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CHAPTER 6

ANYTHING BUT SIMPLE:
ARMS CONTROL AND STRATEGIC STABILITY

Christopher A. Ford

“Strategic stability” does not appear to have any
generally-agreed definition. Contributors to this vol-
ume, for instance, take a range of positions—from
focusing very specifically upon the incentives nu-
clear-armed powers face to alter their nuclear force
posture for fear of pre-emptive strike, to very broad
understandings that sweep within their reach almost
the entire spectrum of interstate violence. This chap-
ter will outline one particular conception of strategic
stability —a definition focusing upon the incentives
for general war between great powers — before explor-
ing the relationship between this idea of stability and
arms control policy.

I will argue herein that despite the common as-
sumption in the U.S. and global policy communities
that arms control is essential to strategic stability,
the reality is that the two concepts actually have an
ambivalent relationship, and that arms control some-
times fosters stability and sometimes undermines it.
Moreover, stability, per se, is of indeterminate value.
In assessing whether to seek strategic stability and
whether to use arms control in its pursuit, one can-
not rely upon a priori assumptions but must instead
carefully examine the circumstances involved and the
interests served by various different policy options —
including nontraditional forms of arms control, or
perhaps none at all.
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“STRATEGIC STABILITY” AND ITS
IMPLICATIONS

A Working Definition.

This chapter conceives strategic stability in the
geopolitical arena as being loosely analogous to a mil-
itary “Nash Equilibrium” between the principal play-
ers in the international environment (i.e., the “great
powers”) as it pertains to the possibility of their using
force against each other. It defines strategic stability
as being a situation in which no power has any sig-
nificant incentive to try to adjust its relative standing
vis-a-vis any other power by unilateral means involv-
ing the direct application of armed force against it.
General war, in other words, is precluded as a means
of settling differences or advancing any particular
power’s substantive agenda. The environment is thus
strategically stable if no player feels itself able to al-
ter its position by the direct use of military force against
another player without this resulting in a less optimal
outcome than the alternative of a continued military
stalemate and the pursuit of national objectives by at
least somewhat less aggressive means.

This model, of course, is—like all social science
models—only an imperfect description of any situ-
ation in the real world, and does not purport to in-
corporate every relevant component of, or possibility
for, state behavior. It revolves, for instance, around
a general assumption of rationality, presuming that
decisions on matters of war and peace usually occur
as the result of calculations about the costs and ben-
efits of contending courses of action, and not simply
randomly, accidentally, or as a matter of emotional
reflex (e.g., visceral hatred or exuberance). This Nash-
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inspired approach does not well accommodate these
latter possibilities. Accidental war, for instance, might
yet occur between powers in a “stable” relationship —
a question that has arisen with particular acuteness in
the era of nuclear weaponry.

This model also tends to assume that players are
generally at least passably knowledgeable about their
adversaries’ capabilities—that is, that they are not
radically incorrect in the beliefs they hold and as-
sumptions they make about other players. I do not
assume perfect information, of course, and indeed,
as we shall see, this model explicitly envisions that
confidence-building measures may be able to lessen
misperceptions and at least partly attenuate the secu-
rity dilemma created as uncertainty about one’s oppo-
nent drives behaviors that themselves elicit seemingly
threatening countermoves by that opponent. Never-
theless, this model has some difficulty accommodat-
ing the possibility of dramatic misapprehension, for in
extreme cases divergences of perspective may become
the functional equivalent of eliminating my assump-
tion of basic rationality, for neither side would really
be responding to the actions and position of the other
at all.

Despite its flaws, however, I believe this Nash-
inspired conception of stability is useful in the way
that good models are supposed to be. As a heuristic, it
provides a way of describing important aspects of real
world behavior, identifying characteristic trends or
tendencies, and providing a valuable tool with which
policy choices and outcomes can be evaluated. As we
shall see, this model offers a valuable prism through
which to think both about stability dynamics within
the international system, and about the potential ben-
efits and costs of arms control.
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It is important, however, to be clear about what
the model actually envisions. Its focus upon the pre-
clusion of general war between the great powers, for
instance, does not imply that all means of conflict are
ruled out. Indeed, strategic stability may create in-
centives for other types of competition, or for more
indirect military clashes, if basic political or systemic
rivalries are displaced into other arenas that carefully
stop short—or are at least intended to stop short, for
statesmen do not always get their calculations right, of
course — of direct military conflict. This is what tended
to happen during the Cold War, when both the United
States and the Soviet Union became in various ways
ensnarled in proxy wars, either themselves fighting
adversaries supported by the other superpower or be-
coming involved in sponsoring the opponents of such
forces.

Nor does my Nash-inspired concept mean that
change in the major powers’ relative positions is ruled
out, nor even one or more powers’ encouragement of
other (nonmilitary) dynamics calling into question
the very existence of another power’s government.
If such “existential” challenges arise by means not
involving the direct application of another power’s
military force, I would still be willing to say that the
environment remains strategically stable. This con-
cept of strategic stability does not envision freezing a
global status quo in place forever, but merely ruling
out certain modes of competition and conflict — specifi-
cally, general war. Struggle may and in a sense must
continue withal, and great powers may rise or fall by
other means and for other reasons.

The persistence of some warring, even on a small
scale, clearly makes it impossible, as an analytical
matter, to rule out the escalation of minor conflicts
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into larger ones. The point is not that general war
between major states is impossible, however, but that
certain configurations seem to make it less likely than
others. As demonstrated by the U.S.-Soviet rivalry of
the Cold War, it is apparently quite possible for low-
level proxy conflicts to occur without such combat-
ants dragging their sponsors into the fray. The Korean
War of 1950-53, however, illustrates the potential for
problems, having brought Chinese and American
forces into direct conflict—albeit one contained to a
particular theater which did not escalate into a broad-
er or more “existential” clash between these powers.
One may deem a system strategically stable to the de-
gree that relationships between the great powers are
merely resistant to such escalatory pressure. Without
recourse to a crude determinism, one can do no more
than identify tendencies and likelihoods.

Nor, of course, is it inevitable that a strategically
stable configuration will always remain so, for it may
be that economic or other trends generate instabilities
over time, such as by dramatically changing the bal-
ance of military power between states and thus making
seem feasible direct military actions that might previ-
ously have been “unthinkable.” This does not make
present-day strategic stability meaningless, however,
for what it takes to create such a turnaround will pre-
sumably vary, with a more stable status quo ante re-
quiring more to change before it will degenerate into
instability than would be necessary to degrade a less
stable initial situation. Here again, stable systems will
tend to be resistant to change, but this does not mean
that none can occur.

It should also be recalled that the definition of stra-
tegic stability offered here only focuses upon the prin-
cipal players in the international system: the states one
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might call the great powers. Through this lens, small
players may perhaps face existential military crises
from time to time without the stability of the system
as a whole being affected. Their particular trajectories
might be unhappy indeed, but it does not necessarily
follow that international politics as a whole is thereby
strategically unstable. It would surely set the bar too
high to define system stability as the complete absence
of all violent conflict. A Nash-inspired notion of stra-
tegic stability might usefully apply as between smaller
powers in their local context, of course, but that is not
our task here. For present purposes, we shall be dis-
cussing the global strategic aggregate, and confining
our analysis to major states because major states are
those that can materially affect that aggregate in the
most direct and important ways.

As it is used herein, the concept of strategic stabil-
ity is value-neutral. This is not to suggest that there
is necessarily anything inherently “good” about its
achievement, though of course this may frequently be
the case. Especially where nuclear weapons are wide-
ly possessed among the great powers, for instance, the
argument seems compelling. In most circumstances,
ruling out general war is presumably a very good
idea. But I would stop before saying that strategic sta-
bility is a per se good.

Indeed, strategic stability might sometimes impose
tremendous costs, for it tends to privilege the status
quo between the powers in question. How one evalu-
ates the merits of such stability will depend upon who
one is in the constellation of players, what status quo
that stability enshrines, and what it serves to permit.

* For a power that seeks fundamental change in
the strategic environment, strategic stability is
probably unwelcome, for it imposes sharp lim-
its on how change may be sought.
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Nevertheless, in some circumstances, strategic
stability could serve to protect an aggressive
rising power while it prepares itself for a future
military challenge to the global order. (War by
France and Britain against Adolf Hitler’'s Ger-
many over the Austrian Anschluss or the inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia in 1938 would techni-
cally have been an affront to strategic stability
in Europe, but might have prevented greater
stability challenges still to come.)

Even where one might think strategic stability
to be a salutary objective, moreover—as, for
instance, in a balance between very powerful
states whose clash could be catastrophic—it
may have significant justice costs, such as by
essentially “immunizing” a tyrannical regime
against well-deserved foreign efforts to replace
it by direct military means. (Strategic stability
between the Axis and Allied powers on the eve
of World War II, for instance, would have con-
signed much of Asia permanently to the Japa-
nese yoke, and much of Europe to the jackboots
of the Gestapo and the Nazi death camps.)
Arrangements to ensure strategic stability
might facilitate aggression against smaller pow-
ers, as occurred in 1939 when the Molotov-Rib-
bentrop Pact opened the door for aggression in
erasing Poland from the map and dividing it
between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.
Even if not thus pre-arranged, furthermore,
the immunity strategic stability tends to of-
fer a power against direct military challenge
from other important states could encourage
unilateral external aggression against systemic
“small fry” —or at least those lacking strong
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military alliance relationships with other major
states, at any rate—by leading an aggressor to
believe that the victims of such predation will
not be saved or avenged by outsiders. This
may to some extent have been the case with
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, or
with the North Korean invasion of South Korea
in 1950 after U.S. officials created the impres-
sion—not just in Pyongyang but also in Mos-
cow and Beijing—that the Republic of Korea
was outside America’s “defense perimeter.”
(As for those smaller states that do have strong
alliance relationships with great powers, how-
ever, one might argue that strategic stability is
a precondition for their security, for it may be
that these relationships provide deterrents to
aggression only to the extent that they enable
a minor player to participate in the stability of
a great-power balance. Post-1953 South Korea
may be a case in point.)

Depending upon the circumstances, therefore, sta-
bility can have decidedly unpleasant results. Though
stability is presumably indeed often “good,” it can in
other circumstances help empower the perpetrators
of both internal and external aggression, coexist with
local violence and instability, act as an enabler for ag-
gression, protect the instigators of brutal internal re-
pression, or serve to protect a power during its rise
to a position from which it can challenge the existing
great-power balance. A policy of seeking strategic
stability is not, therefore, necessarily a sign of inter-
national benevolence and virtue. Details matter, and
the point here is that it is not substantively or mor-
ally sustainable to argue that strategic stability is a per
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se good. It may be good, or it may be, on the whole,
harmful. In order to assess its net value, one needs to
know a good deal more than simply that things were
“stable.”

Strategic Stability and Nuclear Weapons.

Though the term comes up frequently in discus-
sion of nuclear weapons and arms control policy,
moreover, I do not envision strategic stability as be-
ing inherently about nuclear weaponry. That said, of
course, nuclear weapons are of special salience in this
arena, because they may seem to offer some states a
real hope of achieving security —that is, of leading
other powers to conclude that general war against
them is inadvisable—to a great extent independent of
the state’s actual ordinary (i.e., conventional) military
strength. Nuclear weapons may have an enormous
impact upon strategic stability, in other words, but the
stability question neither begins nor ends with them.
(Indeed, particularly with regard to new possessors
among the minor states, nuclear weapons might pro-
vide relative security to some individual countries at
a cost to strategic stability as we have defined it here,
if such proliferation helped increase the risk of conflict
between major powers—e.g., through the escalation
of regional conflicts made more ugly and/or more
likely by a proliferator’s emboldenment, or if major
states were forced to undertake policies in response
to proliferation that affect their capabilities vis-a-vis
other great powers.)

Here lies a broader point. The impact of nuclear
weapons is probably especially great in geopolitical
terms precisely because they aren’t useful only to deter
other such weapons—though many in the disarma-
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ment community would have it otherwise. They are
important because they also deter conventional weap-
ons, and nuclear weapons’ possessors often hope to
use them as a sort of fast-track road to security with-
out the expense and inconvenience of having to de-
fend themselves by other means. The United States
and its North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
allies relied upon nuclear deterrence to make up for
a perceived disadvantage vis-a-vis Warsaw Pact con-
ventional forces in Central Europe during the Cold
War, for instance, and nuclear weapons seem today
to be prized—or sought—by planners in Moscow,
Beijing, Pyongyang, and Tehran alike for their pre-
sumed ability to counterbalance others” advantages
in sophisticated conventional arms. Nor should one
forget that nuclear weapons were first used not against
a nuclear power but in order to help win a bitter
conventional war.

Accordingly, one would argue the need to decou-
ple the concept of specifically nuclear stability from
strategic stability more generally. They are to some
extent analytically distinct concepts, and conflating
them would tend to obscure important points—such
as the reasons why many states have pursued nuclear
weapons in the past, why some seek them today, and
an important reason that a country might use “the
Bomb” (i.e., to win or to stave off defeat in an other-
wise conventional conflict). Theoretically, moreover,
a nuclear balance characterized by “complete” sta-
bility in nuclear terms —that is, a case in which more
than one power possessed nuclear weapons but no
circumstances existed in which these devices would
be considered “usable” —might well be unstable un-
der the definition of strategic stability used here: if
asymmetries of conventional force or other circum-
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stances made war attractive, nuclear weapons in this
case might not deter it. This is why hopes for strategic
stability in a nuclear-armed world presuppose that par-
ticipants’ nuclear arsenals are not entirely “self-cancel-
ing.” In a multi-nuclear world, to deter general war
with nuclear weapons requires some real possibility
of weapons use —which is another way of saying that
the success of nuclear deterrence requires that it be,
to some degree, imperfect. Strategic stability and the
specifically nuclear aspects of power-balancing are
clearly related, but should not be confused.

In any event, on the assumption that this Nash-
inspired concept of strategic stability is both coherent
and useful, the following discussion will offer some
thoughts on its relationship to arms control.

ARMS CONTROL AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO
STRATEGIC STABILITY

Categorizing Arms Control.

One sometimes hears it suggested that “arms con-
trol” and “disarmament” represent fundamentally
different things —with the latter relating to the abo-
lition of weapons, while the former amounts merely
to managing and perpetuating a balance between their
possessors. (Disarmament, in such characterizations,
is invariably the true and noble calling; mere arms
control smacks of compromise, and of granting at
least some such devices an ongoing, and immoral,
legitimacy.) Many observers, moreover, are not sure
how to categorize agreements that focus not upon
limiting capabilities but upon regulating behavior
or transparency and confidence-building measures
(T/CBMs). Because such measures emphasize infor-
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mation-sharing or other aspects of arms-related rela-
tions between the parties rather than arms limits per
se, they are sometimes not afforded the status of arms
“control.”

In real world practice, however, such distinctions
are hard to maintain. What are usually styled “arms
control” agreements, for example, can involve not
just caps (e.g., the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty
of 1972") but cuts (e.g., the Strategic Arms Reduction
Treaty [START] of 19912), or even the prohibition and
dismantlement of certain types of capability (e.g., in-
termediate-range ballistic missiles with the Intermedi-
ate Range Nuclear Forces [INF] Treaty of 1987°). At
the same time, reputedly “disarmament” agreements
sometimes permit the retention of some capabilities
(e.g., riot control agents under the Chemical Weapons
Convention [CWC],* or biological weapons agents re-
tained for “prophylactic, protective, or other peaceful
purposes” under the Biological and Toxin Weapons
Convention [BTWC]’), while both arms control and
disarmament agreements commonly contain impor-
tant T/CBM provisions regarded as being integral to
their function (e.g., the notification and “cooperative
measures” provisions of START,® the notification pro-
visions in the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty
[New START] protocol of 2010,” or the declaration
provisions of the CWC).

It has also become routine for U.S.-Russian strate-
gic arms agreements to establish a forum for bilateral
consultation in which compliance concerns and other
implementation issues can be raised®—a function for
which the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT) uses a forum of its entire member-
ship, meeting as part of that treaty’s ongoing “Review
Conference” process.’ Finally, the category of CBMs
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frequently shades into weapons-independent behav-
ioral regulation, as with the U.S.-Soviet Incidents at
Sea Agreement of 1972, which set forth basic “Rules of
the Road” designed to reduce the danger that confron-
tational maritime interactions would lead to broader
conflict, including the use of nuclear weaponry.*

Rather than reify stark theoretical categorizations
that do not exist in practice, this paper will adopt a
broad understanding of arms control that includes:
(a) bilateral and multilateral agreements and ar-
rangements related to limiting, reducing, proscribing,
and/or dismantling some sort of weaponry or other
military-related technology (i.e., capability-regulatory
measures); (b) efforts to develop and promote “best
practices” or codes of conduct pertaining to the use
of certain types of technology or capability (i.e., be-
haviorally-requlatory measures); and (c) steps related
to transparency and confidence-building (i.e., infor-
mation-concessive measures). (These are not mutually
exclusive forms of arms control, of course, and they
may be—and often are—employed in some combina-
tion.) One way or the other, these categories address
themselves to the nature or scope of the threat states
seem to pose to each other through their actual or po-
tential possession of a particular type of military tool:
capability-regulatory measures seek to restrict the
availability of that tool, behavioral measures seek to
constrain what is done with what tools one does pos-
sess, and information measures seek to make parties
better informed about the situation they face.

Arms and Instability.
What, then, is the relationship between arms con-

trol — thus conceived —and strategic stability? Too of-
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ten, discussions of arms control and strategic stability
get bogged down by a quasi-theological assumption
that (a) that strategic stability is per se good, and (b)
arms control is also both per se good and inherently
strategically stabilizing. It is useful, however, to ex-
plore these issues more carefully, for while strategic
stability can be (and often is) a benefit to international
peace and security —and while arms control can (and
sometimes does) contribute thereto —neither of these
things can be tenably asserted on an a priori basis.
Having already exploded the first part of syllogism
(i.e., the idea that strategic stability is inherently good),
one can turn now to the second.

A serious discussion of the relationship between
arms control and strategic stability requires under-
standing that the former does not invariably promote
the latter. The most obvious example in this regard is
perhaps the polar case, and in some ways the most
ambitious one, of modern arms control: weapons
elimination in the specific form of nuclear disarma-
ment. (For present purposes, this discussion will leave
aside the idea that it might be possible to devise “a
Treaty on general and complete disarmament under
strict and effective international control.”" “Nuclear
zero” is ambitious enough without waiting for the last
steak knife to be beaten into a soup spoon, and nuclear
abolition is at least still talked about in some quarters as
a notional policy goal.’?) Here the potential strategic
stability argument against arms control is perhaps at
its most stark, for if such stability is characterized by a
balance of military power such that each major power
finds general war with another such power to be less
desirable than all other unilaterally-available alterna-
tives, the successful abolition of a particular category
of weaponry could in some circumstances destabilize,
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by removing one important reason for those war-dis-
suasive conclusions.

This is one of the things opponents of nuclear
“zero” have said for some time: precisely to the de-
gree that nuclear arsenals may contribute to strategic
stability, their elimination would be destabilizing, by
“mak[ing] the world safe again for large-scale con-
ventional war” between the major states.” In fact, we
have already encountered a similar problem above,
where it was suggested that one power’s use of nu-
clear weaponry to perfectly deter nuclear weapons
use by a rival power could destabilize by removing a
powerful disincentive for conventional conflict as the
two arsenals’ “self-cancel.” Both circumstances — that
is, “perfect” nuclear deterrence and complete nuclear
disarmament —might actually end up being very sim-
ilar situations, in that they would turn out to be highly
unstable in strategic terms, notwithstanding their hav-
ing precluded nuclear weapon use.

In reality, of course, no such deterrence could be
perfect, since an attacker might have many reasons to
worry that his maintenance of a nuclear arsenal might
fail to guarantee immunity from a nuclear reprisal by
the victim. Launch might occur accidentally or with-
out authorization in time of crisis, for instance, or in
a frenzy of emotional irrationality, or as a vengeful
consequence of the perception that the victim had
“nothing to lose” now anyway. Or perhaps the at-
tacker might simply have miscalculated. As Thomas
Schelling long ago made clear, risk manipulation and
uncertainty play critical roles in deterrence.'* Com-
plete nuclear disarmament, however, is analytically
very close to the hypothesized situation of perfect
nuclear deterrence in which counterpoised arsenals
cancel each other out entirely, for in both cases nuclear
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weaponry would, in a functional sense, cease to ex-
ist. For this reason, arms control advocates who desire
strategic stability might wish to steer clear of both po-
lar cases.

Nor, though arms control is frequently touted as a
way to increase strategic stability by preventing arms
races, does it seem to be true, a priori, that arms com-
petitions are inherently destabilizing. Racing behavior
would presumably tend to be strategically destabiliz-
ing if it continued unconstrained in circumstances in
which an uneven distribution of available financial or
technical resources between the competing powers
meant that such racing would over time give one of
them a decisive advantage (e.g., one party could build
weapons faster, better, and/or for longer). A race
could be destabilizing if one party felt itself to have
“won,” if such a “victory” allowed it to make further
favorable adjustments to its position—or fend off po-
tential threats to that position —by means of general
war. Alternatively, a race could be unstable if one side
felt that the other side’s progress was such that an ac-
ceptable status quo was likely to be upended if mili-
tary action were not taken quickly to stop it.

Nevertheless, technically speaking, racing per se
would not seem to be destabilizing in this conception
as long as the competitors remain evenly matched
enough that general war still seems inadvisable —or
alternatively, where the parties’ capabilities are so far
apart that general war is felt to be unnecessary for the
stronger and pointless (or even suicidal) for the weak-
er. There might be other reasons to desire capability-
regulatory arms control in such a race situation—e.g.,
to save money, or to delimit the potential consequenc-
es of accidental or otherwise unplanned general hos-
tilities (e.g., keeping arsenals small in order to limit
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the likely damage if deterrence fails) —but whether or
not any particular “arms race” is strategically stable
is an empirical question, not one to which the answer
can be known a priori. Again, details matter.

POTENTIAL PITFALLS OF ARMS CONTROL
Destabilizing Capability “Lock-In.”

It may also be useful here to introduce the idea—
discussed, for instance, by Kenneth Lieberthal in a
very different context' — of “static” versus “dynamic”
stability. One may approach this challenge through
the prism of Complexity Science and its offshoots in
organizational theory, which suggest that in complex
adaptive systems, something akin to stability is best
achieved by frameworks inhabiting a sort of “sweet
spot” between the flaccid incapacity of extreme flex-
ibility and the dangerous brittleness of ossified rigid-
ity, which some commentators describe as being “on
the edge of Chaos” but carefully not over that edge. In
terms of organizational behavior, such systems “live”
longer where their elements link tightly enough to
each other that the system can respond adaptively as
an organization to unexpected perturbations from the
environment, but not so rigidly that such perturba-
tions cannot be absorbed without shattering it.'®

Looking at arms control, nuclear weapons policy,
and strategic stability through the lens of Complex-
ity—as some commentators try to do, the author
among them' —the question of strategic stability be-
comes one of whether arms control measures are like-
ly to increase or decrease the strategic system’s abil-
ity to absorb perturbations without dissolution. Here
Complexity seems to underscore our point about the
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difficulty of identifying an a priori rule, inasmuch as
while it is to some extent the purpose of arms con-
trol to prevent perturbations (e.g., to prevent one party
from “winning” an arms race and being tempted to try
to revise the strategic map by means of general war),
it might also be that the very restrictions some forms
of arms control impose can increase the rigidity —and
perhaps thus the brittleness —of the system. (Rather
than trying to prevent perturbations, therefore, sen-
sible approaches to capability-regulatory arms control
should presumably aim to find the force postures that
best position parties to handle strategic perturbations
within the parameters of the control regime. Unfortu-
nately, arms control does not always do this.)

The world is a dynamic place, after all, and the am-
bition of capability-focused arms control (in particu-
lar) to freeze in place some particular static snapshot
of the parties” technological or numerical position may
not always actually serve the interests of real stability
over time. In some circumstances, then, arms control
frameworks might actually be maladaptive incubators
for instability. Even if shrewd statesmen can agree on
a particular theory of precisely what is beneficially sta-
bilizing, for instance, and can identify a particular mix
of capabilities that it is desirable to try to fix in place,
it is not a given that this theory will remain valid —or
that a particular mix of capabilities remain conducive
to strategic stability —over time as other parameters
of the system change. Should circumstances change,
arms control might destabilize the system by retard-
ing one or more parties” ability to adapt safely to the
new developments.

Using a hypothetical scenario as an illustration,
imagine that future U.S. and Russian negotiators de-
vised an ambitious arms reduction program pursuant
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to which both sides would cut their forces down to a
strategic “monad” of the type of delivery system classi-
cal American nuclear theorizing regards as being most
“survivable” and thus likely to guarantee the stability
of a deterrence relationship: submarine-launched bal-
listic missiles (SLBMs) based on quiet, nuclear-pow-
ered submarines (SSBNs) on continuous long-range
deterrence patrols far out at sea. Some might say that
such forces are stabilizing because their immunity to
pre-emptive attack allows their possessors to guar-
antee that any aggressor would face second-strike
retaliation. Into this world, however —hard-wired as
it would thus be for SLBM-dependent deterrence —
imagine that there were introduced a “wild card” in
the form of one party’s sudden discovery of just the
kind of miraculous new method for strategic anti-sub-
marine warfare that eluded U.S. and Soviet scientists
during their search for competitive advantage during
the Cold War. In this context of technological surprise,
arms control would have set the stage for a radical in-
stability, tying the other party to a monadic deploy-
ment upon which it would now suddenly be entirely
unable to rely in deterring potential aggression by its
rival.

For analogous reasons, in fact, the seminal nuclear
strategist Herman Kahn once warned against the per-
ils of disarming “too much.” He reasoned that a nucle-
ar deterrent balance might actually be more stable with
arsenals that were not extremely small, because such a
posture might be able to absorb the impact of the sud-
den discovery of a hidden cache of illegal weaponry.
“The ability to correct violations means that the mili-
tary effect of the violations must be small in percent-
age terms of the current strategic balance,” he wrote,
and a larger arsenal base offers better chances of en-
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suring this."® His point about numerical absorptive ca-
pacity in the face of violations might also be made as
strongly with regard to the ability of a more diverse ar-
senal to preserve deterrence in the face of technologi-
cal change. “As a general rule . . . strategic “hedging’ is
best served by diversity, such as in keeping a range of
operationally deployed and stockpiled weapon types
available in order to protect against single-mode fail-
ure or unwelcome technological surprise.”” To the
extent that it is the ambition of capability-focused
arms control precisely to constrain parties’ ability to
respond to their strategic environment at discretion —
e.g., by prohibiting the possession of certain numbers
or types of systems — it seems inescapable that there is
some potential for arms control to “lock in” maladap-
tive circumstances.

Such possibilities, indeed, are often implicitly
recognized in arms control agreements themselves,
which commonly contain withdrawal clauses. The
NPT, for instance, provides that each party has “the
right to withdraw from the Treaty if it decides that
extraordinary events, related to the subject matter of
this Treaty, have jeopardized the supreme interests
of its country.”® The recent New START agreement
similarly provides that each party may withdraw “if
it decides that extraordinary events related to the sub-
ject matter of this Treaty have jeopardized its supreme
interests.”?! (Under the Vienna Convention on the
Law of Treaties, a party’s departure is permitted even
where denunciation or withdrawal is not actually pro-
vided for in the instrument itself, as long as such aright
“may be implied by the nature of the treaty.”?) There
would seem to be few, if any, arms control agreements
from which their drafters imagined there to be 1o con-
ceivable circumstances in which withdrawal was ap-
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propriate. Such mechanisms serve the function of try-
ing to attenuate the dangers of “lock-in,” by making
escape from capability restrictions legally available.

The history of the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM)
Treaty of 1972 may illustrate the problematic dynam-
ics of “capability lock in” as well as any hypothetical.
This agreement was, in effect, rooted in a particular
theory of strategic stability —specifically, about the
negative relationship between ballistic missile defense
(BMD) and stability in the U.S.-Soviet context—pur-
suant to which defenses were thought to be destabi-
lizing, in part because they would encourage a spiral-
ing offense/defense arms competition and perhaps
even prompt a pre-emptive strike if one superpower
believed defenses would protect it against the other’s
retaliation. Under the ABM Treaty, each side was per-
mitted to retain a minimalist, point-based defensive
system at two sites, but nationwide defenses were
banned. (The Soviets opted to build and keep active
a BMD site protecting Moscow, and indeed have re-
tained and somewhat updated it ever since, but the
Americans shut down their only site in 1975 after only
a few months in operation.?)

What seemed like a good idea to the Americans
at the time, however —on the basis of an anti-defense
theory of strategic stability and under the conditions
of highly competitive U.S.-Soviet nuclear rivalry dur-
ing the Cold War —did not look so compelling in the
post-Cold War era. Beginning to feel the pressure of
changing circumstances, the administration of Presi-
dent Bill Clinton pursued negotiated re-interpretation
of some treaty understandings with the Russians in or-
der to accommodate the developing U.S. ABM testing
agenda, and toyed with the idea of actually amending
the instrument. Things came to a head under Presi-
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dent George W. Bush, when American officials con-
cluded, in effect, that the ABM Treaty had locked in
a capability-regulatory status quo that under modern
circumstances was potentially destabilizing — albeit
not in the sense that it unsettled America’s relation-
ship with the other treaty party (Russia), but rather
because of its impact vis-a-vis third parties.

What had been changing? After the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, the com-
petitive pressures of the Russo-American dyad looked
much less menacing, and indeed both sides had been
dramatically reducing their arsenals ever since the
early 1990s. At the same time, however, the United
States had come to perceive an ominous emerging
threat from third parties: “rogue states” such as North
Korea and Iran, which were rapidly developing and
improving long-range missile capabilities even while
working in various overt and covert ways to de-
velop nuclear weapons that could be mounted upon
such missiles.

In this new context, there now seemed to the
Americans to be little danger of a spiraling offense/
defense competition with the Russians —and indeed,
despite post-Cold War reductions, Moscow’s missile
arsenal remained considerably larger than necessary
to overwhelm any feasible U.S. defensive shield —and
much to be gained from limited defenses capable of
stopping attacks mounted by the kind of “entry-level”
nuclear arsenals sought by the rogues. Thanks to the
waning of the Russo-American nuclear competition
and the rise of such small third-party threats, in other
words, the anti-defense status quo of the ABM Treaty
came to be seen in Washington as maladaptive, fixing
in place a force mix that was no longer necessary for
its original purpose but yet seemed likely to empower
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rogue states such as North Korea and Iran to use their
emerging arsenals to bully their neighbors or even
threaten the great powers, all of whom would be more
or less defenseless against long-range ballistic missile
attack. This was not “strategically destabilizing” in
the sense that it necessarily increased the likelihood
of general war between the existing great powers,
but it seemed likely to make major regional conflict
more probable and more costly —with some concomi-
tant risk of great power involvement —to make major
states more vulnerable vis-a-vis third-party prolifera-
tors, and even to help increase the number of major
powers in the international system.

Accordingly, in December 2001 the United States
announced its intention to withdraw from the ABM
Treaty pursuant to its withdrawal clause. (These
provided that a party could withdraw on 6 months’
notice if it determined that “extraordinary events re-
lated to the subject matter of this Treaty have jeop-
ardized its supreme interests.””) As White House
officials explained:

The circumstances affecting U.S. national security
have changed fundamentally since the signing of the
ABM Treaty in 1972. . . . Today, our security environ-
ment is profoundly different. The Cold War is over.
The Soviet Union no longer exists. Russia is not an
enemy, but in fact is increasingly allied with us on
a growing number of critically important issues. . . .
Today, the United States and Russia face new threats
to their security. Principal among these threats are
weapons of mass destruction and their delivery means
wielded by terrorists and rogue states. A number of
such states are acquiring increasingly longer-range
ballistic missiles as instruments of blackmail [sic] and
coercion against the United States and its friends and
allies. The United States must defend its homeland, its
forces and its friends and allies against these threats.
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We must develop and deploy the means to deter and
protect against them, including through limited mis-
sile defense of our territory.?

U.S. officials did not use the phrase, but they had
clearly decided that it was necessary to escape the
“capability lock-in” imposed by the Americans” own
1972 arms control agenda. Their withdrawal became
effective in June 2002, and, despite ongoing Russian
complaints about the alleged perils even of current
scaled-back U.S. plans for missile defense,” the ABM
Treaty remains today a dead letter.

The administration of President Barack Obama
has been considerably more diffident about missile
defense than its predecessor, but even present-day
U.S. officials claim to remain committed to the goal of
building a missile defense network capable of defend-
ing the entire United States—as well as key friends
and allies overseas — from the new threats invoked by
the Bush administration in the U.S. withdrawal from
the ABM Treaty. Current policy, for instance, prom-
ises to “augment our current protection of the U.S.
homeland against long-range ballistic missile threats,
and to offer more effective defenses against more near-
term ballistic missile threats.”? Even Obama’s scaled-
back BMD plans involve capabilities beyond what the
ABM Treaty would have permitted.” Flexibly coping
with 21st century threats by avoiding the capability-
regulatory “lock-in” imposed by a mid-Cold War
anti-defense theoretical paradigm, has thus become a
bipartisan priority in the United States.

Clearly, therefore, it is at least a potential problem
for arms control that a particular capability-regulato-
ry status quo, fixed in place today by an agreement,
might not serve useful purposes tomorrow, and might
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actually destabilize. Implicit recognition that arms
control regulations are capable of creating a problem-
atic and potentially destabilizing ossification may per-
haps also be found in the fact that the two most recent
strategic agreements between the United States and
Russia—the Moscow Treaty of 2002* and its succes-
sor, the New START agreement of 2010 — permit each
side considerable freedom to structure its specific mix
of weapons systems as it sees fit within an overall set
of treaty caps. This reflects the understanding that the
two nuclear powers do not face identical situations,
and that their needs may also evolve even during the
duration of an agreement—and accordingly that it
could be harmful to specify too much in an arms con-
trol agreement. Flexibility within the terms of a trea-
ty —that is, a willingness not to provide for complete
control of parties” future decisionmaking on weapons
acquisition and deployment—seems to be valued in
such negotiations, presumably at least in part because
it reduces the danger that capability lock-in will im-
peril the interests of either side.

It is also not uncommon for arms control agree-
ments to “sunset” after a specified period of time, thus
automatically allowing an opportunity for whatever
renegotiation the parties feel is appropriate under
the prevailing circumstances at that point. (START
expired on its own terms in December 2009, for in-
stance, while New START specifies that it will termi-
nate after 10 years.”) Along with the near-ubiquity of
withdrawal clauses, such provisions suggest a clear
understanding that changed circumstances can some-
times transform yesterday’s wise arms limitation into
tomorrow’s dangerous straightjacket. Indeed, it was
arguably one of the structural failings of the ABM
Treaty that it had no “sunset” provision, even though
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it was negotiated simultaneously with the force caps
of SALT I, which itself was merely styled an “interim”
agreement with an intended duration of only 5 years.*
Arms controllers thus need to be conscious of the chal-
lenges presented by “lock-in” dynamics, which in the
right (i.e., wrong) circumstances can impede dynamic
stability within the strategic system.

Displacement Effects.

To add to this litany of at least potential challenges,
it is worth mentioning that just as conditions of strate-
gic stability can serve to displace great power rivalry
to alternative venues (e.g., proxy wars), arms control
may sometimes have the effect of encouraging the
displacement of arms competition to other areas—po-
tentially in ways more detrimental to strategic stability
than unregulated competition would have been in the
capabilities that were actually subject to the agree-
ment’s regulation. The Washington naval treaties of
the interwar years, for instance, went to some trouble
to regulate great power competition in large battle-
ships, but arguably at the cost of encouraging parties’
more rapid transition to less (or non) regulated naval
capabilities —specifically, submarines and naval avia-
tion—that actually turned out to be genuinely “dis-
ruptive technologies” in the field, and the means by
which later naval wars of the 20th century were won
or lost. At the very least, the battleship-regulatory re-
gime did not turn out to have quite the soothing stra-
tegic impact that its drafters presumably intended.*

More pointedly, many argue that the numeri-
cal limits imposed in the mid-1970s on U.S. and So-
viet delivery systems* helped push the superpowers
more quickly and thoroughly into the deployment of
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multiple, independently-targeted re-entry vehicles
(MIRVs) aboard the ballistic missiles whose num-
bers were capped by SALT in 1972. Unable to aim
at more targets by building more missiles than they
had previously done—but still wishing to be able to
hit more targets —Washington and Moscow invest-
ed in ways to do so with their existing missile force.
MIRVing, a technology that emerged in the 1960s and
had already begun to appear on the U.S. Minuteman
missile in 1970, effectively became that answer, and
it was ever more enthusiastically embraced by both
sides thereafter.

This was, however, problematic, because nuclear
analysts tend to believe that using MIRVs—at least
in land-based silos the locations of which are known
or knowable to an adversary—is less “stabilizing”
than using single-warhead missiles, because the for-
mer make it more attractive for an adversary to strike
pre-emptively, in order to maximize his counterforce
“return on investment.” In theory, for example —al-
though this is a simplification of the complexities of
nuclear targeting, which frequently involves assign-
ing more than one weapon to each target, in order to
ensure a high probability of destruction® —a single at-
tacking weapon, hitting a MIRVed missile in its silo,
can take several enemy warheads out of action with
the expenditure of but a single attacking warhead.
(Because firing a single MIRVed missile might allow
this to occur several times, moreover, mutual posses-
sion of MIRVs makes preemption incentives especial-
ly high.) This gives each side the incentive to launch
a first strike in time of crisis, for this highly-favorable
exchange ratio advantage is lost if the other side fires
tirst. These dynamics may also increase incentives to
adopt launch-on-warning (LOW) postures pursuant
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to which one’s own weapons fire upon learning of an
incoming enemy attack, so that they depart before his
missiles land. On account of the very short warning
times involved, LOW is widely believed to be vulner-
able to false alarms and other sorts of catastrophic ac-
cident.*® The net effect may thus be greater strategic
instability than before, especially in time of crisis.

This theory of MIRYV instability was reflected in the
START II agreement of 1993, which actually under-
took to prohibit MIRVed land-based missiles,”” though
the treaty was never ratified by the Russian Duma.
This notion is, moreover, still reflected in U.S. nuclear
policy: the Obama Administration’s 2010 Nuclear Pos-
ture Review pledged to reduce all U.S. intercontinental
ballistic missiles (ICBMs) to a single warhead each, on
the grounds that this step “will enhance the stability
of the nuclear balance by reducing the incentives for
either side to strike first.”*

As noted, however, even though MIRV technology
predated SALT, and would surely have been adopted
to some degree whether or not there was a treaty, SALT
restrictions gave the superpowers more incentives to
move to pervasive MIRVing, including the eventual
development of extremely large silo-based missiles
carrying many warheads each: the U.S. Peacekeeper
with 10, and the Russian SS-18 with potentially even
more. Even today, most U.S. and Russian land-based
intercontinental systems—and all submarine-based
systems — are still MIRVed. If the common assumption
about MIRV instability is correct, it may thus be that
SALT-era missile limitations actually left the Cold War
strategic arms race more “unstable” and pre-emption-
evocative than they found it.

It would appear, therefore, that the possibility of
such “displacement effects” is yet another factor that
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one must consider in evaluating the stability impact
of arms control measures. Such dynamics presumably
do not always occur, nor do arms control agreements
by any means necessarily encourage alternative meth-
ods of competition that prove more unstable than the
modalities of rivalry such agreements proscribe. Nev-
ertheless, these are potential dynamics that cannot be
taken lightly, and which deserve careful thought if
arms control strategists are to maximize the odds of
real success.

As an example of how displacement effects need to
be taken into consideration in evaluating the likely im-
pact of proposed future agreements, such issues might
arise in connection with the Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty (CTBT)*—an agreement rejected by the U.S.
Senate in 1999, but which the Obama administration
has stated it wishes to re-introduce. In the improbable
event that CTBT ever enters into force,* the treaty
seems likely — by making it much harder for countries
to engage in yield-producing nuclear tests —to tend to
displace nuclear weapons competitions into areas that
don’t require testing (e.g., “gun-type” uranium weap-
ons, or devices based upon “pre-tested” designs such
as China’s so-called CHIC-4 “export model,” plans for
which were reportedly supplied to Pakistan and then
to Libya and perhaps also Iran, and which may also be
the basis for a current North Korean weapon).*! If this
results in the proliferation of secret nuclear arsenals,
without at least the “public accountability” of overt
testing, it is an open question whether it would be an
overall advantage for international peace and security
over today’s status quo of a world in which yield-
producing tests are at least theoretically available.
The CTBT’s likely net impact upon strategic stability
is far from clear, of course, and might yet be positive,
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particularly if the present-day rarity and general stig-
matization of nuclear testing produces such displace-
ment effects anyway, irrespective of the Treaty’s entry
into force.* This is, however, the kind of question that
sophisticated arms control advocates need to address.
So far, though, few do.

When Arms Control Fails.

Before concluding this discussion of the poten-
tial strategic stability costs of arms control, it is worth
highlighting one more line of argument. There is ex-
tensive literature critiquing arms control agreements,
or at least particular ones, on the basis of how difficult
it is to evaluate the degree to which the other side is
actually complying with them — either because of some
potential for undetected violations, the difficulty of
detecting cheating in time to be able to do anything
in response to it, or a paucity of responsive options.
Other critiques have focused upon the peculiar chal-
lenges that may arise when open, liberal democracies
negotiate agreements with authoritarian states, politi-
cal challenges to honesty in compliance assessment,
the perils of overestimating one’s ability to verify an
agreement, the ways in which the negotiating process
can be a tool of potentially destabilizing manipulation,
and the potential impact of adversarial negotiation in
impeding improvements in one’s relationship with the
other side.

Although these critiques raise important points —
ones that deserve careful attention from any serious
practitioner of the arms control art—they do not, for
the most part, bear directly on the questions of stra-
tegic stability that are the focus of this chapter. For
the most part, these challenges represent a different
category of problem than those hitherto discussed,

230



insofar as in such cases the damage is done more by
the incompleteness of the arms control process (e.g., in-
effective verifiability, one party’s noncompliance, or
simply an agreement’s procedural stillbirth) than by
its success in imposing the constraints it aims to cre-
ate. Such circumstances of procedural defect represent
instances in which arms control has failed on its own
terms. As an analytical matter, the more interesting
issues emerge where arms control measures may suc-
ceed on their own terms (e.g., successfully constrain-
ing both sides” development of a particular suite of
capabilities) and yet may still have an ambivalent or
even negative impact upon strategic stability. Bypass-
ing such failure cases, therefore, the next section will
discuss the problems arms control can create even in
its “success.”

Strategic Manipulation.

Into the category of arms control that can desta-
bilize by succeeding, one must put measures that
one side actually seeks for this reason—that is, steps
that appear valuable to one state precisely because of
their likely effect in decreasing another state’s security
through one or more of the dynamics discussed here.
Indeed, it is for fear of such possibilities that some au-
thors have urged that policymakers should maintain
a cautious wariness, informed by awareness of how
the ideal of arms control can sometimes be invoked for
purposes of strategic manipulation.®

As an example of such a manipulative effort, one
might cite Soviet support in the early 1980s for a
“nuclear freeze,”* which seems clearly to have been
an outgrowth of Moscow’s desire to preclude NATO
nuclear responses both to Soviet deployments of new
ballistic missiles and to the Warsaw Pact’s then-as-
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sumed conventional superiority in Europe.*® Doubt-
less mindful of their numerical advantage, Soviet of-
ficials were also fond of declaring their support for the
principle of not being the first to use nuclear weapons
in a conflict* —something envisioned as a possibility
by NATO nuclear planners precisely out of their fear
that without such an option, weight of numbers might
enable the Warsaw Pact to carry the day in a European
war. Similarly, Russian and Chinese proposals for a
convention aimed at “Prevention of an Arms Race in
Outer Space” (PAROS)* have long been phrased in
such a way as to shut down what these governments
felt might be an area of (possible future) U.S. advan-
tage in space-based weaponry, while leaving untouched
their own (existing) ability to threaten critical Ameri-
can space assets through the use of terrestrially-based
anti-satellite systems.*® (Ground-based anti-satellite
weapons would not be covered because they were not
“in outer space.”) Such arms control proposals were,
in effect, designed to be strategically destabilizing as
a result of capability-regulation lock-in effects that
would affect the two sides in very different ways.

THE POSITIVE SIDE OF THE LEDGER

So far, the reader might be forgiven for conclud-
ing that arms control is at least valueless —and often
downright dangerous —from the perspective of strate-
gic stability. This, however, is not the case. Admittedly,
this chapter has so far focused on the negative aspects
with particular intensity, for they are not always well
enough understood in the policy community. Yet,
however useful it is to remember the potential nega-
tive side, this is not the whole story. In reality, arms
control can play a valuable role in helping achieve or
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reinforce strategic stability. If there is a central point to
this chapter, it is simply that this is not always the case.
The analytical challenge for policymakers is to avoid
the potential traps that arms control can create, while
taking advantage of the benefits it can offer.

Capability-Regulatory Arms Control.
The Other Side of Strategic Manipulation.

Before addressing the question of when arms con-
trol-driven “lock-in” might actually increase strategic
stability, let us briefly note—and then put aside —the
possibility that one might actually want to create less
stable circumstances. Strictly from the standpoint of
strategic stability, maladaptively rigid “capability
lock-in” is indeed undesirable. To conclude that an
arms control agreement creating instability is per se
a bad agreement, however, is to presume that strate-
gic stability is a per se good. As discussed earlier, one
should be cautious about such an assumption, for sta-
bility can have its costs.

Moreover, from the particular perspective of a par-
ticipant in the world’s geopolitical struggles, certain
kinds of instability might be desirable. This is the flip
side of the potential trap of strategic manipulation dis-
cussed above: sometimes a lopsidedly structured pro-
posal would work to one’s own advantage. Every his-
torical instance of a destabilizingly manipulative arms
control effort, after all —e.g., the “nuclear freeze” idea,
or the various Sino-Russian PAROS proposals — pre-
sumably took that form precisely because, for its ad-
vocates, that kind of instability seemed advantageous.
Accordingly, national leaders can be expected to look
not disapprovingly upon arms control ideas that fa-
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vor their side irrespective of these proposals” poten-
tially negative impact on strategic stability. Where one
stands on such questions, as the saying goes, depends
upon where one sits, and what may be a trap for one
person is simply a shrewd gambit for the other. That
said, the focus here is on strategic stability, so the next
section will cover the more interesting analytical ques-
tion of when arms control can indeed serve that end.

Constraining Destabilizing Advantage.

To begin with, although arms races are not intrin-
sically destabilizing, a situation in which one side or
the other “loses” such a race can be very much so. To
the extent, therefore, that a capability-regulated arms
control regime can keep a numerical arms race from
developing to the point that the sheer pace of competi-
tion overwhelms one party’s ability to keep up—e.g.,
if it lacks the financial resources or technical capacity
to match its rival’s build-rate —that regime would in-
deed conduce to strategic stability by preventing the
more capable arms-builder from achieving a decisive
advantage. From the advantage-possessing party’s
perspective, of course, such arms control might be
“bad arms control,” but a successful scheme of nu-
merical restraint in such circumstances would leave
the strategic environment more stable withal. Arms
control promotes strategic stability not by constrain-
ing an arms race per se, but by preventing one side
from winning it. This it is indeed capable of doing.

Capability-regulatory forms of arms control can
also promote strategic stability where they prevent
possession of or reliance upon a particular fype of capa-
bility in ways, or to a degree, that would tend to desta-
bilize the relationship. As noted earlier, for instance,
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it is widely believed that multiply-MIRVed silo-based
ballistic missiles are intrinsically more “destabilizing”
than single-warhead delivery systems, because they
create especially acute incentives for an adversary to
contemplate pre-emption in times of crisis.

If this theory of “MIRV instability” is correct, arms
control between two nuclear powers could promote
strategic stability by prohibiting multiple-warhead
systems — precisely as the START II agreement would
have done had it been ratified by Russia. Today, much
work apparently remains to be done in constraining
the presumed destabilizing effect of MIRVed missiles,
for while the Americans are now planning to de-MIRV
their silo-based force, the Russians announced in
2011 that they would be building a new heavy ICBM
capable of carrying between 10 and 15 separate war-
heads.*” This is a strange choice for a country that is
supposedly concerned about the possibility of a U.S.
first strike,” since by the warhead-for-warhead logic
of MIRV instability theory, Russia’s continuing at-
tachment to MIRVs would seem to make American
pre-emption more attractive in a crisis. At any rate, the
example of MIRV technology and the crisis-instability
it creates offers a concrete example of the type of situa-
tion in which capability-regulatory arms control could
perhaps provide significant stability benefits.>*

Arms control could also perhaps restrain par-
ties to an agreement in a reciprocally asymmetrical
way —across competitive domains —that conduces to
strategic stability. If one country most fears the other’s
aircraft and that country most fears the first country’s
ships, for example, it might be fruitless to try to ne-
gotiate aerial or naval capability restrictions alone,
and perhaps even destabilizing if they did. On the
other hand, an arms control agreement that limited
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aircraft, while also constraining ships for both sides,
would seem not just to offer something to each side,
but actually to address the potential instability chal-
lenge presented by the specter of each side’s uncon-
strained pursuit of some special comparative advan-
tage. Otherwise, whoever moved fastest or managed
to go furthest along their own particular road might
be tempted to rewrite the strategic balance by force.
Each side would have an incentive to abide by such
an agreement, moreover, for fear that noncompliance
would lead to the end of constraints upon the other
side’s asymmetric advantage. Such a scenario of im-
posing cross-domain restraints upon mutually-asym-
metric comparative advantage is no doubt far from
easy, but it offers another potential way to promote
strategic stability.

Nonproliferation Regimes.

Multilateral capability-regulatory arms control of
the sort that seeks to keep certain capabilities (e.g.,
weapons of mass destruction [WMD)]) from proliferat-
ing beyond a pre-established group of possessors—as
with the NPT, the most well known example of this
type—presents an interesting analytical challenge.
The principal aim of such instruments is, in effect, to
promote a kind of strategic stability by preventing the
spread of capabilities potent enough to permit new-
acquirers to overawe or simply destroy their rivals,
and to forestall the emergence of a world of ubiqui-
tous WMD brinksmanship dangerously susceptible to
unpredictable escalatory dynamics. To the extent that
such regimes succeed in constraining such prolifera-
tion, therefore, one might conclude that stability is in-
deed well served.
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Nevertheless, the stability calculus is more compli-
cated than this simple description would suggest. In
part, this is because strategic stability can potentially
be threatened by a range of military tools beyond just
the specific capabilities regulated by a WMD control
regime. Where this is the case, the possessor of pow-
erful nonregulated forces (i.e., conventional weap-
onry) might be able to threaten weaker states in ways
to which the nonproliferation regime might actually
serve to help prevent an effective response. In such
cases, nonproliferation constraints could theoretically
destabilize.

This, in fact, is the claim all but explicitly made by
the Iranian theocracy vis-a-vis the United States as Teh-
ran pushes forward with its development of a nuclear
weapons capability in violation of its NPT obligations.
One might even imagine such a proliferation-justifi-
cation argument being made in the future against the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) by threatened gov-
ernments in Australia, Japan, Mongolia, the Philip-
pines, South Korea, Taiwan, or Vietnam — or perhaps
against Russia by Georgia, one of the Baltic States, or
others from among the endemically bullied ex-Soviet
countries of the Kremlin’s “near abroad.” How plau-
sible and legitimate such claims would be, of course,
would depend greatly upon the circumstances. Nev-
ertheless, they cannot be dismissed a priori as a matter
of strategic logic.

Nonproliferation has been applied in different
contexts. It has been used, for instance, as part of
prohibitory capability-regulation systems, aiming to
prevent the spread of dual-use materials or technolo-
gies that would make it easy for states to violate the
abolition regime. This is, for instance, the approach
taken with chemical weaponry under the CWC, and to
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some extent also with biological weaponry under the
BTWC. By attempting to constrain parties” capability
to achieve potentially militarily advantageous regime
“breakout,” such nonproliferation constraints aim to
serve the interests of strategic stability.

Nonproliferation constraints have also been used
in systems not built upon a foundation of complete
prohibition. The NPT, for instance, has an explicitly
two-tiered system in which a few states are in effect
permitted nuclear weaponry, at least for the indefinite
future.” (Their eventual disarmament is envisioned,
but it is not actually required.”®) For most parties,
however, such tools are disallowed. The nonprolifera-
tion constraints built into the NPT system, therefore,
are designed to prevent others from acquiring power-
ful tools that some are allowed to retain.

However understandable and unavoidable such
a two-tiered structure may be as a matter of history
and geopolitical reality, it can potentially create some
tension within the regime from the perspective of stra-
tegic stability, insofar as the system offers no intrinsic
barrier to possessor states” use of nuclear weaponry to
intimidate or even attack nonpossessors. One could
certainly debate whether it is reasonable for nonpos-
sessors to fear the possibility of facing such nuclear
threats in the modern world, but this is an empirical
question that cannot be answered a priori. It might
well be that such potential “nuclear threat” problems
are in practice less troublesome — from a strategic sta-
bility perspective —than those that would be present-
ed by having no NPT at all, and that there is no way
to resolve the tensions within the treaty without either
retreating to the magical thinking of immediate glob-
al abolition or permitting a pro-proliferation “cure”
that would be worse than the disease. Nevertheless,
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analytical honesty compels one to acknowledge the
existence of the problem: two-tiered systems do face
potential internal tensions.

There is a further potential stability challenge in-
herent in any nonproliferation regime. If the manag-
ers of such a nonproliferation regime lack the good
sense to couple their weapons nonproliferation rules
with rules that also constrain the facilitating technolo-
gies used in developing such tools —or if they are sim-
ply unable to implement such rules —the net stability
benefit of the regime would lessen over time. Already,
for instance, the CWC’s nonproliferation system is
under considerable stress from the reconfigurable
flexibility, global ubiquity, and increasing miniatur-
ization of modern chemical production technology.
The BTWC's effect in constraining the states” ability to
develop biological and toxin weapons is under even
more strain, given the worldwide spread and rapidly-
evolving character of modern biotechnology, which
made an effective verification protocol impossible.*
Even “dual-use” nuclear weapons-related technology
is harder to verify today than ever, thanks in part to
the spread of potentially-plutonium-producing nucle-
ar power reactors,” and in part to the development
and spread of efficient and relatively concealable
uranium-enrichment centrifuge technology that has
replaced the huge and inefficient gaseous diffusion
and other industrial-scale facilities of yesteryear.® In
the NPT context, moreover, there seems to be consid-
erable confusion about what the rules actually are, or
should be, with respect to constraining technological
diffusion.””

This is a potentially very serious problem, and
is worth emphasizing. Especially, but hardly exclu-
sively, in a world in which significant conventional
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military asymmetries persist, weapons nonpossessors
have some incentive to “hedge” their strategic bets by
preparing for the possibility of “breakout” from a non-
proliferation regime. The motives for this, of course,
might vary. Such hedging might be attractive, for ex-
ample, in order to prepare for the possibility of facing
aggression from a foreign power, but it might also be
undertaken in order to make one’s own anticipated
future aggression more feasible. One country’s hedg-
ing, moreover, might tend to elicit analogous behavior
from others, giving its potential rivals more reason to
prepare for the worst themselves. On account of the
structural tensions described above, hedging might
be all the more attractive for nonpossessors within the
context of a tiered, “have/have not” regime such as
the NPT system.

At any rate, if strategic hedging by technological
acquisition is not itself to become the locus of consider-
able strategic instability, robust technology-diffusion
controls are critical. To the extent that a nonprolifera-
tion regime ends up taking a laissez-faire approach to
dual-use (i.e., potentially weapons-facilitative) tech-
nology, nonpossessors will have the opportunity to in-
dulge any taste they develop for such hedging strate-
gies by reserving a future nuclear weapons “option”
for themselves.

There are some who have argued that the mas-
sive proliferation of nuclear weapons capabilities —or
indeed nuclear weapons themselves®—would foster
stability by creating a kind of universal deterrence.
In fact, however, a system full of “virtual” weapons
states, each merely a metaphorical stone’s throw away
from weaponization, would be quite problematic, for
while a world of widespread nuclear “latency” is
perhaps less immediately dangerous than a world of
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actually nuclear-armed powers, it could still, in crisis-
stability terms, be perilous indeed. As noted at the
beginning of this chapter, the Nash-inspired model of
strategic stability tends to presume both that national
decisionmaking is the rational product of cost-benefit
calculations and that players are not radically mis-
taken in the beliefs they hold and assumptions they
make about their counterparts. These assumptions are
a useful heuristic, but they clearly abstract somewhat
from reality. Significantly, the degree of their departure
from that reality would probably nowhere be as great
as in the case of a fully proliferated world, which—by
forcing players simultaneously to try to calibrate secu-
rity strategies along more axes than it is probably rea-
sonable to expect fallible humans to be able to handle®
—would give maximum scope for every mistake or
miscalculation to spiral into catastrophic warfare.
Moreover, even through a prism of rational deci-
sionmaking, a world of ubiquitous nuclear weapons
“options” would compound long-understood prob-
lems of crisis stability arising out of what the semi-
nal Cold War nuclear strategist Herman Kahn once
described as a “mobilization war” —that is, a form of
competition between two rival powers in which each
positions itself to be most quickly able to activate an
otherwise at least somewhat dormant military capa-
bility, and thereby to “achieve a militarily dominant
position, enabling it to inhibit the diplomatic or mili-
tary initiatives of its opponent.”®® As Thomas Schelling
has pointed out in his powerful critique of the likely
stability of a nuclear weapons abolition regime, such
relationships can be very dangerous, for they not only
give rise to dramatic escalatory possibilities in a cri-
sis—as each side scrambles not to be caught napping
by the other’s mobilization —but could create incen-
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tives for the “winner” of such a race actually to use his
weapons first, before the other side completes its own
mobilization.®* Kahn agreed, noting that mobilization
racing from a position of disarmament could “cre-
ate pressures toward preventative war,”®* a dynamic
which has elsewhere been compared to the partly
mobilization-driven escalatory disaster that occurred
in Europe in the summer of 1914.%

A world of ubiquitous nuclear “latency” among
NPT non-nuclear-weapon states would be not un-
like the world of mobilization-ready disarmed pow-
ers described by Kahn and Schelling, with all of its
ugly potential to escalate uncontrollably even when
facing only a relatively small crisis. In Schelling’s de-
scription, such an environment sounds like a perilous
one indeed:

Every crisis would be a nuclear crisis, any war could
become a nuclear war. The urge to preempt would
dominate; whoever gets the first few weapons will co-
erce or preempt. It would be a nervous world.*

To be sure, Schelling’s comments were aimed in
particular at the stability challenges of a wholly nu-
clear-free world. A world of “mixed” capacities, in
which some players already have nuclear weaponry
while others merely hover on the brink of exercising
a weapons “option,” may be in some ways different.
(If a weapons possessor were to provide credible “ex-
tended deterrence” to a nonpossessor ally, for exam-
ple, this might help lessen the destabilizing pressures
of crisis-stability logic by reducing the ally’s incen-
tives to rush to build and/or use its own weapons.
U.S.-Japan and U.S.-South Korean relations already
provide examples of this dynamic.) Nonetheless, in
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the relationships of “option”-possessing players out-
side such alliance frameworks —or wherever extended
deterrence is insufficiently credible —Schelling’s logic
would seem to speak powerfully to a world of mixed
capabilities as well.

A nonproliferation regime that neglects to give
sufficient attention to stopping the spread of weap-
ons-facilitative technologies, therefore, seems likely to
undermine itself and sow the seeds for considerable
strategic instability. This danger deserves more atten-
tion than it has hitherto received in the NPT context,
where all too many otherwise sensible people seem
astonishingly willing to join would-be proliferators in
the regime-corrosive view that one should —or indeed
“must” —actually promote the free flow of weapons-fa-
cilitating dual-use technology.® From the perspective
of strategic stability, as an old mariners” map might
have put it, there be dragons.

Transparency and Confidence-Building Measures.

So far, however, this chapter has focused almost
entirely upon capability-regulatory arms control. As
explained earlier this is only one of three approaches
to arms control. What about behaviorally-focused and
information-concessive arms control measures?

Information-focused approaches, for example—
namely, transparency and confidence-building mea-
sures (T/CBMs)—“do” less than capability-restriction
regimes, in the sense that they do not in themselves
oblige any change in a party’s force posture. Indeed,
they do not usually, in themselves, change “facts on
the ground” at all. Nevertheless, information-conces-
sive arms control seems capable of providing some
strategic stability benefit, and may be less vulnerable
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than a capability-focused regime to some of the rigid-
ity problems we discussed earlier.

How can merely information-focused arms control
affect stability? A key function of T/CBMs is to in-
crease parties’ understanding of the realities of the sit-
uation they face, though naturally the impact of such
understanding will depend upon what this situation
actually is. T/CBMs —e.g., data exchanges, the devel-
opment of fora in which compliance or other concerns
can be discussed, and other interactions designed
to increase each side’s understanding of the other’s
doctrines, capabilities, intentions, and strategic think-
ing —can make a relationship more stable where they
help dispel distrust and suspicion rooted in false per-
ceptions that otherwise might spur the sides to adopt
policies or acquire capabilities that could destabilize
the balance between them.

If one side believes the other is violating an exist-
ing agreement, for instance, the use of a discussion
forum —a body such as the Joint Compliance and In-
spection Commission set up under the START frame-
work, % or the Bilateral Consultative Commission now
established by New START® —might be able to re-
solve the issue to the extent that it results from a mis-
understanding or difference in treaty interpretation.
This could help avoid a situation in which one party
feels the need to withdraw from the treaty, or to take
some other measure that could destabilize the balance
between them. Similarly, T/CBMs may be able to help
ameliorate tensions and forestall destabilizing choices
where one side wrongly believes the other is engaged
in acquiring capabilities or is developing doctrines
that present a new and dangerous threat. Even those
with a reputation of being somewhat skeptical about
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arms control, after all, concede that “[n]egotiations
can serve a straightforward purpose of communica-
tion between the parties,” and that:

[p]roblems that result from misunderstanding may be-
come solvable if the parties come to understand more
facts, better grasp each other’s views, and appreciate a
fuller range of possible solutions.®®

T/CBMs may be useful, for example, in dispel-
ling one party’s uncertainty about the other side’s ap-
proach to strategic issues, making it seem less impor-
tant for the first party to adopt “hedging” strategies or
other measures that might themselves tend to inflame
tensions and elicit countervailing moves, with poten-
tially destabilizing effect. This is, in fact, a claim fre-
quently made about the potential utility of T/CBMs
in the U.S.-China strategic relationship—that is, if
only Beijing would accept them and move away from
its traditional posture of deliberate opacity. Accord-
ing to a recent U.S. Government report on Chinese
military power:

many uncertainties remain regarding how China will
use its expanding military capabilities. The limited
transparency in China’s military and security affairs
enhances uncertainty and increases the potential for
misunderstanding and miscalculation.®

As it is argued elsewhere —and as former U.S. Sec-
retary of Defense Robert Gates himself indicated” —
continuing American uncertainty about the nature
and trajectory of China’s ongoing buildup of nuclear
forces is emerging as a “brake” on the willingness of
U.S. leaders to consider deeper reductions in our nu-
clear arsenal.”! At the same time, concerns about Bei-
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jing’s intentions vis-a-vis its neighbors in the context
of a considerable Chinese build-up of sophisticated
conventional forces and regional power-projection ca-
pabilities’? have led U.S. officials into a more osten-
tatious posture of countervailing moves in the West-
ern Pacific, as part of a broad strategy of claiming to
be “back” in Asia,” as well as a heightened interest
among regional powers in capabilities that would pro-
vide means to resist Chinese encroachments.”

To the extent that transparency measures can help
clear up such uncertainty by demonstrating that Bei-
jing is not seeking or likely to become a formidable
threat to the United States, or that Washington is not
seeking to achieve military dominance over China,
this would presumably do much to promote stability.
Where mutual threats are misunderstood to be worse
than they really are, in other words, T/CBMs can help
make it less likely that each party will make destabi-
lizing choices by making clear precisely how threaten-
ing the other side isn’t. Partly for this reason, it is a
high U.S. priority to promote military-to-military con-
tacts and other interactions with the PRC that would
reduce the opacity of Chinese strategic thinking and
shed light on how officials there really view strategic
policy, as well as demonstrate the benevolence of U.S.
intentions and plans. The degree to which T/CBMs
can ameliorate concerns about another party’s inten-
tions is limited, of course — since intentions are notori-
ously difficult to “know” with real assurance, and can
in any event change —but such measures can provide
at least some window upon intentions, and can offer
considerable insight into another country’s ability to
act upon its intentions, even if they prove malign.

Of course, the degree to which genuine transpar-
ency reduces distrust and fear will depend upon
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what is revealed. It might be, for instance, that infor-
mation-concessive measures serve not to dispel dark
apprehensions but rather to confirm them. Sometimes
there really are threats out there. Nevertheless, even
where transparency reveals threats, dispelling uncer-
tainty and misconceptions about the lack of a threat is
hardly without value. Indeed, such transparency may
serve the interests of strategic stability more directly
even than in cases where it turns out to reveal the ab-
sence of a threat. Forewarned, as the saying goes, is
forearmed —and a country that faces a threat but does
not know it will probably do too little to protect itself,
thereby increasing the odds that its challenger will be
able to revise the strategic balance by force. An unwel-
come encounter with strategic surprise, after all, is not
conducive to strategic stability.

Some experts argue that the pursuit of arms con-
trol agreements can also have an important symbolic
value, in that seeking arms control can itself function
as a sort of confidence-building measure. Such a
policy might, for instance, convey the message —ac-
curately or otherwise —that the seeker wishes to live
in peace, and seeks no strategic advantage over the
other party. When this is the case, the mere pursuit
of agreements in apparent good faith may serve as a
form of confidence-building measure, helping soothe
tensions and forestall destabilizing policy choices by
the other party. It may be, furthermore, that negotiat-
ing is sometimes:

useful as a way of making a point to third parties,
whether or not agreement is achieved, or even expect-
ed. Talks can show the public in your own country or
elsewhere, for example, that you are interested in a
peaceful solution, even if the other side is not. Nego-
tiations can [also] show that you have “gone the extra
mile” before you resort to other action.”
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Such ancillary effects, however, are probably not
directly relevant from the perspective of strategic sta-
bility, for they do not clearly or directly bear upon the
question of whether one power is able to adjust the
strategic balance by force.

It may also be that reaching an arms control treaty
may have value for one or more parties to some extent
irrespective of the agreement’s actual content. (Russia’s
insistence upon codifying already-agreed unilateral
reductions into the Moscow Treaty of 2002, for ex-
ample, may bespeak the Kremlin’s desire to continue
having legally-binding arms control arrangements
with the United States less for their specific provi-
sions than on account of a perception that such stra-
tegic arms deals represented the symbolic coinage of
a diminished and insecure Russia’s continued status
as a genuine “superpower.”) Sometimes the act of ne-
gotiating may itself amount to giving the other side a
concession —as seems to be the case today with North
Korea, which shows not the slightest sign of being
willing to give up its nuclear weapons but nonethe-
less seeks nuclear talks with the United States in order
to feed its own self-image as a nuclear weapons state
and a world power that others must take seriously.”
There does not seem to be a clear relationship, how-
ever, between such symbolic roles and the question of
strategic stability that concerns the United States, so it
is probably best to focus here upon information-con-
cessive arrangements that more directly affect trans-
parency, for this really can shape parties’ reciprocal
threat assessments.
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Behavior Controls.

The reader will recall that “behavior-regulatory”
arms controls are measures that seek to constrain not
what parties actually have but instead what they do
with it. Behavioral measures may seek to do this in
a mandatory or legally-binding way, or as the sort of
“best practices” guidance provided by a merely horta-
tory code of conduct. In effect, behavioral approaches
seek to channel participants” policy choices away from
forms of competition or interaction that are particu-
larly destabilizing.

In general, behavioral measures are probably less
susceptible to the potentially problematic “lock in”
dynamics than is capability-focused arms control, be-
cause what is at issue here is only what one does with
one’s tools, rather than whether one can possess them
at all. It is presumably easier just to employ something
differently than it is to develop that thing in the first
place, and if one needs to adjust to strategic surprise or
to another party’s perfidy, it is easier to revoke one’s
obligation to adhere to certain modes of behavior than
it is to build a new weapons system or reactivate a
demobilized military capability.

The flexibility and comparatively easy revocabil-
ity of behavioral arms control commitments, how-
ever, are as much their weakness as their strength.
Behavioral approaches may be somewhat less likely
to ensure strategic stability than a well-crafted capa-
bility regime in part because all participants would
understand how easy it is to change behavior for the
worse. Through this lens, one might say that for this
type of arms control, “verifiability” boils down only
to ascertaining whether the rules have hitherto been
followed. This may provide some window into a
country’s good faith and intentions to date, but such
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insight is inherently retrospective. In contrast to some
capability-regulatory regimes —in which, for instance,
violations may require time to execute (e.g., in build-
ing and deploying prohibited systems)— verifiers can
here provide little assurance even about the very im-
mediate future.

For this reason, the more dramatic sorts of behav-
ioral pledges —whether or not they style themselves
as being legally binding — often suffer from credibility
problems. Perhaps the classic case in point here is the
idea of a nuclear weapons “no first use” (NFU) rule.
It has long been a high priority of the nuclear disar-
mament community to elicit NFU promises from the
world’s nuclear weapons possessors. In 2010, in fact,
the Obama administration gestured to this movement
by articulating a highly qualified negative security
assurance (NSA) pledge whereby the United States
promised not to use, or threaten to use, nuclear weap-
ons against “non-nuclear weapons states that are party
to the NPT and in compliance with their nuclear non-
proliferation obligations.””” The principal challenge
with NFU promises, however, is not how cleverly or
carefully they can be qualified, but rather the degree
to which other parties feel they can really rely upon
such pledges being followed in a grave crisis, when it
matters most.

An NFU arms control agreement, such as Beijing
promotes, would basically be a pledge —whether “le-
gally binding” or otherwise—that no party would
ever be the first to use nuclear weapons against anoth-
er party. (If someone broke this pledge and did go first,
all bets would presumably be off.) On a superficial
level, this might sound pleasing, though it takes little
reflection to recognize that precisely to the extent that
such pledges did bind the parties, such an arrangement
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might present destabilizing “lock-in” problems where
the signatory states were of greatly differing degrees
of conventional military power. (If truly “immunized”
against nuclear first use, the stronger state might feel
free actually to employ its comparative advantage in
conventional force.)

But the real problem of NFU is less such “lock-
in” than the fact that such a pledge would probably
not be believed in the first place. As I have pointed
out elsewhere:

it seems inherently unbelievable that an NFU pledge
would be followed in all imaginable circumstances.
Even if the promise had been sincerely offered and
resolutely intended, one might wonder whether a
country with nuclear weapons would be willing to
place such stock in [its] NFU [pledge] that it would
choose to lose a major war or countenance the emer-
gence of a dramatic new threat without employing the
one tool that might be able to turn things around.”

NFU promises might be credible coming from a
country blessed with such conventional might that it
would not need nuclear weapons in a confrontation
with an adversary state, but in such circumstances
NFU wouldn’t really add anything either. The real
value of an NFU pledge would come only where the
nuclear weapons possessor might need to employ
such tools —in which case the credibility of the prom-
ise would erode in direct proportion to the gravity of
the situation facing that state. NFU would be most
believable, in other words, only when it was most un-
necessary.

Treating NFU as a sort of asymptotic case of be-
haviorally regulated arms control, therefore, one
might suspect that agreements promising restraint
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in extreme circumstances are largely unbelievable.
Indeed, as suggested by the example of NATO’s
long-standing “nuclear sharing” policy, it seems to
be understood that whatever peacetime agreements
may provide, parties will probably be willing to do,
in extremis, whatever they think they need to do in
order to survive. (Article I of the NPT provides that
a nuclear weapon state may not transfer control of
a nuclear explosive device to a non-nuclear-weapon
state,” but NATO policy expressly anticipated that in
the event of full-scale war with the Soviet Union, the
United States would turn over pre-positioned stocks
of nuclear gravity bombs for delivery by allied aircraft
from nonweapon countries such as the Netherlands,
Germany, and Turkey.* Even if it had been intended
that the NPT would remain in force in time of war—
and here one must remember that it has apparently
always been NATO's legal position that in the event
of general war the NPT “would not be controlling”
in any event® —if a nuclear World War III were un-
derway, issues of treaty noncompliance would surely
seem trivial,* with few planners apparently willing to
treat the law, as the saying goes, as a suicide pact.)
This is not to say, however, that behaviorally-
focused measures are always incredible, for indeed
it may be that behavior can be constructively modi-
fied in many instances. Such methods, in fact, may
be especially valuable in peacetime contexts in which
what is at issue is the proliferation of dangerous tech-
nologies such as ballistic missiles or nuclear weapons.
Such circumstances do not raise the immediate and
“existential” issues that bedevil NFU promises, and
available historical examples suggest that even com-
paratively weak “code of conduct”’-type approaches
can often provide real benefits in this area. Since the
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spread of powerful military capabilities —if it does oc-
cur —can indeed have a significant impact upon stra-
tegic stability, it seems reasonable to impute to this
sort of behavioral arms control a potentially valuable
stabilizing effect.

The Missile Technology Control Regime
(MTCR)®» —and its associated Hague Code of Conduct
(HCOC)* —provide a case in point. For the most part,
there are few “hard” rules in the MTCR system, which
is only “politically binding” anyway,* with members
being left subject only to good-faith self-enforcement
with regard to their collective pledge to exercise re-
straint in the transfer of ballistic missile technology to
non-MTCR members.?® Nevertheless, the normative
force of the MTCR seems to have had some impact in
constraining missile-related transfers.*”

An analogous effort to establish standards for the
transfer of sensitive nuclear technology, the Nuclear
Suppliers Group (NSG), provides standards for re-
straint in exports of items listed on a “Trigger List”
and a schedule of controlled dual-use goods.* Mean-
while, the Australia Group (AG) has similarly tried,
since 1985, to address the proliferation of chemical-
and biological-related technology.* (Today, efforts
are also underway—involving the European Union
and the United States—to develop an International
Code of Conduct for Outer Space Activities, which
it is said “will help maintain the long-term sustain-
ability, safety, stability, and security of space by estab-
lishing guidelines for the responsible use of space.”*
Precisely what impact, if any, such a code would have
in terms specifically of strategic stability is presently
unclear, but the “code of conduct” model is clearly
alive and well.) One need not believe that such con-
straints are foolproof, nor that they will necessarily
be observed if the government in question thinks it is
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really important to do something a code discourages,
in order to acknowledge that behavior-regulatory
approaches can indeed have valuable effects in such
things as slowing the spread of technologies that if un-
checked could indeed affect strategic stability.

CONCLUSION

So what, then, is one to make of all this? If there
is an overriding lesson to be learned from this long
exploration of the relationship between arms control
and strategic stability, it is that this relationship is ex-
ceedingly complicated. It is not merely that the value
of strategic stability itself needs to be carefully exam-
ined rather than assumed uncritically, though this is
certainly the case, but also that arms control does not
always conduce to stability anyway. Details matter,
complexity is pervasive, and it would be entirely un-
warranted to posit a per se answer — either positive or
negative —about the merits of arms control.

In designing arms control regimes, many traps
await the unwary or the credulous. Subtle shadings of
circumstance can turn a well-designed and stability-
promoting arrangement into a destabilizing geopoliti-
cal canker, and indeed one’s negotiating partner may
be working very hard to skew stability dynamics in
his favor. Capability-regulatory arms control can im-
pose destabilizing rigidities as easily as it can restrain
dangerous competitive dynamics, and the balance
between such effects may also shift over time. At the
same time, capability-focused regimes are certainly
capable of providing real value, as can behavioral and
information-centered approaches in their own distinc-
tive ways.
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For the policy community, then, the key lesson may
simply be to avoid ideological complacency, remem-
bering that arms control is neither inherently bad nor
inherently good. It is simply a tool, and if one wishes to
promote strategic stability —and to avoid engendering
instability — there are many variables to take into con-
sideration, and many dynamics of which one must be
aware. Arms control theory needs to be de-theologized
if arms control is to be practiced well, and the endeavor
needs to be approached with an intellectual humility
rooted in awareness that the strategic environment
is difficult to shape, that effects are hard to predict,
and that the world has a stubborn habit of changing
over time in ways that sometimes make yesterday’s
certainties implausible or even counterproductive.
One could do worse than to approach the task of arms
control planning with a wary eye.
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