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American foreign policy today faces a dramatically different and largely disparate gamut of issues than it did a mere decade ago. With the end of the Cold War, the 1990s have introduced a variety of international issues, some that have expanded into full-scale crises, others that have lagged in political and economic obscurity. One of the greatest, and most ignored issues is that of nuclear weapons – their use, development, proliferation, and demand in the singularly dominated superpower world that has risen in lieu of the bipolarity of the old Cold War dynamic. While American foreign policy has focused predominantly on either clear US-business oriented goals or, upon occasion, more humanitarian concerns, the issues of nuclear weapons in today’s world and the socio-economic and political contextual situation of the next century have remained largely out of the spotlight. Clearly, nuclear war is a concept that instills fear and extreme anxiety in anyone today just as it did during the Cold War – yet its likelihood is so seemingly minute that attention has been shifted over to other concerns when the real threats to US security today are far greater and more dispersed than ever before. As a result of this, it can be readily argued that, indeed, there is considerable justification in retaining American nuclear capability, perhaps in reduced numbers and in conjunction with increased conventional forces. In either case, the need for nuclear weapons in defending US interests domestically and abroad remains fundamental to the foreign policy aims of the United States.


This paper will, firstly, introduce the role of nuclear weapons in American foreign policy; secondly, introduce and explain the emerging threats in the post-Cold War world; thirdly, focus on delineating and assessing the actual need for nuclear forces in defense against these growing threats; and lastly, conclude the argument with an overall analysis and evaluation.

Introduction


With the rise of potential threats to US national security, it becomes increasingly evident that the “United States must be in a position to respond to emerging threats more quickly than these threats can pose a clear and present danger to US security”.
 One of the more worrisome threats comes not from any one exact country but from an overall global trend in hostile nuclear proliferators; as Leonard Spector suggests, a “critically important trend is emerging: the advent of potential nuclear powers with deeply ingrained hostilities towards the United States”, underlined by the arrival of Iraq, Iran and North Korean on to the nuclear stage, three powers that “have shown repeatedly to be hostile to American interests”.


According to a web-based poll of over 600 people, when the question “How many nuclear weapons should the US have in the year 2003?”, 30% of respondents answered that the US stockpile should be eliminated altogether, while the next highest percentage, some 26%, desired the highest level offered in the poll of 3,500 nuclear weapons as stated in START II to be maintained.
 This illustrates in some fashion both the wildly divergent opinions of respondents (who were not necessarily all Americans) but also the true anxiety that still remains concerning nuclear weapons – on one extreme, advocates opt for the highest nuclear level, while on the other extreme the public desires the abolition of nuclear arms entirely. Clearly, there is concern over US security, and also considerable disagreement in how to best ensure it.


Nuclear weapons, by their very nature, require special analysis in their development, construction, organization and mobilization. While foreign policy must reflect the realities that nuclear weapons come to bear on international conflict resolution or instigation, the nuclear weapon itself reflects something very American. Largely due to their unique character, “nuclear weapons have long served as an expression of the US capability and determination to deter a broad range of threats to vital interest”, indeed, a will to defend against aggression its political and economic interests as efficiently and effectively as possible.

New Players, New Threats


With the inauguration of the Clinton administration in the early 1990s, American foreign policy shifted drastically from the Cold War paradigm of strategic defense to a new reality that bore the mark of uncontrolled and increasing anti-American power. According to Clinton, the post-Cold War environment faces four primary security issues: regional threats, new nuclear threats, the failure of democracy in certain countries, and the issue of economic security.
 Though it has not been to date, the issue of new and greater nuclear threats should demand greater priority. Nuclear weapons today pose a greater threat to American lives without the Cold War context; the relative rationality and credibility of the two superpowers and their respective nuclear arsenals ensured the feasibility of deterrence and, arguably, its overall effectiveness. While the nuclear balance of terror may have appeared unstable during the Cold War, it is notable that today’s nuclear balance of terror is without equilibrium and is dramatically less stable.


US Senator Bob Kerrey suggests that there are essentially four main nuclear threats to the United States today: firstly, an “authorized launch or deliberate attack by Russia” however unlikely; secondly, the “acquisition of weapons in the Russian arsenal by rogue groups, individuals or terrorist states”; thirdly, the possibility of an “accidental launch based on technological error or miscalculation”; and lastly, the likelihood of another state building or purchasing its own nuclear arsenal.


While these are all dangers present in the post-Cold War world, nuclear strategy from the American perspective must consider the each of these nuclear threats individually. Although the Cold War is over for both the US and the former Soviet Union, Russia today is far from abandoning its acquired reliance on nuclear weapon and the superiority they offer in lieu of faltering conventional forces; indeed, “nuclear weapons appear to play a growing role in the security strategy of Russia, both in declaratory policy and defense planning”.
 The overall maintenance of an arsenal exceeding 10,000 nuclear weapons, recent new nuclear deployment efforts and an ongoing investment in nuclear infrastructure indicates “how important these weapons are to Russian military and political leaders”.


In the case of China, the uncertainties on a strategic, political and economic level are perhaps even greater than with Russia; as an “emerging global power, China also highly values its own modest but capable nuclear forces” as it demonstrated through ongoing nuclear tests prior to its signing of the Comprehensive Test-Ban Treaty.
 The threat to American security currently may be limited, but the potential for increased hostility in the future, as well as greater South-east Asian regional and sub-regional strife may lead to unfavourable conditions.


This is especially true in examining the growing nuclear threats of India and Pakistan, two emerging regional powers inextricably affected by their proximity to nuclear powers Russia and China, even Iraq, Iran and Kazakhstan. In respect to this historical and political context that characterizes this region, it becomes clear that


The conjunction of four or five nuclear weapons states, several of them with advanced missile programs and all of them with territorial, ideological, and economic grievances with some or all of their neighbours – in many cases, with each other - would pose a spectacular military conundrum.


The emerging threats of rogue states, such as North Korea and Iran, must be dealt with in some fashion; clearly, the US “requires an effective missile defense against the emerging threat from rogue states armed with long-range missiles”
, rogue states that are acquiring or have acquired already the needed capabilities for the delivery of weapons of mass destruction. In South Asia, this trend is already evident, as it is increasingly in Third World countries; in the future,  “the greater military threat posed by advances in delivery systems and weapons sophistication will broaden and intensify nuclear arms races in the developing world”.


Understanding the threat requires a broader understanding of motive – why, in fact, these aspiring nuclear powers and rogue states have stepped beyond their perceived international status, why they seek nuclear arms and technology, and ultimately what do they have to gain? Without question, the motives are both numerous and overlapping, “ranging from status, to regime survival, to use as tools of aggression against neighbours”.
 Integral to these incentives to acquire, maintain and perhaps use nuclear technology is the desire to deter the US from “intervening with conventional forces in regions in which these states seek to achieve their goals through the use of force”.
 This attempt to dissuade the US from intervention stresses the need for American nuclear forces to be maintained at a strategic level; to suggest the US could or should accept “very low numbers of nuclear weapons … reflects more an aspiration for a nuclear-free world than the basis for a sound national security policy and capability”. There are dangers in such low nuclear numbers, threats from the inspiration other nations may derive from this in wishing to seek “parity with US nuclear forces, with the perceived political status that equality would confer”.


In any case, the United States must plan its nuclear strategy and base its foreign policy accordingly. Clearly, today the US is “planning for military confrontation against an enemy it does not think it can predict under circumstances whose uncertainty it does not think it can manage”.
 As the former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Colin Powell affirmed in 1992 that the world had become far more turbulent than under the Cold War system, admitting that “the real threat [to our security] is the unknown, the uncertain. In a very real sense the primary threat to our security is instability”.
 

A Nuclear Necessity 

In lieu of the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, the proliferation of nuclear weapons and other devices of mass destruction into previously non-nuclear states and the growing number of rogue nuclear players has become a key facet to the objectives of nuclear and foreign policy in the United States. As weapons of mass destruction, in their varying forms, “spread to potential adversaries… and as the likelihood of the use of these weapons increases, US nuclear forces become an even more important factor in deterring attacks on US forces and population”.


The Center for Defense Information argues the invalidity and pointless nature of nuclear weapons, stating that nuclear weapons are “simultaneously the most destructive and the most useless weapons ever invented”; despite the fact that nuclear technology offers “a nation a lot of bang for the buck”, it has failed to prevent war in Korea, Vietnam and in the Persian Gulf.
 This is one perspective that has gained much support since the inception of nuclear technology, however, it fails to address the equally peace-prone initiatives at international cooperative security, which are intrinsically dependent on US nuclear strength and reliability. The notion of cooperative security is based on the “harmonization and regulation of military capabilities among all states as an idealized norm”, but also affirms the realization that “the radical differences in military power of states are likely to endure indefinitely”
 – in effect, that US nuclear capability is inherent to this cooperative security global dynamic.


Clearly, deterrence remains a vital part of US nuclear strategy; though its form is quite dissimilar to that which was prevalent during the Cold War, the theory of deterrence is healthy and fully intact. Deterrence is as much a part of American foreign policy today as it was in the 1950s at the dawn of the Cold War and the ensuing arms race. One of the primary reasons for nuclear buildup in the US at that time was a conventional forces inferiority complex – that inferiority, not necessarily in simple technological or numerical terms, defines the need for nuclear deterrence today as well. The current edge the US enjoys in conventional forces as well as nuclear may not last, nor will it necessarily be sufficient in warning potential aggressors to back off. Undoubtedly, the US “cannot be certain that all adversaries will be deterred… especially if these adversaries are tempted to acquire weapons of mass destruction... because of their perceived value in posing an asymmetric threat”.


Clearly, the need for deterrence is as strong now as ever. Nevertheless, the deterrent forces of the US defense program must me maintained at peak levels of efficiency and efficacy. Deterrent forces, in the form of nuclear warheads, must be safe, secure, responsive, effective, and must ultimately provide confidence to American people by affording stability based on the deterrent’s resilience to assault.
 This effective deterrence must, in light of the “complexity and diversity of the actors that need to be deterred”, be hinged on the triad of ICBMs, SLBMs, and bombers and kept at a ready status; indeed, a “virtual or token nuclear deterrent has no credibility”.
 In fact, due to the spread of chemical and biological warfare materials and weapons, nuclear weapons “may, in the future, provide the clearest and most visible statement of the national will to deter chemical and biological attacks”.
 


In respect to inferior conventional forces using nuclear threats as a means to discourage US involvement in external affairs, something which could be labeled as counter-deterrence, it is evident that “US nuclear weapons contribute to the prospect that any such attempts to deter [the US] will not succeed”.
 According to Kathleen Bailey of the Center for Security and Technology Studies, the reliance on deterrence should not end despite the conclusion of the Cold War; in today’s highly volatile world, the US is technologically “incapable of verifying compliance with nuclear disarmament”
 and so it would be both irresponsible and entirely without foresight to drop the American nuclear arsenal as part of this uncompromising deterrent.

Conclusion


Although the justification for retaining nuclear weapons in the US is a highly arguable point, the costs involved in initiating and operating the American nuclear program have been far from insignificant. Currently, the US nuclear program consumes 

…some $35 billion a year, with about $25 billion going toward operating and maintaining the arsenal and the remainder allocated to environmental remediation and waste management, arms reduction measures, and the storage and disposition of excess fissile material (these figures in 1998 dollars). This equals 14 percent of all defense spending.


In any case, the role of nuclear weapons in US foreign policy remains prominent and arguably, indispensable. From the far-East to Europe and fellow NATO countries, “US nuclear weapons continue to reassure allies, provide stability, promote peace and, by reducing incentives or eliminating the need for others to acquire nuclear weapons, contribute to nonproliferation goals”.
 While nuclear weapons “play a less visible role in US national security calculus than in the past”
, their development and preparedness continues to contribute to the defense of the United States. Clearly, the need for nuclear weapons in defending US interests on home soil and in foreign countries remains fundamental to the foreign policy aims of the United States. The defense of the US is, and will continue to be, assured by the existence of a substantial coalition of nuclear and conventional forces. And that is likely to remain consistent well into the next century.
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