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Colin S. Gray frequently remarked that arms control works best when least needed, i.e.,  arms 
control works best when the parties involved do not have inimical political goals that create 
hostilities between them and there are few pressures for competitive armament.2  However, as 
has been made abundantly clear by Russia’s brutal invasion of Ukraine and China’s many 
threats to Taiwan, Russia, China, and the United States have inimical foreign policy objectives. 
While the United States seeks continuation of a classically liberal world order, Russia and 
China seek to overturn a world order they see as dominated by the United States and the West 
to their disadvantage—a goal they apparently believe to be of existential importance.    

In this new geo-political environment characterized by such diametrically opposed goals 
and world views among the contending great powers, the prospects for meaningful arms 
control agreements appear bleak. Indeed, the U.S. commitment to arms control as a means to 
reduce the relevance of nuclear weapons has not produced the desired results for decades.3  
Instead, Moscow and Beijing continue to increase the salience of nuclear weapons in pursuit of 
their respective revisionist goals and strategies.  As a 2020 Joint Chiefs of Staff publication 
states: “Despite concerted US efforts to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in international 
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affairs and to negotiate reductions in the number of nuclear weapons, since 2010 no potential 
adversary has reduced either the role of nuclear weapons in its national security strategy or the 
number of nuclear weapons it fields. Rather, they have moved decidedly in the opposite 
direction.”4 

Nevertheless, President Biden continues to emphasize U.S. readiness to resume arms 
control negotiations,5 and some commentators contend that arms control is essential now more 
than ever. For example, one analyst has written that the war in Ukraine means that “nuclear 
arms control must be strengthened and not further dismembered” and that the “strategic 
stability dialogue” between Washington and Moscow must be resumed.6 Others have 
concluded that Russia’s actions in Ukraine—including threats of nuclear war—highlight the 
growing dangers of nuclear weapons and lend credence to the view that because nuclear 
deterrence appears increasingly fragile, “The only way to eliminate the danger is to reinforce 
the norm against nuclear use and pursue a more sustainable path toward their elimination.”7 
Indeed the Biden Administration’s Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) states that arms control is the 
“most effective” way to prevent nuclear use and that, “The United States will pursue a 
comprehensive and balanced approach that places a renewed emphasis on arms 
control…Mutual, verifiable nuclear arms control offers the most effective, durable and 
responsible path to achieving a key goal:  reducing the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. 
strategy.”8 

There is every reason to work to strengthen the “norm against nuclear use.” In the 
contemporary threat context, however, it is a mistake to expect arms control negotiations to 
achieve that end.  There is little doubt that preventing nuclear use now rests largely on 
strengthening deterrence to minimize the prospects for war.   

Russia’s promotion of and reliance on nuclear weapons, its decision effectively to terminate 
compliance with the New START Treaty, extensive record of arms control violations, refusal 
to negotiate limits on non-strategic nuclear weapons, and material violation of the 1994 
Budapest Memorandum—in which Russia pledged “to refrain from the threat or use of force 
against the territorial integrity or political independence of Ukraine”9—suggest that Moscow 
places greater importance on its nuclear capabilities and territorial aggrandizement than on 
adherence to agreements and the rule of law. This hardly bodes well for future arms control 
efforts with Russia. 

In addition, despite U.S. efforts to encourage participation by China in arms control talks, 
Beijing has consistently refused to take part in any arms control negotiations. The lack of 
transparency on China’s part makes traditional forms of arms control exceedingly difficult. 
Moreover, Russia’s and China’s actions are governed by their own perceptions of national 
security requirements and their own foreign policy goals and objectives; they are not simply 
mechanistically fashioned to be in line with U.S. requirements and goals—however self-
evidently reasonable Washington believes its own policies and goals to be.10 

The New START Treaty, which the Biden Administration extended for five years in 2021 
and which the administration has formally acknowledged Russia is violating,11 locks the 
United States into ceilings on deployed strategic nuclear weapons and delivery systems until 
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2026. Despite Russia’s “suspension” of its participation and refusal to resume on-site 
inspections mandated by the treaty,12 the United States has no plans to move beyond New 
START’s limits in response to Moscow’s actions.13 In addition, the treaty does not limit non-
strategic or “tactical” nuclear forces where Russia maintains a significant quantitative 
advantage, perhaps greater than 10 to 1.14 As a former Commander of U.S. Strategic Command 
concluded, “because of the difficulties and our lack of leverage in expanding treaty 
negotiations to include tactical nuclear forces and production capability, if we jointly agree to 
reduce our strategic forces to even lower levels, the asymmetries in our respective stockpiles 
will become even more pronounced.”15  

Moreover, New START is a bilateral agreement between the United States and Russia and 
imposes no constraints on any of China’s nuclear modernization programs. Given the need to 
hedge against unprecedented deterrence challenges and uncertainties in the new international 
environment, greater U.S. force posture flexibility and hedging to deter two great nuclear 
adversaries—potentially operating in concert—is likely necessary to minimize the chances of 
deterrence failure and to strengthen the norm against nuclear use.16 

Moscow and Beijing are each pursuing extensive expansions of their respective nuclear 
arsenals and issuing coercive nuclear threats; Russia’s nuclear threats are particularly explicit 
and ominous.  In addition, Russia and China increasingly appear to be forming an anti-
American quasi alliance.  Should Russia and China coordinate their actions as part of an anti-
American coalition, their combined nuclear capabilities would far exceed those of the United 
States. These developments call into question the deterrence adequacy of current U.S. nuclear 
force levels and the prudence of New START limitations that were agreed to more than a 
decade ago in a bilateral deterrence context much less harsh than today’s.  

Consequently, the United States must reassess its deterrence force posture as needed to 
sustain an effective and credible deterrent against a Sino-Russian military consortium. In 
particular, a deterrent force with great resilience and flexible options may help to offset the 
combined numerical advantages and greater diversity of nuclear forces possessed by Russia 
and China.  This certainly is not to say that U.S. nuclear forces must mimic or match combined 
Russian and Chinese force numbers one-for-one.  But they must be adequate to hedge against 
the unprecedented deterrence challenges of an increasingly dangerous trilateral context.17    

Importantly, any agreement that establishes ostensibly “equal” limits on the strategic forces 
of the United States, Russia, and China, could undermine U.S. deterrence goals given the 
significant Russian and Chinese advantages in non-strategic nuclear weapons and the 
prospective need for the United States to maintain sufficient capabilities to deter potentially 
coordinated Sino-Russian aggression. In addition, establishing strict numerical force limits in 
any arms control agreement and locking in those limits for a period of years likely is 
incompatible with the flexibility and range of options that may be needed to hedge against the 
uncertainties of the new threat context and changing circumstances. Any future arms control 
agreement that does not ensure that needed flexibility correspondingly may undermine 
“stability.”  The Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (“Treaty of Moscow”) signed in 2002 by 
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President George W. Bush provided for a range of operationally deployed strategic nuclear 
weapons18—a formula that may be worth revisiting in any future arms agreement. 

In the past, the U.S. approach to strategic arms control was premised on an expectation that 
Soviet or Russian forces were the pacing measure, and that a high degree of continuity (i.e., 
continued mutual reductions via ever more restrictive agreements) in the reduction of U.S. and 
Soviet/Russian strategic forces provided a presumed level of predictability and stability in the 
bilateral relationship. On that basis, Washington deemed reasonable long-term agreements 
with precise ceilings and limits “locked in.”19  However, aggressive Russian and Chinese 
foreign policy goals and nuclear weapons developments, and Moscow’s arms control treaty 
violations, have demonstrated the fallacy of Washington’s earlier sanguine expectations. 
Washington appears not to have planned for the severity of the contemporary nuclear threat 
context and the prospects for past presumed continuities and predictable Russian or Chinese 
behavior are now implausible.  The U.S. approach to arms control must adapt to this reality.  
In particular, it is imperative that any future arms control agreements allow the United States 
to meet its needs for the deterrence of Sino-Russian aggression, together or separately, at the 
regional and strategic levels.  

The classic goals of strategic arms control focus not on the reduction of weapons per se but 
on reducing the risk of war.20  Given the multiplicity of deterrence challenges posed in the 
emerging threat environment, there is little basis for the past optimistic expectations of 
continuities that undergirded the traditional U.S. approach to  arms control negotiations—the 
expectation of a single pacing opponent, the expectation of a long-term trend of ever-deeper 
negotiated reductions, and the expectation that agreements could lead to more amicable 
political relations in general.  Those expectations now appear contrary to the harsh realities of 
the emerging multilateral context, and the U.S. approach to arms control must recognize this 
reality.   

In 1960, the United States faced a similarly unprecedented emerging threat context as the 
Soviet Union began its massive acquisition of strategic nuclear weapons.  In that then-emerging 
threat context, Herman Kahn advised: “…we must do our homework. We must know what we 
are trying to achieve, the kinds of concessions that we can afford to give, and the kinds of 
concessions that we insist on getting… All of this will require, among other things, much higher 
quality preparations for negotiations than have been customary.”21  The United States now 
must contend with an unprecedented multilateral threat context; U.S. preparation for any arms 
control negotiations should now heed Kahn’s advice from 1960. 
 

Conclusion 
 
In the current multilateral threat environment, Russia and China appear to be increasingly 
aligned in their efforts to destabilize and overturn the existing world order at America’s 
expense and they are pursuing corresponding nuclear arms buildups. Consequently, despite 
the Biden Administration’s desire to reemphasize arms control as a key element of U.S. national 
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security policy, the odds of any traditional arms control agreement serving U.S. national 
security interests appear remote. 

Russia’s record of arms control misbehavior, including its violation of New START, its 
significant advantage in non-strategic nuclear forces, and its coercive nuclear threats over 
Ukraine, coupled with China’s extensive nuclear buildup, lack of transparency, and refusal to 
engage in any arms control negotiations, mean not only that meaningful arms control may be 
unattainable but that the United States must reconsider the adequacy of a deterrent force 
constrained by the limits of the New START Treaty.  Those limits were negotiated in a much 
more benign threat context than now exists.  In the current strategic environment, any future 
arms control treaty must allow the United States the flexibility needed to hedge against 
unprecedented deterrence challenges and uncertainties, including the potential for closer Sino-
Russian collaboration and the risk of deterrence failure. The stakes are far too great to agree to 
anything else. 
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