more critically, deterring adversary nuclear employment. Indeed, a more
diverse set of nuclear options—to include weapons that have a variety of
characteristics, with a variety of ranges, that could be delivered across
multiple domains—strengthens U.S. deterrence posture, the credibility of
U.S. extended deterrence, and achieving objectives should deterrence fail,
particularly if U.S. conventional forces are critically engaged in combat
operations in other theaters.”

For these reasons, the United States must look critically at fielding a
somewhat larger, more diverse, nuclear strike force in order to strengthen
its ability to support both regional and central deterrence missions.

Strengthening the Shield and the Sword

It would, however, be foolish to respond to the gathering threats
by only making changes to U.S. nuclear strike forces. Indeed, the
most effective deterrence strategies involve capabilities to reduce
the effectiveness of an adversary’s potential attack and to respond
to the attack by inflicting unacceptable costs on the adversary.! If an
adversary fails to achieve its objectives in an attack and provokes an
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unacceptably costly U.S. response, then that adversary would have the
worst of both worlds: paying a very high price to achieve little, if any, gain.
Put another way, by denying an adversary the benefits of an attack through
the fielding of effective defenses, coupled with a credible capability to inflict
significant damage on the attacker, the United States can create a credible
deterrent posture that rejects mutual vulnerability and ultimately dis-
suades an adversary from taking aggressive action to begin with. Such a
strengthened deterrence posture—one that better integrates nuclear-strike
capabilities with theater and more directly with homeland air and missile
defenses—is an imperative. This is particularly true given that the stakes for
deterrence failure in the emerging two-nuclear-peer threat environment
are simply too great to dismiss the deterrent value of U.S. integrated air and
missile defenses, both in the American homeland and in overseas theaters.

If the United States builds more and better nuclear weapons, as this
author and many others have advocated,'? adversaries are likely to find U.S.
deterrence threats more credible. But the real gains in credibility will come
from adversaries believing the United States has a clear and ideally decisive
defensive advantage during a conflict. As Fred Hoffman said in defense of
President Ronald Reagan’s 1980s Strategic Defense Initiative, a credible
threat is one that the adversary sees “as serving Western interests in the
event of an actual crisis or conflict.”*®

In this sense, a credible and potentially decisive defensive advantage
during an exchange between two nuclear peers influences both actors’
behavior—but it almost certainly has greater influence on the actor that
lacks strategic defenses, but that nevertheless may be inclined to initiate
conflict due to its status as a revisionist state (as China, Russia, Iran, and
North Korea are today). Put another way, it is one thing to gamble on a roll of
the dice where either side in a two-nuclear-peer conflict might prove more
willing to endure homeland-to-homeland coercive nuclear strikes—but it
is a whole other game entirely when the dice are weighted in favor of the
actor that fields credible strategic defenses. Thus, if an adversary believes
the United States can substantially blunt its attack and is unable to do the
same to the inevitable U.S. response, it is far less likely to escalate a conven-
tional conflict to the nuclear threshold, and, indeed, less likely to initiate a
conflict—even a conventional one—in the first place.

Moreover, the United States can never hope to have perfect control
over a conflict. History is replete with examples in which the United States
hoped to avoid a conflict, only to get dragged into it."* History is also full of
examples in which a conflict begins under the assumption that American
involvement would remain limited, only to see said involvement intensify
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and become protracted.” Perfect control is therefore not possible—and nor
is it the goal of improved and expanded air and missile defenses. Rather,
the United States can and should appear to adversaries as more capable
and therefore more likely to impose restraint on them through credible
homeland air and missile defenses than U.S. adversaries are willing or able
toimpose on it, due to their lack of similar defenses. As Herman Kahn said,
“Usually the most convincing way to look willing is to be willing.”®

The best way to look willing to defend allies in a theater conflict is to have
acredible theory for limiting damage from an adversary attack. U.S. missile
defenses, both homeland and theater, rightly should be viewed as stabilizing
against nuclear use in a theater conflict. Said defenses, if credible, lower the
chance that an opponent will conclude that the United States cannot or will
not respond to limited theater nuclear use to redress failed conventional
aggression for fear of subsequent limited nuclear attack against a vulner-
able homeland. More important, it lowers the chance that the opponent
attempts the even better strategy of limited nuclear attack against a regional
U.S. ally in an effort to break U.S.-led alliances or change the operational
trajectory of a conflict. Such an approach is not new. It in many ways repli-
cates the Cold War-era “trading New York for Paris” dilemma.

With credible theater or strategic missile defenses, opponents are forced
to “go big” in their nuclear attack, whether such an attack be against targets
within a theater or against the U.S. homeland, to achieve the same effect of a
limited nuclear strike. By fielding credible defenses that cause the adversary
to face the prospect of launching a sizable nuclear attack, only to achieve
a fraction of the desired effect, and then facing the prospect of a vigorous
nuclear response from the United States, Washington raises the chances
that the adversary will choose to “not go at all.”

Indeed, not only would credible theater and strategic missile defense
make the United States look better prepared to resist coercion by lim-
iting the damage an adversary could inflict, it also makes the United
States look better prepared to respond to an attack decisively and thereby
impose costs on the adversary. This perception of strength is almost as
important as the actuality of strength. As is known to everyone who has
ever attended middle school, bullies do not target the strong, only the
weak—and a largely defenseless United States may give adversaries the
impression that if they aim their attack just right, the United States will
be deterred from responding forcefully, or at all. In short, the point of
fielding credible missile defenses is not to move into a defense-domi-
nated strategy, but to avoid an “excessive reliance on offensive forces”
while still maintaining strength.”
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To summarize: Advanced and expanded theater and homeland air and
missile defenses are to convince adversaries that nuclear coercion or limited
nuclear attack against the United States or an ally is unlikely to work—and
that U.S. leadership may be more willing to employ nuclear weapons in
extreme circumstances (such as the aforementioned attempts at nuclear
coercion) if its homeland and overseas forces and allies are protected by
credible defenses.

Enduring Myths: Missile Defenses Are
“Destabilizing” and Trigger an “Arms Race”

Critics of expanded and improved U.S. homeland air and missile defenses
often claim that building such defenses will be “destabilizing”—a condition
that is more often asserted than examined.'® If “stabilizing” is defined as a
condition in which neither side has an incentive to employ nuclear weapons
against the other first, then air and missile defenses fit the definition of

“stabilizing” perfectly because, as noted, credible air and missile defenses
makes an adversary strike less likely to be effective.

Nevertheless, critics of missile defense, particularly homeland missile
defense, typically assert that missile defense is destabilizing because it will
cause an arms race by triggering adversaries to build more long-range missiles
as a means to overcome missile defenses or pursue other capabilities that
can circumvent missile defenses.” According to this line of argument, such
an expansion of missile arsenals will exacerbate political tensions and could,
ultimately, lead to war.?® Despite the fact that such critics rarely define what
an “arms race” is,”! history does not support the contention that homeland
missile defenses trigger arms races. This was not the case after the United
States withdrew from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty more than 20 years
ago and there is little evidence that Russia or even China will accelerate the
deployment of strategic weapons after President Donald Trump’s announce-
ment to build the Golden Dome missile defense architecture.

Further, there is no historical example of unilateral U.S. restraint, in
either offensive strike capabilities or defensive capabilities, resulting in
reciprocal restraint by any adversary absent a formal agreement to do so.
Indeed, U.S. reduction in operationally deployed nuclear weapons preceded
the Soviet Union’s continued build-up in its own nuclear stockpile, thereby
triggering U.S. Secretary of Defense Harold Brown (1977-1981) to famously
say: “When we build, they build, when we stop, they build.”*? This truth is
still applicable today, but with the difference being that the United States
now has two nuclear-armed adversaries building up.
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However, even if it were true that China and Russia are certain to respond
to the deployment of credible homeland missile defenses by accelerating
their fielding of an even greater number of long-range missiles, critics
should admit that U.S. restraint in missile defense before the announce-
ment of Golden Dome was no solution to adversary missile proliferation,
given that Russia and China have been increasing the number of deployed
long-range missiles for years. In addition, these adversaries would have
to consider what a launch of significant numbers of long-range missiles at
the American homeland in sufficient quantity to overcome U.S. homeland
missile defense (even if part of a limited coercive strike) would look like to
leaders in Washington.

Beyond arms racing, those opposed to homeland missile defense extend
their criticism to other areas. For them, the most destabilizing security
dynamic is where one party has sufficient offensive capability relative to
the opponent such that it can strike the opponent first with confidence
that the opponent’s remaining capability is less than the striker’s defensive
capability, combined with its own tolerance for any damage inflicted upon
the striker.?® Within this line of thought, the more defensive capability one
party has, the more likely an actor will be to strike an opponent first—hence
the assertion that defenses are “destabilizing.” Taken to the logical conclu-
sion, this is the basis for the assertion that “mutual vulnerability” is the
ultimate stable condition.**

Of course, while this criticism may—may—work in theory, such stabil-
ity by means of mutual vulnerability is predicated upon both actors being
willing to allow their own nuclear-armed opponents a say in whether their
nation will continue to survive. Mutual vulnerability is, at its core, an
agreement among multiple parties to hold each other’s national existence
hostage. While such arrangements may work over a period of time between
two parties if both actors place a similar value on the existence of their
own national survival or the survival of their populations, does such an
arrangement still work if more than two parties are engaged? Does it still
work if multiple parties are deeply hostile to a single party, say, a group of
nuclear-armed, deeply revisionist autocratic actors who field combined
nuclear arsenals larger than that of the liberal democratic, status-quo actor?
One would hope that testing this hypothesis in a real-world environment
can be avoided.

Moreover, there is no evidence that an actor who enjoys significant
homeland defenses and nuclear-strike options in relation to an opponent’s
nuclear options would in fact be more likely to carry out a first strike against
an opponent. In fact, for the first 15 years of the Cold War, when the United
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States had qualitative and quantitative nuclear advantage over the Soviet
Union and could in fact carry out an exquisite first strike against the Soviets,
the United States chose not to engage in a first strike against the Soviet
Union.?® Nor did it strike China in the early 1960s when it became clear
that China was pursuing nuclear weapons. Consequently, the burden of
proof should be on the critics of homeland missile defense to show that
mutual vulnerability is a highly stable (and therefore, desirable) security
arrangement in a world of revisionist, authoritarian nuclear peers, and that
credible missile defenses are destabilizing.

This Backgrounder posits that in a three-nuclear-peer world, mutual
vulnerability is no longer applicable, as the combination of any two against
one can set up a scenario where together two actors can achieve first-strike
superiority even if individually they cannot. In such a world, mutual vulner-
ability is highly destabilizing as it gives two actors an incentive to perhaps
try to execute an exquisite first strike, even outside a high-intensity con-
flict. In such a three-nuclear-peer world, the ultimate stabilizing factor is
a secure second-strike capability that will likely require active homeland
missile defenses capable of maintaining credible defenses against the threat
of two on one.

If the United States had few or no homeland missile defenses in such a
world, then nuclear-armed peers that wanted to strike a handful of targets
in the U.S. homeland would need to fire only a handful of missiles. Such a
limited strike could cause the United States to respond with overwhelming
force, but may instead cause the United States to respond in kind or seek a
negotiated settlement to the conflict after a proportional response—but it
is unlikely that Washington would overreact to such a limited strike.

If, however, the United States had significant defenses, and adversaries
still sought to attack a handful of targets in the U.S. homeland to send a
coercive message, then they likely would have to launch dozens to hundreds
of missiles to overcome a credible homeland missile defense architecture.
Such an act would be far more likely to trigger a U.S. response that is unac-
ceptable to the attacker. In such a scenario, there would be almost no chance
of leaders in Washington willing to seek any kind of negotiated settlement
or respond with a limited strike.

As noted, some critics of homeland missile defense point to Russian and
Chinese complaints about the “destabilizing” nature of U.S. homeland mis-
sile defense,? regardless of the sincerity of such complaints. Surely, some
Chinese and Russian complaints about the “destabilizing” nature of U.S.
homeland missile defense are partly for show, and partly because China
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and Russia themselves are building their own integrated air and missile
defense networks.?”

It is also important to remember that an arms race is not assured, as
adversaries face resource prioritization decisions, just as does the United
States. Does Russia want to spend more on building long-range missiles,
warheads, countermeasures, and more to defeat U.S. homeland missile
defenses? Or does Moscow want to invest those funds in rebuilding its
conventional forces following significant material losses in the Ukraine
War? Similarly, does China want to spend more funds to defeat U.S. home-
land missile defenses? The more money spent on overcoming U.S. missile
defenses means less money spent on building the conventional forces nec-
essary for taking Taiwan or for policing its autocratic-ruled society.

Conclusion

The United States needs more and better integrated air and missile
defenses, protecting both allies and U.S. forces in overseas theaters and
the U.S. homeland, due in part to the United States’ role as an offshore bal-
ancer in defense of its allies and partners around the world. When the U.S.
homeland is threatened, and U.S. ability to project power is diminished,
then the entire U.S. defense strategy falls apart—and adversaries will be
further emboldened to strike at the existing global order. All of this goes
against U.S. national interests.

In the coming years, with the United States committed to defending
allies in multiple theaters against multiple adversaries, these adversaries
will have additional incentives for aggression. U.S. credibility will be tested
and America cannot afford to be seen as a paper tiger. More conventional
capabilities—to include ships, planes, munitions—will be needed in such
aworld.

But improved and expanded theater and missile defenses, coupled with
larger and more diverse credible offensive nuclear-strike capabilities, are
the most stabilizing posture the United States can field at this time. Such
capabilities deter adversaries and assure allies, and, most important, limit
damage to the U.S. homeland should deterrence fail.

To this end, the United States should abandon, or at a minimum, stop
genuflecting at the altar of “mutual vulnerability.” Not only is mutual vul-
nerability no longer an optimal strategy in a three-peer world (if it ever was
a good strategy in a two-peer world), but the United States must remember
the obvious, but too-often-unstated, point that Russia and China simply do
not accept the Western concept of mutual vulnerability being the highest
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goal. As the CIA wrote nearly four decades ago, “the Soviets have maintained
the more traditional military view that forces prepared to fight a war are
also better able to deter war; they have never subscribed to Western concepts,
such as Mutual Assured Destruction, that draw sharp distinctions between
the strategic force requirements for deterring a nuclear war and those for
fighting one.”?® (Emphasis added.)

Finally, the coming years may lead to a scenario where any party that
has a secure second-strike capability while in a “two-on-one” scenario and
that has also achieved a first-strike superiority against one or both of the
other two actors may be perceived as a destabilizing and highly threatening
actor by one or both of the other two (comparatively) weaker actors. Hence,
one could conclude that strategic stability in a three-party world cannot
be achieved from weapon systems characteristics alone. It may require
political actions. Such a world may be possible in the coming decade.

In the final analysis, the U.S. government is ultimately responsible for
two things: protecting the American people and being prepared to defeat
America’s adversaries. U.S. policymakers should therefore think seriously
and deeply about what is required to defend the American people and
ensure that the United States fields sufficient secure second-strike capa-
bilities to deter two nuclear peers simultaneously.

To achieve all this, it is imperative that the United States field more, and
more diverse, offensive nuclear-strike options, to include those based in the
homeland and those forward deployed in various theaters. This will require
anuclear enterprise—particularly, a reinvigorated National Nuclear Secu-
rity Administration—that can build new warheads at scale and repurpose
old warheads from the strategic stockpile for use in overseas theaters. This
also will require significant investment in expanding the number of theater
air and missile defense options as well as a significantly expanded homeland
missile defense architecture, such as Golden Dome. None of this will be
cheap—but deterrence failure would be far more costly.

Robert Peters is Senior Research Fellow for Strategic Deterrence in the Douglas and
Sarah Allison Center for National Security at The Heritage Foundation.



BACKGROUNDER | No. 3955 MARCH 10, 2026 | 10
heritage.org

Endnotes

1. Seethe February 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine, the Iran-backed Hamas attack on Israel in October 2023, Beijing’s ongoing harassment of and threats
to its democratic neighbors, and North Korea’s almost monthly threats of nuclear annihilation against the United States, South Korea, and Japan.

2. Charles Richard, Frank Miller, and Robert Peters, “Nuclear Deterrence vs Nuclear Warfighting: Is There a Difference and Does it Matter?” National
Institute for Public Policy Information Series Paper No. 623, April 2025, https://nipp.org/information_series/admiral-charles-richard-usn-ret-hon-
franklin-c-miller-and-robert-peters-nuclear-deterrence-vs-nuclear-warfighting-is-there-a-difference-and-does-it-matter-no-623-april-15-2025/
(accessed February 5, 2026).

3. Vipin Narang, “Nuclear Threats and the Role of Allies: A Conversation with Acting Assistant Secretary Vipin Narang,” Center for Strategic and
International Studies, August 1, 2024, https://www.csis.org/analysis/nuclear-threats-and-role-allies-conversation-acting-assistant-secretary-vipin-
narang (accessed February 5, 2026).

4. Eli Glickman and Robert Peters, “The Nuclear Force Requirements of a Protracted Conventional War,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3928,
September 23, 2025, https.//www.heritage.org/defense/report/the-nuclear-force-requirements-protracted-conventional-war.

5. John K. Warden, “Limited Nuclear War: The 21st Century Challenge for the United States,” Livermore Papers on Global Security No. 4, Center for Global
Security Research, Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, July 2018, pp. 11and 12, https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/CGSR_LP4-FINAL O.
pdf (accessed February 25, 2026).

6. David Trachtenberg, “How the Lack of a ‘Two-War Strategy’ Erodes Extended Deterrence and Assurance,” National Institute for Public Policy
Information Series Paper No. 590, June 2024, https://nipp.org/information_series/david-j-trachtenberg-how-the-lack-of-a-two-war-strategy-erodes-
extended-deterrence-and-assurance-issue-no-590-june-17-2024/ (accessed February 5, 2026), and Alex Velez-Green and Robert Peters, “The
Prioritization Imperative: A Strategy to Defend America’s Interests in a More Dangerous World,” Heritage Foundation Special Report No. 288, August 1,
2024, https://www.heritage.org/defense/report/the-prioritization-imperative-strategy-defend-americas-interests-more-dangerous.

7. Robert Peters, “America’s Current Nuclear Arsenal Was Built for a More Benign World,” Heritage Foundation /ssue Brief No. 5330, September 7, 2023,
https://www.heritage.org/defense/report/americas-current-nuclear-arsenal-was-built-more-benign-world.

8. Rebeccah Heinrichs et al., “Sustaining the Nuclear Peace: On the Urgent Need for a New Strategy for Stability: Final Report,” United States Institute of
Peace, Senior Study Group on Strategic Stability, February 2025, https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/casr/files/2025-08/USIP%20Senior%20Study%20Group%20
0n%20Strategic%20Stability%20Final%20Report.pdf (accessed February 5, 2026).

9. IDA, “America’s Strategic Posture: Final Report of the Congressional Commission on the Strategic Posture of the United States,” October 2023, https://
www.ida.org/research-and-publications/publications/all/a/am/americas-strategic-posture (accessed February 5, 2026).

10. Heather Williams and Lachlan MacKenzie, “Why Does the United States Need a More Flexible Nuclear Force?” Center for Strategic and International
Studies, April 3, 2025, https://www.csis.org/analysis/why-does-united-states-need-more-flexible-nuclear-force (accessed February 5, 2026).

11.  Keith Payne, “Why Does America Need Golden Dome?” National Institute for Public Policy /nformation Series Paper No. 628, June 18, 2025, https://
nipp.org/information_series/keith-b-payne-why-does-america-need-golden-dome-no-628-june-18-2025/ (accessed February 5, 2026).

12. Matthew Costlow, “It Could Always Get Worse: Managing Escalation Risks with China,” in Project Atom: 2025, Center for Strategic and
International Studies, December 2025, https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2025-12/251203_Williams_Project_Atom.
pdf?Versionld=PNYNaubyLO88KVPjEaXSZ_u095nqEjyx (accessed February 5, 2026).

13, Fred S. Hoffman, “Imperfect Strategies, Near-Perfect Defenses, and the SDI,” in Fred S. Hoffman, Albert Wohlstetter, and David S. Yost, eds., Swords
and Shields: NATO, the USSR, and New Choices for Long-Range Offense and Defense (Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 1987), p. 202.

14, Such as in World War I and World War 1.

15.  Suchasin Vietnam.

16.  Herman Kahn, On Thermonuclear War (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1960), p. 287.

17. Phrase comes from: Hoffman, “Imperfect Strategies, Near-Perfect Defenses, and the SDI,” p. 218.

18.  See, among many others, Jaganath Sankaran, “The Delusions and Dangers of Missile Defense,” Arms Control Today, Arms Control Association,
September 2023, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-09/features/delusions-and-dangers-missile-defense (accessed February 5, 2026).

19.  Andrew Facini and Mallory Stewart, “We Might Regret Golden Dome’s Greatest Ambition,” War on the Rocks, December 11, 2025, https://
warontherocks.com/2025/12/we-might-regret-golden-domes-greatest-ambition/ (accessed February 5, 2026).

20.  Emma Bussey, “Russia Reportedly Slams Trump’s Golden Dome as ‘Provocative” as Trillion Dollar Shield Takes Shape,” Fox News, January 26, 2026,
https://www.foxnews.com/world/russia-reportedly-slams-trumps-golden-dome-provocative-trillion-dollar-shield-takes-shape?msockid=289f7f86966
36fe138db695¢97e66€01 (accessed February 5, 2026).

21. Matthew Costlow, Robert Peters, and Kyle Balzer, “A Misleading Metaphor: The Nuclear ‘Arms Race,” War on the Rocks, November 20, 2023, https://

warontherocks.com/2023/11/a-misleading-metaphor-the-nuclear-arms-race/ (accessed February 5, 2026).


https://nipp.org/information_series/admiral-charles-richard-usn-ret-hon-franklin-c-miller-and-robert-peters-nuclear-deterrence-vs-nuclear-warfighting-is-there-a-difference-and-does-it-matter-no-623-april-15-2025/
https://nipp.org/information_series/admiral-charles-richard-usn-ret-hon-franklin-c-miller-and-robert-peters-nuclear-deterrence-vs-nuclear-warfighting-is-there-a-difference-and-does-it-matter-no-623-april-15-2025/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/nuclear-threats-and-role-allies-conversation-acting-assistant-secretary-vipin-narang%20
https://www.csis.org/analysis/nuclear-threats-and-role-allies-conversation-acting-assistant-secretary-vipin-narang%20
https://www.heritage.org/defense/report/the-nuclear-force-requirements-protracted-conventional-war
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/CGSR_LP4-FINAL_0.pdf
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/CGSR_LP4-FINAL_0.pdf
https://nipp.org/information_series/david-j-trachtenberg-how-the-lack-of-a-two-war-strategy-erodes-extended-deterrence-and-assurance-issue-no-590-june-17-2024/%20
https://nipp.org/information_series/david-j-trachtenberg-how-the-lack-of-a-two-war-strategy-erodes-extended-deterrence-and-assurance-issue-no-590-june-17-2024/%20
https://www.heritage.org/defense/report/the-prioritization-imperative-strategy-defend-americas-interests-more-dangerous
https://www.heritage.org/defense/report/americas-current-nuclear-arsenal-was-built-more-benign-world
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2025-08/USIP%20Senior%20Study%20Group%20on%20Strategic%20Stability%20Final%20Report.pdf
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2025-08/USIP%20Senior%20Study%20Group%20on%20Strategic%20Stability%20Final%20Report.pdf
https://www.ida.org/research-and-publications/publications/all/a/am/americas-strategic-posture%20
https://www.ida.org/research-and-publications/publications/all/a/am/americas-strategic-posture%20
https://www.csis.org/analysis/why-does-united-states-need-more-flexible-nuclear-force
https://nipp.org/information_series/keith-b-payne-why-does-america-need-golden-dome-no-628-june-18-2025/
https://nipp.org/information_series/keith-b-payne-why-does-america-need-golden-dome-no-628-june-18-2025/
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2025-12/251203_Williams_Project_Atom.pdf?VersionId=PNYNau6yLO88KVPjEaXSZ_uO95nqEjyx
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2025-12/251203_Williams_Project_Atom.pdf?VersionId=PNYNau6yLO88KVPjEaXSZ_uO95nqEjyx
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-09/features/delusions-and-dangers-missile-defense
https://warontherocks.com/2025/12/we-might-regret-golden-domes-greatest-ambition/%20
https://warontherocks.com/2025/12/we-might-regret-golden-domes-greatest-ambition/%20
https://www.foxnews.com/world/russia-reportedly-slams-trumps-golden-dome-provocative-trillion-dollar-shield-takes-shape?msockid=289f7f8696636fe138db695c97e66e01%20
https://www.foxnews.com/world/russia-reportedly-slams-trumps-golden-dome-provocative-trillion-dollar-shield-takes-shape?msockid=289f7f8696636fe138db695c97e66e01%20
https://warontherocks.com/2023/11/a-misleading-metaphor-the-nuclear-arms-race/%20
https://warontherocks.com/2023/11/a-misleading-metaphor-the-nuclear-arms-race/%20

BACKGROUNDER | No. 3955 MARCH 10,2026 | 11
heritage.org

22.

23.

24,

25.
26.

27.

28.

Edward Keefer, “Harold Brown, Offsetting the Soviet Military Challenge, 1977-1981," Secretaries of Defense Historical Series, Historical Office, Office
of the Secretary of Defense, 2017, https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/secretaryofdefense/OSDSeries_Vol9.pdf (accessed February 5,
2026).

Despite a lack of empirical evidence—over half a century—to support the claim that missile defenses are destabilizing, missile defense opponents are
undeterred from making such claims. See, for example, Azriel Bermant, “Why Missile Defense Now Raises the Risk of War,” Foreign Policy, February 9,
2026, https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/02/09/missile-defense-war-us-trump-israel-iran-russia-ukraine-middle-east/ (accessed February 23, 2026).

Matthew Bunn, “Golden Dome Dangers: An Arms Control Expert Explains How Trump’s Missile Defense Threatens to Make the US Less Safe,” The
Conversation, June 6, 2025, https;//theconversation.com/golden-dome-dangers-an-arms-control-expert-explains-how-trumps-missile-defense-
threatens-to-make-the-us-less-safe-258048 (accessed February 6, 2026).

See the role of the United States in exhibiting restraint in the early Cold War, up through the 1961 Berlin Crisis, until the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis.

Wu Rigiang, “No Stability Without Limits on Missile Defense,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, September 24, 2014, https://thebulletin.org/roundtable_
entry/no-stability-without-limits-on-missile-defense/ (accessed February 6, 2026).

Jacob Mezey, “Russian and Chinese Strategic Missile Defense: Doctrine, Capabilities, and Development,” The Atlantic Council, September 10, 2024,
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/russian-and-chinese-strategic-missile-defense-doctrine-capabilities-and-
development/ (accessed February 6, 2026).

Central Intelligence Agency, “Soviet Forces and Capabilities for Strategic Nuclear Conflict Through the Late 1990s,” National Intelligence Estimate 11-
3/8-87,1987, p. 8, https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP09T00367R000200280001-6.pdf (accessed February 23, 2026).


https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/secretaryofdefense/OSDSeries_Vol9.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/02/09/missile-defense-war-us-trump-israel-iran-russia-ukraine-middle-east/%20
https://theconversation.com/golden-dome-dangers-an-arms-control-expert-explains-how-trumps-missile-defense-threatens-to-make-the-us-less-safe-258048%20
https://theconversation.com/golden-dome-dangers-an-arms-control-expert-explains-how-trumps-missile-defense-threatens-to-make-the-us-less-safe-258048%20
https://thebulletin.org/roundtable_entry/no-stability-without-limits-on-missile-defense/%20
https://thebulletin.org/roundtable_entry/no-stability-without-limits-on-missile-defense/%20
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/russian-and-chinese-strategic-missile-defense-doctrine-capabilities-and-development/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/russian-and-chinese-strategic-missile-defense-doctrine-capabilities-and-development/
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP09T00367R000200280001-6.pdf

