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WHY ARMS CONTROL MUST FAIL

David J. Trachtenberg

Executive Summary

Americans typically believe that fundamental disagreements can be overcome through the
patient application of logic, reasoning, and common sense. This applies to negotiations with
adversaries; it is often assumed that international tensions and the risk of war, especially
nuclear war, can be alleviated through arms control agreements. This is a culturally
egotistical view that assumes opponents share the same goals and objectives as the United
States and that, with due diligence, the United States can succeed in concluding agreements
that not only enhance U.S. security but provide outcomes that make the overall strategic
environment more stable and secure. Though a noble sentiment, this view is naive,
unsupported by history, ignores contemporary realities, and is unlikely to produce the
desired positive results.

There is a growing body of evidence supporting the proposition that U.S. adversaries do
not share such goals and objectives. In simple terms, both China and Russia—which pose the
greatest threat to U.S. security—are not interested in “stability” as the United States defines
it. Rather, their goal is to work against a stability that preserves the status quo. America’s
primary rivals, China and Russia, believe the time has come to change the existing world
order in a way that displaces the United States as the predominant global power—militarily,
economically, and politically. They seek a world order more accommodating to their
authoritarian worldviews and interests. These opposing objectives are what make
meaningful arms control impossible.

As long as Russia and China continue to view the United States as the main impediment
to their drive for global supremacy, arms control is destined to fail. It is simply unrealistic to
assume that Moscow or Beijing will agree to any meaningful limitations on their respective
military buildups, as those buildups underpin their drive for global dominance. This reality,
disappointing though it may be, must be recognized and acknowledged lest the United States
repeat past follies and suffer the disillusionment of policy failures yet again. In the current
international environment, such failures can have catastrophic consequences.

Introduction

Americans typically believe that fundamental disagreements can be overcome through the
patient application of logic, reasoning, and common sense. In international relations,
creative diplomacy is often seen as the key to solving intractable problems. This applies to
negotiations with adversaries; it is often assumed that international tensions and the risk of
war, especially nuclear war, can be alleviated through arms control agreements. Though a
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noble sentiment, this view is naive, unsupported by history, ignores contemporary realities,
and is unlikely to produce the desired positive results.

This stark conclusion runs counter to the American cultural belief that disagreements
among opponents can always be overcome with good faith dialogue and discussion. Such a
belief is premised on the notion that all sides share a common desire to bridge their
differences in ways that lead to mutually beneficial outcomes.

This is a culturally egotistical view that assumes opponents share the same goals and
objectives as the United States and that, with due diligence, the United States can succeed in
concluding agreements that not only enhance U.S. security but provide outcomes that make
the overall strategic environment more stable and secure.

The central problem with this belief is that there is a growing body of evidence
supporting the proposition that U.S. adversaries do not share such goals and objectives. In
simple terms, both China and Russia—which pose the greatest threat to U.S. security—are
not interested in “stability” as the United States defines it. Rather, their goal is to work
against a stability that preserves the status quo. These opposing objectives are what make
meaningful arms control impossible.

Different Worldviews, Irreconcilable Differences

The United States is a status quo power. The focus of U.S. foreign policy is on maintaining or
restoring stability in the international environment. Why? Because global instability
heightens the risk of upheaval and conflict, which can have catastrophic results with
decidedly negative consequences for U.S. global interests. The view that arms control is the
best way to ensure stability among rival powers has been reflected over the years in
numerous policy and strategy documents. Most recently, for example, as the Biden
Administration’s 2022 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) stated, “The United States will pursue
a comprehensive and balanced approach that places a renewed emphasis on arms control,
non-proliferation, and risk reduction to strengthen stability...”! Indeed, arms control is
described as a way to “enhance strategic stability with the PRC [People’s Republic of China]
and Russia...” and as offering “the most effective, durable, and responsible path to reduce the
role of nuclear weapons in our strategy and to prevent their use.”2 Yet the 2022 NPR also
acknowledged that U.S. and Russian “priorities are not identical, underscoring the
importance of dialogue, when conditions permit, to address each side’s differing goals and
perceptions of military systems that affect strategic stability.”3 Indeed, the stability that the
United States seeks to “strengthen” and “enhance” is one that works to resolve conflicts via
international law and institutions vice the use of military force—characteristics of a world

1 Department of Defense, 2022 Nuclear Posture Review, October 27,2022, p. 1, available at
https://media.defense.gov/2022/0ct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR.pdf.
(emphasis added)

21bid., p. 16.
31bid., pp. 16-17.
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order created and nurtured by the United States after World War II. This is clearly not the
kind of stability America’s adversaries have in mind or wish to cement in practice.

Indeed, America’s primary rivals, China and Russia, believe the time has come to change
the existing world order in a way that displaces the United States as the predominant global
power—militarily, economically, and politically. They seek a world order more
accommodating to their authoritarian worldviews and interests. And their expanding
military cooperation reflects a belief that they will more likely succeed by working together
rather than separately. In the contemporary political environment, the phrase, “The whole
is greater than the sum of its parts,” often attributed to Aristotle,* can be interpreted as
meaning that Beijing and Moscow can accomplish more in support of their common purpose
through collaborative and coordinated actions than by acting separately.

The United States now must confront not one, but two, major nuclear powers. This is an
unprecedented development that greatly complicates deterrence, as what may deter one
party may be insufficient to deter the other, and the risks of opportunistic aggression may
grow.> In addition, U.S. allies may feel less secure as the United States tries to balance the
demands of deterring both powers simultaneously while assuring allies of the U.S.
commitment to their own security.

The Dangers of Wishful Thinking

Unfortunately, the United States has yet to come to grips with how best to address deterrence
in a world of two nuclear peers. This has led to calls by some to advance arms control efforts
as if limitations on armaments will help solve the deterrence problem by codifying a
situation of strategic stability. For example, the chief American negotiator for the New START
Treaty has argued that the United States should conduct “two parallel negotiations” with
Russia and China and “exercise mutual restraint in order to avoid a nuclear arms race—in
other words, arms control.”¢ Despite difficulties in the U.S.-Russia-China relationship, she has
asserted, “I do think that it is possible to move forward on negotiating an arms control deal.””

The deal she envisions would be a 10-year arms control agreement that would focus on
predictability in the nuclear relationship with China and lock in the numerical limits in New

4 See, for example, https://se-scholar.com/se-blog/2017/6/23/who-said-the-whole-is-greater-than-the-sum-of-the-
parts#:~:text=SE%20Philosophy%2C%20Emergence-
,%E2%80%9CThe%20whole%20is%20greater%20than%20the%20sum%?200{%20the%20parts,properties%200f%20a
%20system%3A%20Emergence.

5 For a comprehensive discussion of this point, see Matthew R. Costlow, Deterring the New Pacing Threats: Opportunistic
and Coordinated Aggression, Occasional Paper, Vol. 5, No. 3 (Fairfax, VA: National Institute Press, March 2025), available at
https://nipp.org/papers/matthew-r-costlow-deterring-the-new-pacing-threats-opportunistic-and-coordinated-
aggression/.

6 Rose Gottemoeller, “Arms Control Is Not Dead Yet: America Should Pursue Parallel Nuclear Negotiations With China and
Russia,” Foreign Affairs, April 15, 2025, available at https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/arms-control-not-
dead-yet.

7 Interview with Rose Gottemoeller by the National Institute for Deterrence Studies, July 11, 2025, available at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qEm]JmgTFTZO0.
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START vis-a-vis Russia. “In short,” she notes, “with the Chinese, it is all about nuclear
predictability. With the Russians, it is all about sustaining nuclear limits.... China should
agree not to undermine the limits of New START by rushing to parity with the United
States.... Our main goal should be to sustain a stable environment....”8 Consequently, she
proposed “a ban on upload for the duration of the treaty,” asserting that uploading warheads
“adds expense, adds complexity, [and] adds delays into our program of record.”® Moreover,
she asserted that if the United States uploaded warheads on its missiles, “Russia might do
the same, and a form of arms race could begin.”10 In the absence of New START inspections
and Russia’s 2023 “suspension” of participation in the treaty, Russia may have already
uploaded warheads on its existing missiles.1! Indeed, the assertion that U.S. actions are the
driver of similar adversary reactions and that U.S. strategic restraint will result in similar
adversary restraint is a Cold War theory that is demonstrably false.12

In addition, she proposed that missile defenses should “enter into our [arms control]
considerations,” arguing that “we need a new discussion of what it means to undermine the
strategic offensive deterrence of the great nuclear powers.”13 The belief that missile defenses
undermine strategic offensive deterrence harkens back to another Cold War notion that
defenses are “destabilizing” and that stability is best preserved by leaving society vulnerable
to an adversary’s nuclear threats. This is the kind of convoluted thinking that led to the 1972
Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, which prevented the United States from deploying
nationwide defenses to protect against the expanding Soviet ballistic missile threat. In
today’s world, where both Russia and China are expanding their nuclear weapons
capabilities and brandishing nuclear threats against the United States and the West, such an
approach is illogical and divorced from reality, and President Trump’s “Golden Dome”
initiative is a long-overdue and necessary response to growing missile dangers.

Arguments that arms control with Russia and China is necessary “to sustain a stable
environment” and that the United States should “convince Beijing that its interests lie in
predictability and stability”14 ignore the fact that neither Moscow nor Beijing are interested
in sustaining the “stability” that the United States favors, as that stability —- in the eyes of the
Russian and Chinese leaderships - relegates them to second-class status on the world stage.

8 Ibid.

9 Ibid.

10 Rose Gottemoeller, “Arms Control Is Not Dead Yet: America Should Pursue Parallel Nuclear Negotiations With China
and Russia,” op. cit.

11 Keith B. Payne and Mark B. Schneider, “Deterrence Requirements and Low-Cost Nuclear Upload Options,” Information
Series, No. 626 (Fairfax, VA: National Institute Press, June 5, 2025), available at https://nipp.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025/06/1S-626.pdf.

12 See Hon. David ]. Trachtenberg, Dr. Michaela Dodge, and Dr. Keith B. Payne, The “Action-Reaction” Arms Race Narrative
vs. Historical Realities (Fairfax, VA: National Institute Press, March 2021), available at https://nipp.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/Action-Reaction-pub.pdf.

13 Rose Gottemoeller, “Arms Control Is Not Dead Yet: America Should Pursue Parallel Nuclear Negotiations With China
and Russia,” op. cit.

14 Ibid.
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Despite an extensive record of historical evidence to the contrary, there is almost a
messianic belief in the value of arms control for achieving U.S. national security objectives.
As another former arms control negotiator opined, “Looking to the expiration of New START,
the United States could pursue an interim regime of mutual restraint with Russia.... Decades
of nuclear arms control have improved strategic stability and reduced the risk of nuclear
conflict. Continued mutual restraint might help sustain these gains if risks can be
managed.”1>

Others contend that resuming arms control negotiations with Russia is imperative,
noting that divisive issues like Ukraine “should not delay prompt attention by the United
States and Russia to a restart of the dialogue on a post-New START agreement.... Ending or
pausing their arms control dialogue will contribute to unnecessary force building and more
uncertainty about the qualities of their weapons inventories.”16

The Arms Control Association has argued, “Today, nuclear arms control and
disarmament are more important than ever. Now is the time to call on your Representative
and Senators to show there is bipartisan support for strong U.S. leadership for nuclear arms
control.”17 Last year, a resolution introduced in the House of Representatives called on the
Biden Administration “to pursue nuclear arms control and risk reduction dialogue with the
Russian Federation to maintain strategic stability.”18 An identical resolution was introduced
in the Senate several days later.1° And as one former senior Obama and Biden Administration
official has argued, “a new strategic [arms control] framework is urgently needed.... This is
not a call to abandon arms control - far from it. It is a call to reimagine it.... the primary focus
going forward must be stability...”20 However, the notion that the path to stability lies
through arms control is illusory, as the parties differ in what they seek to accomplish and
how they see arms control as a tool to accomplish it.

This advocacy wrongly assumes a commonality of interests and objectives among
Washington, Moscow and Beijing. For example, suggesting that arms control now will
reverse China’s nuclear ambitions ignores the reality that Beijing’s nuclear buildup
underpins its desire to expand its power and influence at America’s expense—a goal that
China is unlikely to abandon by agreeing to negotiate arms limitations in the interest of
“stability.” Similarly, decades of Soviet/Russian arms control cheating, coupled with the

15 William Courtney. “Averting Unconstrained Nuclear Risks with Russia,” RAND, April 15, 2025, available at
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2025/04/averting-unconstrained-nuclear-risks-with-russia.html.

16 Lawrence J. Korb and Stephen Cimbala, “Why Trump Should Embrace Nuclear Arms Control,” The National Interest,
April 16, 2025, available at https://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-trump-should-embrace-nuclear-arms-control.

17 Arms Control Association, “Enough is Enough,” April 2024, available at https://www.armscontrol.org/blog/2024-

04 /inside-aca.

18 H. Res. 1079, March 13, 2024, available at https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-
resolution/1079/text.

19 S. Res. 593, March 19, 2024, available at https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-resolution/593/text.
20 Frank A. Rose, “The Future of Arms Control: Time for a New Strategic Framework,” Just Security, July 11, 2025, available
at https://www .justsecurity.org/116786 /the-future-of-arms-control-time-for-a-new-strategic-framework/. (emphasis in
original)
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massive buildup of Russian nuclear forces and the plethora of nuclear threats expressed by
Russian officials, show that Moscow has no interest in “mutual restraint.”

There is no reason to believe China or Moscow have any interest in arms control to
facilitate the U.S. definition of “stability.” Rather, they seek to upset the existing world order
with assertive behavior and extensive military and nuclear capabilities—the antithesis of
stability. Wishful thinking that they share U.S. goals is more likely to encourage further
delays in the necessary and long-overdue U.S. strategic modernization program, further
undermining the efficacy and credibility of the U.S. nuclear deterrent, including the U.S.
extended nuclear deterrent. At a time when nuclear deterrence is under significant stress,
this would be dangerous folly.

The Trilateral Challenge

In support of its national objectives, China has become increasingly aggressive in its
posturing and its military activities, creating military bases in the South China Sea,
challenging the territorial sovereignty of its neighbors, rejecting international arbitration of
territorial disputes, threatening the autonomy of Taiwan, improving its military forces, and
dramatically expanding its nuclear capabilities. China seeks to overturn American
dominance and to take what Beijing envisions as its rightful place of prominence on the
world stage. Indeed, as one former Chinese military official has declared, China’s rise is
“unstoppable,” noting, “Even if the US wants to contain China, it can’t. The United States is
tired of policing the world.”?! As the commander of U.S. Indo-Pacific Command recently
testified, “Beijing's aggressive maneuvers around Taiwan are not just exercises - they are
dress rehearsals for forced unification.”22 Moreover, the Chinese leadership appears to have
abandoned its self-proclaimed policy of minimal nuclear deterrence in favor of an aggressive
buildup of its nuclear forces, which the former commander of U.S. Strategic Command has
referred to as “breathtaking” and a “strategic breakout.”23

Russia likewise has decided to work against U.S. interests virtually across the board as it,
too, seeks to upend the existing world order. Indeed, Russia considers NATO, and
particularly the United States, its “main enemy.”2# Vladimir Putin has stated that “We are
witnessing the formation of a completely new world order, nothing like we had in the past....

21 Cited in Seong Hyeong Choi, “China’s rise ‘unstoppable’ as US grows tired of policing the world: Zhou Bo,” South China
Morning Post, April 8, 2025, available at https://www.scmp.com/news/china/military/article/3304275 /chinas-rise-
unstoppable-us-grows-tired-policing-world-zhou-bo.

22 Statement of Admiral Samuel ]. Paparo before the House Armed Services Committee, April 9, 2025, p. 3, available at
https://armedservices.house.gov/uploadedfiles/indopacom_posture_statement_2025.pdf.

“

23 John Vandiver, “Breathtaking expansion’: US Strategic Command leader expects further revelations of China’s nuclear
weapons advancement,” Stars and Stripes, October 18, 2021, available at
https://www.stripes.com/theaters/europe/2021-10-18/china-us-russia-nuclear-weapons-hypersonics-stratcom-
3283272.html.

24 A new Russian naval doctrine signed in 2022 declared NATO to be an existential threat to Russia AFP, “Russia Says U.S.,
NATO 'Main Threats' to National Security,” The Moscow Times, July 31, 2022, available at
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022 /07 /31 /russia-says-us-nato-main-threats-to-national-security-a78453.
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The former world arrangement is irreversibly passing away, actually it has already passed
away, and a serious, irreconcilable struggle is unfolding for the development of a new world
order.” Calling for “the development of a new international system that aligns with the
interests of the global majority,” he noted Moscow’s desire to work with those who share
Russia’s objectives—notably China—stating that “the level of trust between Russia and
China is at its highest point in recent history.... China is our ally....”2> Russia’s military and
nuclear buildup over the past several decades has been astounding. Russian Foreign Minister
Sergey Lavrov stated, “We're self-sufficient. We have everything. We know how to ensure
our defense capability. If they [the United States] feel that their nuclear arsenals are very
outdated and continue to become obsolete against the backdrop of our upgraded weapons,
then they should be probably interested in somehow correcting this discrepancy.”26

Moscow and Beijing appear committed to an “irreconcilable struggle” to create a new
world order. Such fundamental objectives cannot be papered over by arms control
agreements. In this environment, arms control based on wishful thinking is a palliative that
seeks to address the symptoms rather than the cause of the different political goals that drive
Russian and Chinese armaments. Arms control advocates often confuse cause with effect. As
Ronald Reagan used to say, “We don’t mistrust each other because we're armed; we’re armed
because we mistrust each other.”2”

A Dangerous Entente

In isolation, considering China’s and Russia’s increasingly aggressive behavior and their
respective military buildups that underpin their more arrogant posture is worrisome
enough. What U.S. policy makers must confront today is the reality of greater cooperation
and collaboration between these two nuclear armed powers and the implications of this
confederation for deterrence, extended deterrence, and Western security.28

Russia’s growing entente with China appears to be more than just a marriage of
convenience. The breadth and scope of Moscow’s cooperation and collaboration with Beijing
is unprecedented. Numerous joint military exercises, including air and naval operations,
have been conducted, with both countries’ strategic bombers landing in the other’s territory
for the first time ever a few years ago. Sino-Russian cooperation extends to virtually all areas
of the military sphere—from the joint development of novel offensive weapons systems and
space technology to cooperation on defensive capabilities such as early warning and

25 Vladimir Putin, “Valdai Discussion Club meeting,” November 7, 2024, available at
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/75521.

26 “Russia not to 'offer anything to anyone' on New START Treaty — Lavrov,” TASS, April 14, 2025, available at
https://tass.com/politics/1943571.

27 Quoted in The Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation and Institute, “Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev”
(undated), available at https://www.reaganfoundation.org/ronald-reagan/the-presidency/mikhail-gorbachev.

28 For a more detailed discussion of this point, see David ]. Trachtenberg, “Deterrence Implications of a Sino-Russian
Entente,” in James H. Anderson and Daniel R. Green (eds.), Confronting China: US Defense Policy in an Era of Great Power
Competition (New York, NY: Bloomsbury Publishing, Inc., 2024), pp. 169-192.
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integrated air and missile defense systems.2? China is assisting Russia in its brutal war
against Ukraine and, as the commander of U.S. Indo-Pacific Command has stated, is helping
Moscow “rebuild its war machine” in exchange for Russian military assistance in other
areas.30

Discussions, Da; Negotiations, Nyet

Although arms control is unlikely to produce any meaningful results, this is not to argue
against discussions or the desirability of engaging in open and regular communications. As
Winston Churchill said in 1954, “Meeting jaw to jaw is better than war.”31 Yet, while
supporters of increased dialogue tend to believe that this will lead to greater understanding
among the parties3? and, hence, expose areas of common agreement that may have been
elusive, it is also possible, and likely probable, that greater dialogue, rather than narrow the
areas of disagreement, may actually expose more of them and highlight the “irreconcilable”
nature of the parties’ goals and objectives.

Indeed, it strains credulity to believe that open lines of communication will reduce
tensions and improve the overall strategic environment when the parties’ goals and
objectives are diametrically opposed. Similarly, it is unlikely that greater “transparency” in
armaments will lead Moscow or Beijing to accommodate the U.S. desire to preserve the
existing world order, which they both believe is decidedly unfavorable to them. Tellingly,
leading Russian spokespersons have declared Russia to be already at war with the United
States. For example, as the director of the Center for Middle Eastern and Central Asian
Studies in Moscow stated, “The United States is the enemy. It is our enemy. It is a hostile state
that aims to destroy our country... We are at war!”33 Such views, increasingly spread by
Russian propagandists, reflect the worldview of a Russian leadership that believes, as Putin
has stated, that Moscow is in an “irreconcilable struggle” with the United States and the West
over the nature of the world order. In this struggle, Western notions of arms control as a

29 See, for example, Dmitry Gorenburg, Elizbeth Wishnick, Paul Schwartz, and Brian Waidelich, “How Advanced Is
Russian-Chinese Military Cooperation?,” War on the Rocks, June 26, 2023, available at
https://warontherocks.com/2023/06/29000/ and Brian G. Carlson, “The Growing Significance of China-Russia Defense
Cooperation,” U.S. Army War College Strategic Studies Institute, September 18, 2024, available at
https://ssi.armywarcollege.edu/SSI-Media/Recent-Publications/Display/Article /3908561 /the-growing-significance-of-
china-russia-defense-cooperation/.

30 Lolita C. Baldor, “China, North Korea and Russia military cooperation raises threats in the Pacific, US official warns,”
Associated Press, April 10, 2025, available at https://apnews.com/article/pacific-russia-china-north-korea-weapons-
ukraine-8ad7156898f1391557d5e53d5d09a02c.

31 Former UK Prime Minister Harold Macmillen later adapted this phrase to say that “jaw-jaw is better than war-war.” See
“Red Herrings: Famous Quotes Churchill Never Said,” International Churchill Society, available at
https://winstonchurchill.org/publications/finest-hour/finest-hour-141/red-herrings-famous-quotes-churchill-never-
said/.

32 One former arms control official has stated, “Washington should engage with Beijing to understand its objectives... the
United States should be trying to build mutual understanding with China....” See Gottemoeller, op. cit.

33 Cited in Julia Davis, In Their Own Words: How Russian Propagandists Reveal Putin’s Intentions (Hannover, Germany:
ibidem-Verlag, 2024).
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mutually beneficial endeavor and a stabilizing factor in international relations do not align
with Russia’s strategic objectives and, therefore, cannot succeed.

The United States has historically deluded itself into believing that U.S. strategic restraint
would be reciprocated by adversaries; that American accommodation and good will would
prompt China and Russia to become partners with the West rather than adversaries; that
neither side benefits from escalating tensions or instability; and that arms control
agreements would serve as a catalyst for improved political relations. Each of these
expectations, and similar optimistic hopes, have been dashed by reality. As one trenchant
analysis concluded, the U.S. government’s “systemic delay” in calling out Russia’s repeated
arms control violations, the “enduring lack of government openness regarding the immense
Chinese nuclear build-up,” and the long-delayed U.S. nuclear modernization program have
not produced the kind of reciprocal restraint or improved political relationships that U.S.
decision makers expected. Indeed, U.S. arms control policy has been driven by self-
deception.3* And in today’s environment, there is little reason to believe the results will be
different. As the statement, often attributed (or misattributed) to Albert Einstein, goes, “The
definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different
results.”35

There are existing channels for communication that could be resuscitated in an effort to
seek greater insight into Russian posture and programs. For example, although the Congress
severely restricted U.S.-Russian military-to-military interactions after Russia’s illegal
invasion of Crimea in 2014, the legislation did not prevent military-to-military
communication.3® But even military-to-military discussions are liable to prove
disappointingly inadequate as long as Russian strategic objectives remain contrary to U.S.
national security interests. Above all, the United States should refrain from turning dialogue
into a negotiation with the expectation that concrete results can be achieved to the benefit
of all parties as though this is a zero-sum game. It is not. The United States must be prepared
to acknowledge and accept that certain disputes are unbridgeable, no matter how creative
U.S. diplomacy is and how determined American diplomats are in seeking common ground.
Even Russian officials have acknowledged that political realities make meaningful arms
control negotiations with the United States unlikely. As Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov
recently stated, “At the moment, it is very difficult to imagine the beginning of such

34 Keith B. Payne, Deterrence and Arms Control: Ending the Deceptive “Holiday from History,” Information Series, No. 616
(Fairfax, VA: National Institute Press, February 10, 2025), available at https://nipp.org/information_series/keith-b-
payne-deterrence-and-arms-control-ending-the-deceptive-holiday-from-history-no-616-february-10-2025/.

35 Christina Sterbenz, “12 Famous Quotes That Always Get Misattributed,” Business Insider, October 7, 2013, available at
https://www.businessinsider.com/misattributed-quotes-2013-10.

36 Kevin Baron and Patrick Tucker, “After Secret Trump Meeting, Russia Offers to Resume Military Relations,” Defense One,
July 18, 2018, available at https://www.defenseone.com/threats/2018/07 /russia-wants-resume-us-military-relations-
after-mysterious-trump-putin-meeting-surprising-pentagon-congress/149865/. Also see, “Ukraine crisis: US suspends
military cooperation with Russia,” The Telegraph, March 4, 2014, available at
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/ukraine/10674777 /Ukraine-crisis-US-suspends-military-
cooperation-with-Russia.html.
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negotiations.”3”7 Indeed, the process of negotiation takes time and, in typical U.S. practice,
negotiations are accompanied by the delay or cancellation of programs that are the subjects
of negotiations. In the contemporary context, negotiations that are highly unlikely to help
solve imminent security challenges would delay or cancel urgently needed programs for the
sake of hapless diplomacy. The United States must not allow itself to fall into this trap again.

The Lessons of History

The eminent strategist Colin Gray often said that arms control works best when needed
least.38 In other words, arms control agreements are easier to reach among countries who
share the same worldview, political goals, and objectives. But these are precisely the
countries for which arms control agreements are unnecessary. The United States neither
wants nor needs arms control agreements with Britain or France. Where arms control is seen
as necessary, however, is with adversaries. Yet, the differing goals and objectives of U.S.
adversaries make such agreements either impossible to conclude or unlikely to benefit U.S.
national security interests.

This basic principle was either forgotten or ignored during the Cold War, when it was
thought the Soviet Union’s agreement to arms control treaties reflected a common belief and
a shared commitment to stability. In fact, the Soviet approach was to seek unilateral
advantage and to stem American technological progress in areas where the Soviets were
lacking. The 1972 ABM Treaty was the poster child for this approach. U.S. officials believed
the treaty reflected a common belief in the principle of Mutual Assured Destruction and that
banning nationwide strategic defenses and leaving the American population deliberately
vulnerable to Soviet nuclear attack would dissuade the Soviets from building large offensive
nuclear forces. In reality, the opposite was the case as the greatest buildup of large Soviet
counterforce capabilities occurred after the ABM Treaty was signed.3° In general, the results
of arms control have often been the opposite of what U.S. officials hoped for and expected.#0
Importantly, as a recent analysis concluded, “Russia’s and China’s actions are governed by
their own perceptions of national security requirements and their own foreign policy goals

37 Guy Faulconbridge and Dmitry Antonov, “Russia says the future of nuclear arms control with US and others looks bleak
for now,” Reuters, April 8, 2025, available at https://www.reuters.com/world/kremlin-says-it-is-hard-imagine-talks-
with-us-new-nuclear-arms-reduction-treaty-2025-04-08/.
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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.”#1

Repeated instances of Soviet cheating on arms control agreements also demonstrated
that Soviet goals did not align with those of the United States, as the Soviets sought to exploit
the American penchant to comply with its arms control obligations while cheating to achieve
unilateral advantage. In fact, the record of Soviet arms control violations is a sobering one,
and the Russian Federation’s record is hardly any better. Lest one forget, it was Moscow’s
violation of the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty and the Open Skies Treaty
that led President Trump in his first term to withdraw the United States from those
agreements.

Conclusion

As long as Russia and China continue to view the United States as the main impediment to
their drive for global supremacy, arms control is destined to fail. It is simply unrealistic to
assume that Moscow or Beijing will agree to any meaningful limitations on their respective
military buildups, as those buildups underpin their drive for global dominance. Under these
circumstances, the United States must not succumb to the temptation of accepting an
agreement that appears attractive but in reality works against U.S. national security
interests.

Both Russia and China recognize that the United States is reluctant to escalate a crisis and
that instead Washington seeks de-escalation “off ramps” that will not upset the status quo.
Yet, both Moscow and Beijing are willing to pursue escalation when they believe it will work
to their relative advantage.#2 The American concept of “stability” does not align with theirs.
The Western desire to maintain the status quo, grounded in norms and rules of behavior
intended to preserve the sanctity of national borders, runs counter to their desire to change
the status quo and establish a new world order in their favor. Under these conditions,
meaningful arms control that advances American security and national interests is a
chimera.

This reality, disappointing though it may be, must be recognized and acknowledged lest
the United States repeat past follies and suffer the disillusionment of policy failures yet again.
In the current international environment, such failures can have catastrophic consequences.
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42 As Vladimir Lenin famously said, “You probe with bayonets: if you find mush, you push. If you find steel, you withdraw.”
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