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Preface
Brad Roberts

For decades, nuclear experts have worried about tipping points and cascades. That
is, they have worried that some catastrophe or other catalytic development might
unleash a sudden wave of nuclear proliferation to many states. In recent years, the
potential for such a cascade has been most evident in the large number of states
allied with the United States and protected by its nuclear umbrella. With nuclear
threats to the U.S. homeland growing over the last three decades, allies have
worried about the credibility of U.S. promises to come to their defense if the United
States faces severe nuclear risks in doing so. In recent years, they have also worried
increasingly about whether the United States still has the political will to extend
deterrence on their behalf, especially as its focus shifts from burden sharing to
“burden shifting.” The result in 2026 is a crisis of extended deterrence.

One potential pathway forward out of this crisis is a reallocation of nuclear
roles and responsibilities within existing alliance structures. This could plausibly
include very select proliferation to one or a few allies facing special circumstances.
Whether this could be accomplished without crossing a tipping point and generating
a cascade is highly debatable. The consequences for the nonproliferation regime
would likely be far-reaching and damaging. But from a deterrence perspective, a
case can be made for what were in the Cold War called “second centers of decision.”
That case follows from a judgment that an adversary facing two or more nuclear-
armed allies might be able to deter one but not both or all.

Max Hoell’s new Occasional Paper, written in 2025 while he was a postdoctoral
fellow at CGSR, tackles these issues head on. He begins with an historical review
of the genesis of the concept. He then describes the evolution and practice of the
concept in subsequent decades. But the core of his analysis is about the applicability
of the concept in current circumstances—which he sees as problematic. His work
promises to become even more salient in the period ahead.
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Introduction
The third nuclear age has dawned.! If the first nuclear age referred to the bipolar

1 It has become fashionable to describe the present security environment as the “third nuclear age.”
Although a burgeoning literature employs the term, its defining characteristics remain contested. For
example, Futter and Zala assert that “the defining feature of the Third Nuclear Age will be that nuclear
geopolitics, risks, crises, deployments, postures, balances, arms control, and nonproliferation will all be
shaped as much by developments in SNNW (strategic non-nuclear weaponry) capabilities as by nuclear
weapons” [Andrew Futter and Benjamin Zala, “Strategic Non-Nuclear Weapons and the Onset of a Third
Nuclear Age,” European Journal of International Security 6 (2021), p. 258]. Other analysts point to the
multipolar nature of nuclear competition, rather than novel non-nuclear technological tools, as the chief
characteristic of the third nuclear age:

...the world is entering a third major period in its nuclear history that will resemble
the Cold War much more than the post-Cold War period of 1989 to 2022. Strategic
stability in this new period will depend less on dialogue, arms control, and risk
reduction measures and rather more on ensuring that the United States and NATO
maintain an effective strategic deterrent to deal with the growing threats posed

by revisionist, autocratic, nuclear-armed states. Matthew Kroenig, “Strategic
stability in the third nuclear age,” Issue Brief, Atlantic Council (2024). https://www.
atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/strategic-stability-in-the-
third-nuclear-age/.

Never before has the United States had to deter and protect its allies from multiple
nuclear-armed great power rivals at the same time. Like Russia, both China and
North Korea may integrate nuclear weapons into offensive planning, seeking a
nuclear shield to enable conventional aggression against non-nuclear neighbors.
Moreover, there is a growing possibility that two or more nuclear powers—for
example, China and Russia, or North Korea and Russia—might try to synchronize
military aggression against their neighbors, stretching the U.S. nuclear deterrent
beyond its means. Finally, the rapid erosion of nuclear guardrails, the diplomatic
architecture that has for decades limited proliferation and brought security to
dozens of countries under the U.S. nuclear umbrella, has pushed some Asian

and European allies to consider acquiring their own nuclear weapons. All this

has happened in an era in which the United States’ antiquated nuclear arsenal

has fallen into disrepair, with ongoing modernization efforts mired in delays and
rampant cost overruns. Vipin Narang and Pranay Vaddi, “How to Survive the New
Nuclear Age: National Security in a World of Proliferating Risks and Eroding Security
Constraints,” Foreign Affairs 104 (2025), p. 123.

This contribution subscribes to the latter notion: competition among multiple nuclear superpowers

is the most significant characteristic of the third nuclear age. To be sure, non-nuclear technological
developments might well exacerbate the multipolar nature of the nuclear competition. In the words

of Futter and Zala, “the SNNW phenomenon is, or at least will become, truly global and is intrinsically
tied-in with shifts in polarity, regional dyads, and interstate power balances” [Andrew Futter and
Benjamin Zala, “Strategic Non-Nuclear Weapons and the Onset of a Third Nuclear Age,” European Journal
of International Security 6 (2021), p. 258]. But this argument appears to 1) underestimate the unique
destructive power of nuclear armaments and overestimate the approximating power of SNNW and 2)
ignore the complexity of the emergence of a second nuclear peer and its impact on deterrence stability.
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competition between two nuclear superpowers during the Cold War, then the
post-Cold War years saw an apparent reduction in the salience of nuclear weapons
overall—despite the formal emergence of the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea (DPRK), India, and Pakistan as nuclear-armed states (second nuclear age).? By
contrast, multiple competing nuclear superpowers define the third nuclear age. For
the first time in history, the United States and its allies are facing two nuclear peers,
the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Compounding the
erosion of international security is the DPRK’s rapid buildup of nuclear forces and,
potentially, a nuclear-arming Iran.

Dubbed the “two-peer-plus” problem or the “multiple-nuclear-challengers”
problem, this new security environment poses nuclear challenges that may be far
greater than the sum of its parts. As the bipartisan Strategic Posture Commission
concluded in 2023, the nuclear activities of these adversarial states are already
fueling concerns about the sufficiency of the U.S. nuclear toolkit in the United States
and the credibility of U.S. extended deterrence among allies.* A Eurasian nuclear
axis could form with the potential for coordinated or opportunistic nuclear threats
in multiple theaters at once. As adversarial states seek to impose their revisionist
geopolitical objectives by any means necessary, the existing nuclear order may
gradually become irrelevant or, worse, collapse altogether. Whereas some nations
are trying to hold tight onto the remnants of the nuclear nonproliferation regime,
others are debating the indispensability of national nuclear deterrents.

The two-peer-plus problem has sparked heated debates about the appropriate
Western response. Initially, much of this debate focused on adapting the U.S.
nuclear arsenal and adjusting the division of deterrence labor between the United
States and its allies. More recently, there has emerged a plethora of attempts at

2 Seminal contributions to the literature on the second nuclear age include Keith Payne, Deterrence in
the Second Nuclear Age (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 1996); Paul Bracken, Fire in the East:
The Rise of Asian Military Power and the Second Nuclear Age (New York: HarperCollins, 1999); and Paul
Bracken, The Second Nuclear Age: Strategy, Danger, and the New Power Politics (New York: Henry Holt,
2012).

3 Asignificant part of the literature refers to this phenomenon as the “three-body problem” or the
“two-peer problem.” However, this framing treats the DPRK as a lesser included problem and risks
underappreciating the potential for cooperation among the DPRK and either Russia or the PRC or both in
a future war.

4 America’s Strategic Posture: The Final Report of the Congressional Commission on the Strategic Posture
of the United States, Institute for Defense Analyses (2023), passim. https://www.ida.org/-/media/
feature/publications/A/Am/Americas%20Strategic%20Posture/Strategic-Posture-Commission-Report.pdf.
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understanding the role of the independent nuclear forces of Britain and France in
enhancing deterrence in this third nuclear age.

So-called “second centers of nuclear decisionmaking,” the independent nuclear
command and control structures of these nuclear-armed nations complicate
adversary decisionmaking by 1) creating the possibility of a British or French
nuclear strike if the United States or NATO hesitated and 2) casting doubt on an
adversary’s ability to eliminate the nuclear forces of one allied nuclear state because
even if the attack succeeded, the nuclear forces of the second center(s) could
retaliate. Although this paper uses the term “second centers” throughout to refer
to the independent nuclear forces of Britain and France, NATO itself only adopted
this terminology explicitly at the 2016 Warsaw Summit, when the communiqué
recognized British and French “separate centers of decisionmaking” as contributing
to deterrence “by complicating the calculations of potential adversaries.”® It thus
took decades for the alliance to formalize what British and French officials had long
argued.

Many attempts at examining second centers in the new security environment
explore options for nuclear deterrence in Europe if a U.S. administration ceased
extended nuclear deterrence in the future.® At the same time, fears of U.S.
abandonment have fueled the recent debate in the Republic of Korea (ROK) about
the merits of becoming a second center of nuclear decision; that is, obtaining an

5 NATO, “Warsaw Summit Communiqué” (July 9, 2016). https://www.nato.int/en/about-us/official-texts-
and-resources/official-texts/2016/07/09/warsaw-summit-communique.

6 See, for example, Héloise Fayet, Andrew Futter, and Ulrich Kithn, “Forum: Towards a European Nuclear
Deterrent,” Survival 66, no. 5 (2024), pp. 67-98; James Cameron, “Eurodeterrent: A Vision for an Anglo-
French Nuclear Force,” War on the Rocks (March 31, 2025), https://warontherocks.com/2025/03/
eurodeterrent-a-vision-for-an-anglo-french-nuclear-force/; Elie Perot, “Revisiting Deterrence: Towards

a French Nuclear Umbrella Over Europe?,” CSDS Policy Brief (Brussels: Free University Brussels, 2025),
https://csds.vub.be/publication/revisiting-deterrence-towards-a-french-nuclear-umbrella-over-europe/;
Davis Ellison, Samuel Zilincik, and Tim Sweijs, “From the Euronuke to a Nuclear Weapon Free Zone:
Europe’s Options in an Era of Eroding American Extended Deterrence” (The Hague: The Hague Centre for
Strategic Studies, 2025), https://hcss.nl/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/From-the-Euronuke-to-a-Nuclear-
Weapon-Free-Zone-HCSS-2025.pdf; Adérito Vicente, “European Nuclear Deterrent: With or Without
NATO?,” Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies (June 12, 2025), https://www.martenscentre.eu/
blog/european-nuclear-deterrent-with-or-without-nato/; Astrid Chevreuil, “European Deterrence at a
Crossroads: French and British Nuclear Options,” The Washington Quarterly 48, no. 2 (2025), pp. 115-132,
https://bpb-us-el.wpmucdn.com/blogs.gwu.edu/dist/1/2181/files/2025/07/Chevreuil_TWQ_48_2.pdf;
Florence Gaub and Stefan Mair, “Europe’s Bad Nuclear Options: And Why They May Be the Only Path

to Security,” Foreign Affairs 104, no. 4 (2025), pp. 140-150, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/europe/
europes-bad-nuclear-options-gaub-mair.

6 | MAXIMILIAN HOELL


file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/styles.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/styles.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/settings.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/settings.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/webSettings.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/footnotes.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/footnotes.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/endnotes.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/endnotes.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/comments.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/commentsExtended.xml
file://the-lab/gs/TPG/TPG-Jobs/FY26%20-%20TID-Files/87145-26-albertson2-CGSR-2026-Occasional_and_Livermore_Papers/CGSR-Maximilian%20Hoell-CGSR-Occasional-Paper-Second-Centers-of-Nuclear-Decisionmaking/commentsExtended.xml

independent nuclear force. A radical departure from the present nuclear order,

the emergence of additional second centers (i.e., new nuclear-armed states) or the
creation of a consolidated Eurodeterrent would signal the advent of a fourth nuclear
age. ’” Although historically controversial, there has long been a point of view
espoused in some academic analyses that nuclear proliferation could be stabilizing.?

7 Ariel E. Levite used the term “fourth nuclear age” to describe a broader scenario driven by the
breakdown of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT): one in which nuclear anarchy was the default
trajectory, though he allowed for a more benign alternative of drastically reduced and tightly controlled
arsenals. See Ariel E. Levite, “Heading for the Fourth Nuclear Age,” Proliferation Paper No. 24, Ifri (2009).
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/migrated_files/documents/atoms/files/levite_fourth_nuclear_
age_3.pdf. The fourth nuclear age as defined in this paper is narrower and more specific: it refers to a
world in which U.S. extended nuclear deterrence is significantly curtailed, for reasons of political will,
strategic capacity, or both.

8 Although the chorus of “proliferation optimists” remains divided over how many states should pursue
independent nuclear capabilities, they have presented an elaborate set of arguments that nuclear
proliferation in one form or another could be stabilizing. See Henry Kissinger, “NATO’s Nuclear Dilemma,”
The Reporter (March 28, 1963), pp. 293-316; Steven J. Rosen, “A Stable System of Mutual Nuclear
Deterrence in the Arab-Israeli Conflict,” American Political Science Review 71, no. 4 (December 1977),
pp. 1367-1383; Kenneth N. Waltz, “What Will the Spread of Nuclear Weapons Do to the World?” in

John Kerry King, ed., International Political Effects of the Spread of Nuclear Weapons (Washington, DC:
U.S.G.P.O., 1979), pp. 165-97; John J. Weltman, “Nuclear Devolution and World Order,” World Politics
32, no. 2 (January 1980), pp. 169-193; Kenneth N. Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Be
Better, Adelphi Paper No. 171 (London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1981); Bruce Bueno
de Mesquita and William H. Riker, “An Assessment of the Merits of Selective Nuclear Proliferation,”
Journal of Conflict Resolution 26, no. 2 (June 1982), pp. 283-306; Bruce D. Berkowitz, “Proliferation,
Deterrence, and the Likelihood of Nuclear War,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 29, no. 1 (March 1985),
pp. 112-136; John J. Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future: Instability in Europe After the Cold War,”
International Security 15, no. 1 (Summer 1990), pp. 5-56; John J. Mearsheimer, “The Case for a Ukrainian
Nuclear Deterrent,” Foreign Affairs 72, no. 3 (Summer 1993), pp. 50-66; Stephen Van Evera, “Primed for
Peace: Europe After the Cold War,” International Security 15, no. 3 (Winter 1990/91), pp. 7-57; Martin
van Creveld, Nuclear Proliferation and the Future of Conflict (New York: Free Press, 1993); Kyle Beardsley
and Victor Asal, “Winning with the Bomb,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 53, no. 2 (April 2009), pp.
278-301; Scott D. Sagan and Kenneth N. Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: An Enduring Debate,
3rd ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2012); and Kenneth N. Waltz, “Why Iran Should Get the Bomb: Nuclear
Balancing Would Mean Stability,” Foreign Affairs 91, no. 4 (July/August 2012), pp. 2-5.
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To be sure, the possibility that the United States may decide to reduce or cease
its nuclear protection seems less remote today than at any time since the advent
of the first nuclear age. Despite recent reaffirmations of the U.S. commitment to its
allies in both Europe and the Indo Pacific, some concerns about a gradual or abrupt
abandonment persist.® The ramifications of such a possibility—even if they remain
today a thought experiment—merit consideration.

It is possible that adversaries might benefit from such a scenario. Moscow,
Beijing, and Pyongyang—and potentially also Tehran—may judge that without the
risk of U.S. intervention, they could carry out a conventional aggression under a
nuclear shield (emulating Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine) or a nuclear
first strike, either to coerce countries to back down as part of a broader aggression
or to attempt a decapitation.

As Lieber and Press have argued, “The distinguishing feature of the nuclear age
is, in fact, the stalemate that these weapons tend to create.”!° Stalemate means
convincing the adversary that victory is impossible or that the cost of achieving
victory far outweighs the benefits. That is why throughout the Cold War, neither
superpower was content with an existential deterrent, a minimum deterrent, or an
assured retaliation force. Both Washington and Moscow arrived at force structures
that produced mutually assured destruction—a condition neither welcomed but
neither could overcome. Though Beijing relied historically on a small arsenal for
retaliation purposes, it has invested heavily in a more diverse and larger nuclear
force. Absent U.S. extended deterrence, the hitherto mostly theoretical deterrence
value of the smaller and less diverse nuclear arsenals of Britain and France would
be tested for the first time on their own in practical terms. Indeed, there is a point
of view that the American nuclear arsenal has been plugging the gaps of “lean
deterrents” (e.g., lack of geographic capacity to absorb a first strike and lack of

9 Laurel Baker, Sadie Bengs, Candace Huntington, and Sarah Sobalvarro, “Nuclear Order and Global
Disorder,” CGSR workshop summary (2025), pp. 12-14. https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2025-09/
Nuclear%200rder%20Disorder%20Workshop%20Summary_Final.pdf.

10 Keir Lieber and Daryl Press, The Myth of the Nuclear Revolution: Power Politics in the Atomic Age
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2020), p. 121.
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diverse capabilities, especially in the theater domain),* suggesting that the question
of how a nuclear small power effectively deters a nuclear superpower on its own
may need to be revisited.

But even if the fourth nuclear age never dawns (i.e., no radical change in the
U.S. extended nuclear deterrence commitment materializes), the nuclear balance
in the present third nuclear age is shifting in unfavorable terms. Despite some
enhancements—for example, the United Kingdom announced its intention to
join the NATO nuclear-sharing mission at the 2025 NATO Summit in The Hague—
the adapted force structures and postures of the independent nuclear forces
of Britain and France have remained diminished from their Cold War peaks. In
the Indo Pacific, part of the reason why the ROK has been debating the need to
become a second center of nuclear decisionmaking is because, unlike in Europe,
the United States has no forward-based nuclear assets in the region. On October
20, 1991, President George H.W. Bush announced the removal of all deployed U.S.

11 For example, one study concluded that

..the history of the British nuclear deterrent is colored by episodes where the
credibility of the deterrent was open to question.

For example, while Britain managed to deploy its first nuclear-armed bombers
just prior to the 1956 Suez crisis, the limited number and reach of those aircraft
were not sufficient to deter Soviet Prime Minister Bulganin from threatening the
United Kingdom with nuclear rocket attack. Similarly, the British government did
nothing to correct public impressions that its initial H-bomb tests were successful,
even though it knew that they had failed to achieve megaton yields. In later years,
a “deterrence gap” was opened during which the ability of the V-bombers to
penetrate Soviet air defenses was increasingly put in doubt. This gap endured from
1965-1969 until the third Polaris submarine became operational and the Royal
Navy relieved the Royal Air Force of its strategic deterrence mission. Even then,
the Polaris force was not above question. The first Polaris submarine, for example,
reportedly made its maiden patrol in 1968 with less than a full complement of
warheads due to a production bottleneck. Because the Labor Government of
Harold Wilson canceled a fifth Polaris submarine, had one of the remaining four
submarines been taken out of service, Britain would have been hard-pressed to
keep a single Polaris submarine on station at all times. All of this suggests that
Britain’s deterrent at times relied more on whether the Soviets were certain

that British nuclear forces could not get through to their targets—a highly risky
proposition—rather than its own certainty that they could. The overarching U.S.
nuclear umbrella presumably compensated for Britain’s deterrence gaps in any
event. Gregory Giles, Christine Cleary, and Michéle Ledgerwood, Minimum Nuclear
Deterrence Research (Washington, DC: Defense Threat Reduction Agency, 2003),
p. 11-3.
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nuclear assets from the Indo Pacific.?? According to The Washington Post, “The
announcement was seen as an effort to deprive Kim of his rationale for pursuing

a nuclear capability.”3 So if Washington intended to incentivize a nuclear-arming
DPRK to come to the negotiating table,'* then this instance of unilateral restraint has
failed. In both the Indo Pacific and Europe, the shifting nuclear balance has fueled
fears of deterrence gaps. There is thus a need to understand how second centers of
nuclear decisionmaking impact nuclear stability in the new security environment.

This study addresses two sets of questions. The first is historical: How did
second centers of nuclear decisionmaking emerge in Europe? Why did the United
States move from opposing allied nuclear forces to accepting them as deterrence-
enhancing? And why have second centers not emerged in the Indo Pacific?

The second set of questions is strategic: Under what conditions do second
centers strengthen deterrence, and what are their limitations? Do the roles second
centers played during the Cold War remain valid in the third nuclear age? Do new
roles require different forces? And how would the answers change if the United
States disengaged from extended nuclear deterrence?

To address these questions, this paper is organized around the notion of
successive nuclear ages. The first nuclear age refers to the bipolar nuclear
competition of the Cold War; the second to the apparent reduction in the
salience of nuclear weapons after the Cold War despite the emergence of new
nuclear-armed states; the third to the present era of multiple competing nuclear
superpowers; and a hypothetical fourth to a world in which the United States
disengages from extended nuclear deterrence. Each nuclear age poses distinct
demands on second centers, and the paper traces how their roles, force structures,
and strategic logic have evolved—and must continue to evolve—across these
periods.

Within this periodization, the paper applies two analytic frameworks. The first is
diplomatic-historical: how did the United States move from opposing allied nuclear
forces (the “Nth country problem”) to accepting them as deterrence-enhancing

12 See Susan J. Koch, The Presidential Nuclear Initiatives of 1991-1992, WMD Case Study #5
(Washington, DC: National Defense University, 2012).

13 John Lancaster, “U.S. Troop Cut Halting Over N. Korea Arms,” The Washington Post (November 20,
1991). https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1991/11/21/us-troop-cut-halting-over-n-korea-
arms/7e253d4e-0666-4c68-8424-2ec2530a9f35/.

14 Declassified diplomatic cable of November 18, 1991, from Secretary of State James Baker to Secretary
of Defense Richard Cheney, titled “Dealing with the North Korean Nuclear problem: Impressions from my
Asia trip.” https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB87/nk16.pdf.
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“second centers of nuclear decisionmaking”? Section 2 develops this framework by
reviewing the historical drivers of Britain’s and France’s nuclear weapons programs
and the evolution of the American debate about nuclear proliferation, culminating
in the logic of acquiescence.

The second component is strategic-theoretical: under what conditions do
second centers strengthen deterrence, and what are their limitations? The value
of second centers rests on several propositions: that independent command and
control complicates adversary decisionmaking by multiplying the sources of nuclear
risk; that this complication effect is reinforced when nuclear forces are dispersed
across multiple independent states, since no single strike can eliminate all centers
simultaneously; that second centers can implement regional targeting preferences
if the primary guarantor hesitates; and that they hedge against abandonment or
the degradation of extended deterrence credibility. Yet second centers also face
challenges: smaller arsenals may lack the survivability and penetration capacity
to credibly threaten unacceptable damage against a peer adversary; they may be
vulnerable to decapitation; and they may lack the diversity of delivery systems
needed for flexible response. The paper tests these propositions across the nuclear
ages, examining how well they hold as the security environment shifts.

Section 3 applies both frameworks to the evolution of second centers of nuclear
decisionmaking in Europe across the first, second, and third nuclear ages. Section
4 examines the absence of second centers in the Indo Pacific and asks whether the
logic developed in Europe can be applied there. Section 5 addresses a potential
fourth nuclear age: second centers operating without an overall U.S. nuclear
umbrella.

To be sure, the notion of three or four nuclear ages is not uncontroversial.

It is not a notion that Russian and Chinese leaders subscribe to. In their view,
the present nuclear competition is merely a continuation of the superpower
confrontation from the Cold War. This study employs the notion of successive
nuclear ages as a tool to delineate the purpose and force structure of Western
nuclear forces over time.

The paper argues that with and without U.S. extended deterrence, the
shifting nuclear balance may require a greater role for second centers of nuclear
decisionmaking. Even if the United States continues to provide nuclear protection,
U.S. resources are still finite in a two-peer-plus world. If Washington finds itself
preoccupied in a crisis or war in the Indo Pacific, some U.S. nuclear and conventional
assets may need to flow from Europe to the war zone. In such a scenario, Russia
may speculate that the United States is unwilling or unable to run nuclear risks
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on behalf of its allies in two theaters simultaneously. Consequently, Britain and
France must be able to support nuclear deterrence in Europe to a greater extent,
particularly in the theater domain. Rather than diminishing, the relevance of second
centers is augmenting in the third nuclear age.

The paper further argues that the strategic logic underpinning second centers—
complicating adversary decisionmaking, reducing the feasibility of a disarming first
strike, implementing allied targeting preferences, and hedging against abandonment
or the degradation of extended deterrence credibility—remains sound. The
historical record supports this logic. Western strategic assessments concluded that
Soviet force planning had to treat British and French nuclear forces as independent
variables: British government arguments during the Cold War consistently held
that an independent European deterrent gave NATO a separate decisionmaking
center that the Soviets had to account for, making the nuclear risk they faced
higher and less calculable than if a single transatlantic decisionmaker held all the
nuclear cards.’ Soviet public commentary corroborates this judgment indirectly:
for example, by repeatedly warning that use of the French force de frappe would
invite certain and massive retaliation, Soviet commentators were implicitly applying
deterrence to a capability they deemed worth deterring—an acknowledgment,
however grudging, that France’s independent arsenal could not simply be
discounted.'® However, the force structures required to operationalize this logic may
need adaptation to the new security environment.

Whereas the United States has acquiesced to second centers in Europe, it has
thus far resisted the emergence of a nuclear-armed ally in the Indo Pacific. Although
the basis of this distinction is historical, and predates the Nuclear Nonproliferation
Treaty (NPT), the emergence of a second center of nuclear decisionmaking might
complicate adversary decisionmaking, create new signaling flexibility toward an
adversary, and end speculation about the United States affording Indo Pacific
allies a lower priority relative to Europe. The main arguments against are the

15 United Kingdom Ministry of Defence, Memorandum SC OE/73/1 (1974); Francis Pym, statement to
the House of Commons (January 24, 1980).

16 Thomas W. Wolfe, Soviet Commentary on the French “Force de Frappe,” RAND Research
Memorandum RM-4359-ISA (1965), pp. 7-10. https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_memoranda/
RM4359.html. Wolfe notes an alternative interpretation: Soviet restraint in criticizing the force de frappe
may have reflected a desire to keep open the possibility of Franco-Soviet rapprochement rather than a
genuine concern about its military weight. On this reading, the warnings about retaliation were directed
at French public opinion and alliance cohesion rather than at French force planners. The “implicit
concession” reading and the political-messaging interpretation are not mutually exclusive, but the latter
cautions against overstating the former.
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fear of provoking a decapitating first strike by the DPRK or the PRC, the impact of
new second centers on the nonproliferation architecture (including triggering a
proliferation wave to friend and foe), and the potential for a nuclear-armed ally to

provoke or escalate a crisis against U.S. preferences. Yet, the novelty and magnitude

of the two-peer-plus problem is such that conventional wisdom about second
centers may well need to be re-examined. The emergence of a second center as a
last-resort option appears preferential to a nuclear deterrence failure in the Indo
Pacific. But such a development would come at a significant cost and should not
be precipitated. Indeed, several options for strengthening U.S. extended nuclear
deterrence exist, such as forward-deploying U.S. nuclear assets.

To be clear, in the judgment of this author, strengthening the present security
arrangements (i.e., U.S. extended nuclear deterrence) represents the least bad
option for the United States and its allies. In the event the United States reduces
its security commitment to either or both regions in the future, a fourth nuclear
age could dawn. Nuclear proliferation to several friendly nations (and adversarial
states) may characterize this fourth nuclear age in a desperate attempt to avoid
acquiescence to Russia, the PRC, and perhaps even the DPRK. The security
environment of such a world may be more volatile; even if countries in Europe
and the Indo Pacific decide that an independent nuclear capability is necessary to

protect them from aggression and blackmail, a small nuclear arsenal may not suffice

to convince adversarial leaders that a first strike cannot succeed. Although analytic

work is needed to understand how the sequence and extent of nuclear proliferation

might impact deterrence stability, agreements between neighboring second centers

of decisionmaking extending deterrence to each other could alleviate the problem

of small geographies and facilitate a more diverse nuclear structure: countries A and

B could retain national dyads, specializing in the provision of a particular theater

and strategic capability, forming a fully-fledged triad with a large arsenal of nuclear

warheads and a larger geography, when viewed holistically.
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2. Nuclear Proliferation to Allies: “Nth
Country Problem” or Second Center of
Decisionmaking?

This section develops the diplomatic-historical framework for understanding how
second centers of nuclear decisionmaking emerged in Europe: that is, the logic

of America’s eventual acceptance of allied nuclear forces. To understand how
Washington’s position evolved, this section begins by reviewing the historical drivers
of Britain’s and France’s emergence as nuclear-armed states. Next, the discussion
surveys the U.S. debate about nuclear proliferation, culminating in the eventual
acquiescence to British and French proliferation as deterrence-enhancing second
centers.

2.1. The Historical Drivers of Second Centers
2.1.1. Britain Seeks the Bomb for Deterrence, Status, and Influence on America

Fearing that Nazi Germany might become the first state to acquire an atomic
weapon,*” Britain and the United States initiated separate fission research programs
for weapons purposes in 1939.28 In July 1941, a group tasked with leading Britain’s
nuclear weapons research since spring 1940, known as the Maud Committee,

17 Richard G. Hewlett and Oscar E. Anderson, Jr., The New World, 1939/1946, Volume | of a History of
the United States Atomic Energy Commission (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University
Press, 1962), p. 15; Donette Murray, Kennedy, Macmillan and Nuclear Weapons (Houndmills, UK:
Macmillan Press, 2000), p. 15; F. G. Gosling, “The Manhattan Project: Making the Atomic Bomb,” DOE/
MA-0001 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Energy, 1999), p. vii, https://www.osti.gov/opennet/
manhattan-project-history/publications/DE99001330.pdf.

18 Richard G. Hewlett and Oscar E. Anderson, Jr., The New World, 1939/1946, Volume | of a History of
the United States Atomic Energy Commission (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University
Press, 1962), pp. 14-5; “Report by M.A.U.D. Committee on the Use of Uranium for a Bomb,” July 1941,
https://fissilematerials.org/library/maud.pdf; F. G. Gosling, “The Manhattan Project: Making the Atomic
Bomb,” DOE/MA-0001 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Energy, 1999), p. vii, https://www.osti.gov/
opennet/manhattan-project-history/publications/DE99001330.pdf.

19 F. G. Gosling, “The Manhattan Project: Making the Atomic Bomb,” DOE/MA-0001 (Washington, DC:
U.S. Department of Energy, 1999), p. 9. https://www.osti.gov/opennet/manhattan-project-history/
publications/DE99001330.pdf.
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released a seminal report asserting that enriching uranium-235 provided the most
promising path to produce a weapon that could decide World War I1.2° At this stage,
American scientists took note of the British effort, citing the Maud Committee
report in their bid to convince President Roosevelt to fund an American nuclear
weapons program.?! Not only did Roosevelt give his scientists the green light, but
he also wrote to Churchill requesting a dialogue “in order that any extended efforts
may be co-ordinated or even jointly conducted.”?> When Churchill visited Roosevelt
at Hyde Park on June 19, 1942, the president suggested that a joint Anglo-American
atomic “research plant” be constructed in the United States.?

The United States subsequently hesitated to implement the agreement because
“the premium on speed made the complications of an international venture seem
unattractive, especially since the United States was doing 10 times as much work
as Britain.”?* Washington'’s indecisiveness lasted until May 25, 1943. Meeting at
the White House that day, Roosevelt promised Churchill full cooperation in “tube
alloys” —the British reference term for atomic research.?> Consequently, the
American and British efforts merged by mid-1943, turning Britain into a partner—
albeit the junior partner—to the United States in the development of nuclear
weapons.2®

20 “Report by M.A.U.D. Committee on the Use of Uranium for a Bomb,” July 1941, https://
fissilematerials.org/library/maud.pdf; F. G. Gosling, “The Manhattan Project: Making the Atomic Bomb,”
DOE/MA-0001 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Energy, 1999), p. 9, https://www.osti.gov/opennet/
manhattan-project-history/publications/DE99001330.pdf.

21 Richard G. Hewlett and Oscar E. Anderson, Jr., The New World, 1939/1946, vol. 1, A History of the
United States Atomic Energy Commission (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press,
1962), p. 259.

22 Ibid.

23 Ibid., p. 261.
24 Ibid., p. 263.
25 Ibid., p. 274.

26 Ibid., ch. 8; John Baylis, Ambiguity and Deterrence: British Nuclear Strategy, 1945-1964 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1995), p. 1; Donette Murray, Kennedy, Macmillan and Nuclear Weapons (Houndmills,
UK: Macmillan Press, 2000), p. 15; F. G. Gosling, “The Manhattan Project: Making the Atomic Bomb,”
DOE/MA-0001 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Energy, 1999), p. vii, https://www.osti.gov/opennet/
manhattan-project-history/publications/DE99001330.pdf.
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Anglo-American nuclear cooperation gained fresh momentum with the
Agreement Relating to Atomic Energy.?” Concluded in Quebec on August 19, 1943,
Prime Minister Churchill and President Roosevelt recognized atomic cooperation as
“vital to our common safety in the present War” and the advantages of combining
“all available British and American brains and resources.”?® The cooperation would
predominantly take place on American soil. Although this decision reflected a
desire to use war resources wisely, it also meant that the United States would bear
a disproportionate share of the cost.? Churchill and Roosevelt further decided on
basic employment guidance: nuclear weapons would never be used against each
other and only against third parties by mutual consent.?® Moreover, each party
required the other’s consent to divulge any information about the program to third
parties, and a Combined Policy Committee (composed of one Canadian, three
American, and two British officials), would convene in Washington, DC, to facilitate
the atomic cooperation.®! Finally, the United States would “specify” at a later date to
what extent Britain could use nuclear technology after the war: “The Prime Minister
expressly disclaims any interest in these industrial and commercial aspects beyond
what may be considered by the President of the United States to be fair and just
and in harmony with the economic welfare of the world.”3 On September 18, 1944,
Churchill and Roosevelt met in Hyde Park, New York. The ensuing aide-mémoire,
which Churchill and Roosevelt initialed on September 19, stipulated that “Full
collaboration between the United States and the British Government in developing

27 William Z. Slany and Richardson Dougall, eds., Foreign Relations of the United States, Conferences at
Washington and Quebec, 1943 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1970), Document 521. https://
history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943/d521.

28 Ibid.
29 Ibid.

30 Ibid.; see also Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs
39, no. 2 (1963), p. 240.

31 William Z. Slany and Richardson Dougall, eds., Foreign Relations of the United States, Conferences
at Washington and Quebec, 1943 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1970), Document 521,
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943/d521; see also Richard Gott, “The evolution of
the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2 (1963), p. 240.

32 William Z. Slany and Richardson Dougall, eds., Foreign Relations of the United States, Conferences
at Washington and Quebec, 1943 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1970), Document 521.
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943/d521.
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TUBE ALLOYS for military and commercial purposes should continue after the defeat
of Japan unless and until terminated by joint agreement.”3?

However, the Hyde Park note was lost with Roosevelt’s death.®* When the
Manhattan program culminated in the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
in August 1945, Britain had no atomic weapons herself. Despite multiple requests by
the new Labour Prime Minister Clement Attlee to continue the nuclear cooperation,
President Truman curtailed it.* The Truman administration justified prolonging the
American monopoly on atomic weapons by a desire to avoid jeopardizing efforts to
establish international control of nuclear weapons.*® Unveiled on June 14, 1946, the
so-called Baruch Plan recommended that the United Nations (UN) control all forms
of nuclear technology.?” In August 1946, the McMahon Act suspended all Anglo-
American collaboration beyond the exchange of “basic scientific information.”*® Even
if Truman had not discontinued the Anglo-American nuclear weapons collaboration,
it is possible that a continued cooperation would have attracted increased scrutiny
after the discovery that Dr. Klaus Fuchs, a member of the British Manhattan Project
contingent, had passed atomic secrets to the Soviet Union.?® The U.S. Department of

33 Richardson Dougall, Arthur G. Kogan, Richard S. Patterson, and Irving L. Thomson, eds., Foreign
Relations of the United States, Conferences at Quebec, 1944 (Washington, DC: Government Printing
Office, 1972), document 299. https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1944Quebec/d299.

34 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2
(1963), p. 240.

35 James L. Gormly, “The Washington Declaration and the ‘Poor Relation’: Anglo-American Atomic
Diplomacy, 1945-46,” Diplomatic History 8, no. 2 (1984), passim.

36 Ibid.

37 For a discussion of the Baruch plan, see Richard G. Hewlett and Oscar E. Anderson, Jr., The New
World, 1939/1946, vol. 1, A History of the United States Atomic Energy Commission (University Park, PA:
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1962), pp. 576-579, 580-619.

38 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2
(1963), p. 241.

39 For background on the Fuchs affair, see Neal H. Petersen, John P. Glennon, David W. Mabon, Ralph

R. Goodwin, and William Z. Slany, eds., Foreign Relations of the United States, 1950, Volume 1, National
Security Affairs; Foreign Economic Policy (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1977), document
163. https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1950v01/d163. For British concerns that the
Fuchs case might lead to “anti-British feeling arising in this country in so far as security is concerned,”
see Neal H. Petersen, John P. Glennon, David W. Mabon, Ralph R. Goodwin, and William Z. Slany, eds.,
Foreign Relations of the United States, 1950, Volume 1, National Security Affairs; Foreign Economic
Policy (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1977), document 165. https://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1950v01/d165.
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Energy assessed that “espionage ... probably hastened by at least 12-18 months the
Soviet acquisition of an atomic bomb.”4°

In response to Truman restricting access to American nuclear knowledge, Attlee
initiated a British nuclear weapons and strategic bomber program in January 1947.4
Britain’s first nuclear test occurred on October 3, 1952, and the deterrent became
operational with the entry-into-service of the V-bomber Valiant in 1955.%% (The
Vulcan and Victor followed in 1957 and 1958, respectively).** By the end of the
decade, Britain possessed approximately 300 nuclear bombs and about 180 long-
range bombers.*

Although London felt betrayed by Truman’s refusal to provide Britain with the
knowledge to manufacture atomic weapons, this refusal per se did not fuel Britain’s
desire for an independent capability.”* Indeed, Britain had always considered an
indigenous capability “necessary and desirable.”*® Attlee had in fact announced the
establishment of a nuclear research facility in Harwell on October 29, 1945.%” Senior
British officials put forth several arguments for an independent British deterrent,
focusing chiefly on the need to secure Britain’s influence in a new military age.

As Churchill later told Parliament, Britain’s nuclear strike force served as a critical

40 U.S. Department of Energy, “Espionage and the Manhattan Project (1940-1945),” n.d., https://www.
osti.gov/opennet/manhattan-project-history/Events/1942-1945/espionage.htm.

41 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no.

2 (1963), pp. 240-241; Donette Murray, Kennedy, Macmillan and Nuclear Weapons (Houndmills, UK:
Macmillan Press, 2000), pp. 15-16; Michael Quinlan, “The British Experience,” in Henry D. Sokolski,
Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, Its Origins and Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War
College Press, 2004), p. 263.

42 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no.
2 (1963), pp. 240-241; Donette Murray, Kennedy, Macmillan and Nuclear Weapons (Houndmills, UK:
Macmillan Press, 2000), pp. 15-16.

43 “The Future United Kingdom Strategic Nuclear Deterrent Force,” Defence Open Government
Document 80/23 (London: Ministry of Defence, July 1980), p. 2; see also Richard Gott, “The evolution of
the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2 (1963), pp. 241-242;

John Baylis, Ambiguity and Deterrence: British Nuclear Strategy, 1945-1964 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1995), pp. 1, 34.

44 Alfred Goldberg, “The Atomic Origins of the British Nuclear Deterrent,” International Affairs 40, no.
3 (1964), p. 409; John Baylis, Ambiguity and Deterrence: British Nuclear Strategy, 1945-1964 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 1, 34.

45 Alfred Goldberg, “The Atomic Origins of the British Nuclear Deterrent,” International Affairs 40, no. 3,
(1964), p. 416.

46 lbid.
47 lbid., p. 417.
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avenue of influence on U.S. nuclear policy and ensured that the targets threatening
Britain the most could be struck without impediment in a war:

There are those who believe... “Our contribution should be
criticism of any unwise policy into which [America] may drift or
plunge.” ... Personally, | cannot feel that we should have much
influence over their policy or actions, wise or unwise, while we
are largely dependent, as we are today, upon their protection. We,
too, must possess substantial deterrent power of our own.

Unless we make a contribution of our own...we cannot be sure
that in an emergency the resources of other Powers would be
planned exactly as we would wish, or that the targets which would
threaten us most would be given what we consider the necessary
priority or the deserved priority, in the first few hours.*®

Churchill’s defense minister Harold Macmillan echoed these remarks on March
2, 1955:%4

It may be argued that because the main deterrent force is
American, there need be and there ought to be no British
contribution. | think that is a very dangerous doctrine. ... Politically,
it surrenders our power to influence American policy and then,
strategically and tactically, it equally deprives us of any influence
over the selection of targets and the use of our vital striking
forces. The one, therefore, weakens our prestige and our influence
in the world, and the other might imperil our strategy.>

48 Quoted in Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39,
no. 2 (1963), p. 243.

49 Macmillan served as Minister of Defence from October 1954 to April 1955, during the final months
of Churchill’s peacetime premiership. Churchill resigned as prime minister on April 5, 1955, and was
succeeded by Anthony Eden. Macmillan went on to serve as foreign secretary (1955) and chancellor of
the exchequer (1955-1957) under Eden before becoming prime minister himself in January 1957. It was
as prime minister that Macmillan later negotiated the Skybolt and Polaris arrangements with Presidents
Eisenhower and Kennedy discussed below.

50 Quoted in Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39,
no. 2 (1963), p. 243.
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Further reasons for Britain’s independent nuclear force included the fear that the
United States might relapse into isolationism,>! an uneasiness about nuclear over-
dependence on Washington,*? the potential for enhancing Western deterrence and
securing British influence within the free world,* and the potential for protecting
far-flung regions of the British Empire. According to Macmillan, “the power of
interdiction upon invading columns by nuclear weapons gives a new aspect
altogether to strategy, both in the Middle East and in the Far East.”*

51 Ibid., pp. 240, 249.

52 As the Leader of the Opposition, Mr. Hugh Gaitskell, told Parliament on March 1, 1960,

The real case for our having our own independent nuclear weapons is fear of
excessive dependence upon the United States. It springs from doubts about the
readiness of the United States Government and the American citizens to risk the
destruction of cities on behalf of Europe. It depends also, | think, on fear that an
excessive dependence on the United States might force upon us policies with
which we did not agree, because we would be in such a weak position to argue
with the United States.

Suppose a United States government—not this one, perhaps, but a future one—
said, “Either you go with us, and join with us, and accept our view that we have to
take the war to the mainland of China or we have an agonising reappraisal of what
is to happen in Europe.” Can we honestly say that we should feel entirely the same
in any such discussion according to whether or not we had nuclear weapons of our
own? | must say that | think it makes a difference here.

As Macmillan’s minister of defence, Duncan Sandys, told the House of Commons on April 1, 1957,

So long as large American forces remain in Europe and American bombers are
based in Britain, it might conceivably be thought safe—I am not saying that it
would—to leave to the United States the sole responsibility for providing the
nuclear deterrent. But when they have developed the 5,000-mile intercontinental
ballistic rocket, can we be really sure that every American Administration will go on
looking at things in quite the same way? [Quoted in Richard Gott, “The evolution
of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2 (1963), pp.
248-249].

53 The 1956 Defence White Paper first suggested that Britain’s nuclear contribution to NATO should be
“substantial—commensurate with our standing as a world power.” In 1957, Britain stated its contribution
was going to be “modest,” before adjusting it to “increasingly significant” in 1958. lan Davis, “The British
Bomb and NATO: Six Decades of Contributing to NATO's Strategic Nuclear Deterrent” (Stockholm: SIPRI,
November 2015), p. 7, https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/files/misc/NATO-Trident-Report-15_11.
pdf; see also Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39,
no. 2 (1963), p. 239.

54 Quoted in Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39,
no. 2 (1963), p. 243.
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These earlier arguments appeared to have gained some traction in the United
States.* Prime Minister Churchill’s visit to Washington, DC in January 1952 gave a
fresh impetus to achieve “the maximum amount of cooperation with the United
States in the field of atomic energy.”*® Although Churchill “disclaimed any desire to
go beyond the [American Atomic Energy] Act,” the visit did yield an agreement “to
replace the existing unsatisfactory situation with effective cooperation.”*” A number
of circumstances facilitated the British request:

The second and third Russian detonations must have been

grim reminders of who was friend and who was foe. The British
program was now substantial, and its leaders could confidently
expect to test a nuclear device in the fall of 1952. There was also
reason to hope that tighter personnel security regulations would
alleviate some American concern. Undoubtedly the amendment
to Section 10a exerted a calming influence.>®

Once the United Kingdom “had demonstrated independent [nuclear]
competence,”® Eisenhower agreed at a meeting in Bermuda in March “that in
the interest of mutual defence and mutual economy, certain guided missiles
will be available by the United States for use by British forces.”®® On October 25,
Macmillan extracted a commitment from Eisenhower at a meeting in Washington,
DC to amend the McMahon Act to restore Anglo-American atomic cooperation.®*

55 Ibid., p. 240.

56 Lisle A. Rose and Neal H. Petersen, eds., Foreign Relations of the United States, 1952-1954, Volume
11, Part 2, National Security Affairs (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1984), Document 2.
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p2/d2.

57 Richard G. Hewlett and Francis Duncan, Atomic Shield, 1947/1952: Volume Il of a History of the United
States Atomic Energy Commission (University Park and London: The Pennsylvania State University Press,
1969), pp. 574-575.

58 Ibid., pp. 575-576.

59 Michael Quinlan, “The Future of United Kingdom Nuclear Weapons: Shaping the Debate,”
International Affairs 82, no. 4 (2006), p. 627.

60 Quoted in Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39,
no. 2 (1963), p. 245.

61 Ibid., p. 245.
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The Anglo-American Agreement for Co-operation on the Use of Atomic Energy for
Mutual Defence Purposes followed on July 3, 1958.¢?

The renewed Anglo-American atomic cooperation was enormously significant
for Britain. On the one hand, Britain could save resources: “With American ‘know-
how’ now given to Britain, the necessity for duplicate testing was reduced.”® On the
other hand,

Britain was thereby enabled to get ahead with the second leg of
her independent deterrent—the ballistic missile—rather more
quickly than might otherwise have been possible. In 1955 the
Government had given the go-ahead for the development of the
stand-off bomb, Blue Steel, which was designed to extend the
useful life of the V-Bombers into the years when they would be
unable to penetrate a line of anti-aircraft defence.®

Blue Steel, however, was only a stopgap. Britain’s hopes for a permanent
ballistic missile successor rested on Blue Streak, an indigenous ground-launched
intermediate-range ballistic missile (IRBM), but it too proved vulnerable to a
pre-emptive Soviet strike, and housing it in underground silos was prohibitively
uneconomical for Britain.®® As a result, Prime Minister Macmillan and President
Eisenhower agreed at a meeting in Washington, DC on March 26, 1960, that Britain
should join the American Skybolt missile program.®® When President Kennedy
canceled Skybolt’s development for use by American forces because of technical
difficulties in late 1962, Kennedy allowed Britain to purchase Polaris rather than
Skybolt missiles.®” While Washington sold the missiles and blueprints for the missile
compartments, Britain would build the warhead and submarines needed to arm

62 Ibid., p. 246.
63 Ibid., p. 246.
64 Ibid., p. 247.

65 Ibid., p. 248; John Baylis and Kristan Stoddart, “Britain and the chevaline project: The hidden nuclear
programme, 1967-82,” Journal of Strategic Studies 26, no. 4 (2003), p. 125; Michael Quinlan, “The British
Experience,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins and
Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), pp. 266-267.

66 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2
(1963), p. 248.

67 Ibid., p. 252; John Baylis and Kristan Stoddart, “Britain and the chevaline project: The hidden nuclear
programme, 1967-82,” Journal of Strategic Studies 26 (2003), no. 4, p. 126.
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Polaris.%® Britain’s seaborne deterrent comprised four Resolution-class ballistic
missile submarines (SSBNs) carrying 16 Polaris missiles each.®®

It was only in the 1960s, however, that British officials began speaking of the
British nuclear contribution to NATO as a second center. Defence Secretary Denis
Healey defended Polaris in the following terms: “if you are inside an alliance you
increase the deterrent to the other side enormously if there is more than one centre
of decision for the first use of nuclear weapons.”’® In 1974, Ministry of Defence
memorandum SC OE/73/1 further explained that the British Polaris force

gives NATO a separate centre of decisionmaking in Europe which
the Soviets must take into account (the French strategic deterrent
is not committed to the alliance); it increases the credibility of the
overall NATO deterrent; and it provides an element of insurance,
and reassurance to our European allies, against any weakening of
the United States nuclear guarantee.”

Four years later, a declassified top secret British government study, known as
the Duff-Mason report, advanced four arguments as the raison d’étre for Britain’s
independent nuclear force: enhancing NATO nuclear forces; having a European
nuclear power as a nuclear insurance in case the United States hesitated to use
nuclear weapons in a crisis or scaled back its security guarantee (the second center
argument); an insurance for independent self-defense “should collective security
fail,” and agency over U.S. nuclear thinking.”?

On January 24, 1980, Defence Secretary Francis Pym elaborated on the second
center rationale, telling Parliament that:

68 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2
(1963), p. 252; John Baylis and Kristan Stoddart, “Britain and the chevaline project: The hidden nuclear
programme, 1967-82,” Journal of Strategic Studies 26 (2003), no. 4, p. 126.

69 Tim Youngs and Claire Taylor, “Trident and the Future of the British Nuclear Deterrent,” House of
Commons Standard Note SN/IA/3706 (April 27, 2006), p. 4. https://www.nuclearinfo.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/09/trident-and-the-Future-of-the-Nuclear-Deterrrent.pdf.

70 Quoted in lan Davis, “The British Bomb and NATO: Six Decades of Contributing to NATO’s Strategic
Nuclear Deterrent” (Stockholm: SIPRI, November 2015), p. 7. https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/
files/misc/NATO-Trident-Report-15_11.pdf.

71 Quoted in ibid., p. 8.

72 Anthony Duff and Ronald Mason, “Future of the British Deterrent,” DEFE 19/275, The National
Archives, Kew (December 7, 1978), Part |, paragraph 4.
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The nuclear decision, whether as a matter of retaliatory response
or in another circumstance, would, of course, be no less agonizing
for the United Kingdom than for the United States. But it would

be a decision of a separate and independent Power, and a Power
whose survival in freedom might be more directly and closely
threatened by aggression in Europe than that of the United States.
This is where the fact of having to face two decisionmakers instead
of one is of such significance.

Soviet leaders would have to assess that there was a greater
chance of one of them using its nuclear capability than if there
were a single decisionmaker across the Atlantic. The risk to the
Soviet Union would be inescapably higher and less calculable. This
is just another way of saying that the deterrence of the Alliance as
a whole would be the stronger, the more credible and therefore
the more effective.”®

2.1.2. France Seeks Nuclear Autonomy

After suffering an existential threat in World War ll, “plus jamais ¢a,” or “never
again," became France’s mantra and the raison d’étre for its independent nuclear
deterrent.” The experience of grudging American support for France in World War
Il—despite the American and British security guarantees to France of 1919—further
fueled de Gaulle’s determination to have an independent security guarantee.”
Doubts about the American nuclear protection in particular intensified after

73 Quoted in lan Davis, “The British Bomb and NATO: Six Decades of Contributing to NATO’s Strategic
Nuclear Deterrent” (Stockholm: SIPRI, November 2015), p. 8. https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/
files/misc/NATO-Trident-Report-15_11.pdf.

74 Céline Jurgensen, “Quel avenir pour la dissuasion nucléaire ? [What future for nuclear deterrence?],”
Hérodote, no. 170 (2018), p. 31, https://shs.cairn.info/revue-herodote-2018-3-page-17?lang=fr; Bruno
Tertrais, “‘Destruction assurée’: The Origins and Development of French Nuclear Strategy, 1945-1981,”
in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins and Practice (Carlisle,
PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 57; Bruno Tertrais, “French nuclear deterrence policy, forces
and future,” recherches & documents no. 1/2019 (Paris: Fondation pour la recherche stratégique, 2019),
p. 5; Jean-Louis Lozier, “French Nuclear Policy,” Brief (Tallinn: International Centre for Defence and
Security, 2023), p. 1.

75 Bruno Tertrais, “‘Destruction assurée’: The Origins and Development of French Nuclear Strategy,
1945-1981,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins and
Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), pp. 57-58.
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the Soviet Union acquired intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) in 1957.7¢ A
watershed moment, the advent of ICBMs meant that the American homeland
could no longer be considered a sanctuary.”’ For de Gaulle, the emergence of
ICBMs stabilized strategic nuclear deterrence between the United States and the
Soviet Union to the detriment of regional deterrence in Europe: in case of a war,
the superpowers could seek to “preserve their national sanctuaries by limiting the
battlefield to Europe.””® NATO’s transition from a massive retaliation to a flexible
response strategy only cemented de Gaulle’s skepticism that the United States
might use its nuclear weapons in the defense of another country.” As he put it
in 1963, “nobody in the world, in particular nobody in America, can say whether,
where, how, to what extent the U.S. nuclear arms would be used to defend
Europe.”®

Several other factors contributed to France’s acquisition of nuclear weapons.
First, France sought nuclear weapons to overcome the perception that it was a
second-tier victor in World War 118 France’s exclusion from the 1943 Quebec
Agreement, and the Yalta and Potsdam conferences, fueled this perception.
(However, from the American perspective, involving France in atomic research was
unfeasible. France had surrendered to Nazi Germany on June 22, 1940; its territory
and resources were thus largely under the enemy’s control.)

Second, France believed it needed an independent nuclear weapon to reduce
its perceived overdependence on, and limited autonomy from, the United States
(e.g., the transatlantic rift, and U.S. and Soviet moves to curtail French agency, in
the 1956 Suez crisis).®? After its defeat in Indo-China and its forced withdrawal from

76 Ibid., p. 57.

77 Ibid.; Jean-Louis Lozier, “French Nuclear Policy,” Brief (Tallinn: International Centre for Defence and
Security, 2023), p. 1.

78 Jean Klein, “La France, I'arme nucléaire et la défense de I'Europe [France, the nuclear weapon, and
the defense of Europel,” Politique étrangére 44, no. 3 (1979), p. 464.

79 Bruno Tertrais, “‘Destruction assurée’: The Origins and Development of French Nuclear Strategy,
1945-1981,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins and
Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 57.

80 Quoted in Bruno Tertrais, “‘Destruction assurée’: The Origins and Development of French Nuclear
Strategy, 1945-1981,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins
and Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 58.

81 Ibid., p. 61.

82 Ibid., pp. 57-58; Bruno Tertrais, “French nuclear deterrence policy, forces and future,” recherches &
documents, no. 1/2019 (Paris: Fondation pour la recherche stratégique, 2019), pp. 4-5; Wilfrid Kohl, “The
French Nuclear Deterrent,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science 29, no. 2 (1968), pp. 81-82.

SECOND CENTERS OF NUCLEAR DECISIONMAKING | 25



Suez in 1954 and 1956, respectively, France also saw nuclear weapons as a means
to restoring France’s international standing and sovereignty.®® In the words of Prime
Minister Pierre Mendes-France, “if you do not have the Bomb you are nothing in
international negotiations.”®* De Gaulle struck a similar chord in a speech to the
Ecole Militaire in 1963: “It is obvious that, for a country, there is no independence
if it does not possess nuclear weapons, for, if it does not have them, he is forced to
defer to another who has them for his security and, therefore, for his policies.”®
Third, the ambition to counteract “German rearmament in NATO and a growing
special relationship between the United States and Great Britain, especially in
nuclear matters, also motivated those who supported a French nuclear weapons
program.”8® Britain’s 1957 Defence White Paper, stating publicly London’s argument
for a national nuclear force, gave further momentum to the French program.®’
De Gaulle believed in the need for an independent French-European capability to
stabilize a fragile nuclear duopoly between the Anglo-Saxon and Soviet camps,2®
and to protect Europe simultaneously from American domination in NATO and
abandonment.?® Thus, as de Gaulle stated in 1959, “In truth, France, by equipping
herself with nuclear armaments, is rendering a service to the equilibrium of the
world.”*°

83 Wilfrid Kohl, “The French Nuclear Deterrent,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science 29, no.
2 (1968), p. 81; Bruno Tertrais, “’Destruction assurée’: The Origins and Development of French Nuclear
Strategy, 1945-1981,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins
and Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), pp. 55, 58-59.

84 Quoted in Bruno Tertrais, “/Destruction assurée’: The Origins and Development of French Nuclear
Strategy, 1945-1981,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins
and Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 54.

85 Quoted in ibid., p. 59.

86 Wilfrid Kohl, “The French Nuclear Deterrent,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science 29, no.
2(1968), p. 81.

87 Ibid., p. 82.

88 Ibid., p. 86; Bruno Tertrais, “‘Destruction assurée’: The Origins and Development of French Nuclear
Strategy, 1945-1981,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins
and Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 61.

89 Wilfrid Kohl, “The French Nuclear Deterrent,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science 29, no.
2 (1968), pp. 86-87; Jean Klein, “La France, I'arme nucléaire et la défense de I'Europe [France, the nuclear
weapon, and the defense of Europe],” Politique étrangere 44, no. 3 (1979), p. 463.
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Science 29, no. 2 (1968), p. 86.
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Like Britain, de Gaulle sought American assistance in acquiring a nuclear
deterrent. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles ruled out this possibility citing its
incompatibility with the 1958 Amendments to the McMahon Act.** In September
1958, de Gaulle proposed to President Eisenhower and Prime Minister Macmillan
that Britain, France, and the United States create a tripartite organization “to take
joint decisions on political questions affecting world security and ... to establish
and if necessary, to put into effect strategic plans of action, notably with regard
to the employment of nuclear weapons.”®? France sought the “pooling of atomic
secrets and technical resources and the establishment of combined commands
for operational theaters throughout the world,” and staked France’s continued
cooperation in NATO on the proposal.®® Following America’s refusal, de Gaulle
announced an independent French nuclear force in a speech to the Ecole Militaire in
November 1959 and scaled back French participation in NATO's integrated military
command structure before leaving it completely in 1966.%

Despite the Kennedy administration’s vocal opposition to an independent French
nuclear force, Washington offered Paris Polaris missiles “under the same conditions
received by Great Britain, but under technical conditions unattractive to France
and in a manner that can only be characterized as maladroit.”*®> France declined,
pursuing an independent capability instead and, in so doing, succeeded in mounting
“an effective challenge to American policy on central control of nuclear weapons in
the North Atlantic alliance and the American refusal to share the secrets of nuclear
technology with other allies beyond the British partner.”?

De Gaulle had harbored a long suspicion that the United Kingdom and
the United States were trying to monopolize nuclear technology for weapons
purposes. De Gaulle viewed the conclusion of the 1943 Anglo-American nuclear
cooperation agreement in Quebec as shutting France out in an instance of

91 Wilfrid Kohl, “The French Nuclear Deterrent,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science 29, no.
2 (1968), p. 82.

92 “Letter From President de Gaulle to President Eisenhower,”
(September 17, 1958). https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1958-60v07p2/d45.

93 Wilfrid Kohl, “The French Nuclear Deterrent,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science 29, no.
2 (1968), p. 82.
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95 Wilfrid Kohl, “The French Nuclear Deterrent,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science 29, no.
2 (1968), p. 89.

96 Ibid.
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“atomic isolationism.”®” Within weeks of the Anglo-American nuclear cooperation
culminating in the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945, de
Gaulle, then the chairman of the Provisional Government, set up the Commissariat
a I’énergie atomique (CEA), the Atomic Energy Commission.?® Although CEA’s
atomic research program was “primarily civilian,” CEA’s establishment signaled de
Gaulle’s interest in having a nuclear weapons option.* The first Five-Year Atomic
Energy Plan passed Parliament in July 1952, putting in place the technical-scientific
infrastructure for plutonium production to commence by 1957.2% In November
and December 1956 respectively, the government issued two protocols on nuclear
energy for weapons purposes, giving the green light for a prototype weapon.®

On February 13, 1960, France conducted its first nuclear test.’ France’s deterrent
became operational in 1964 with the entry-into-service of the first Mirage IV
bomber.'®
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2.2. The U.S. Debate About Nuclear Proliferation: From “Nth Country”
Problem to Second Center of Nuclear Decisionmaking

How the United States should deal with the spread of nuclear weapons has been
the subject of much debate. Second centers of nuclear decisionmaking were
historically as controversial as they are today and have not escaped criticism. Known
as the “Nth country problem,” concerns abounded that the spread of nuclear
armaments to more actors would increase the probability of their use.'® Herman
Kahn, for instance, worried that the existence of small nuclear poles undermined
nuclear deterrence:

In a nuclear world, the “small” nuclear powers, vis-a-vis one
another, would have: greater opportunities for blackmail and
mischief-making; greater likelihood of an accidental triggering

of weapons; an increased possibility of a “local” Munich, a Pearl
Harbor, and blitzkriegs; pressures to pre-emption because of

the preceding three items; a tendency to neglect conventional
capabilities because of an over-reliance on nuclear capabilities;
internal (civil war, a coup d’état, irresponsibility, etc.) and external
(the arms race, fear of fear, etc.) political problems.%

Small nuclear arsenals, others argued, would also undermine U.S. extended
deterrence and not deter larger nuclear powers. As U.S. Defense Secretary Robert
McNamara told the North Atlantic Council Ministerial Meeting in Athens on May 5,
1962,

There must not be competing and conflicting strategies in the
conduct of nuclear war. We are convinced that a general nuclear
war target system is indivisible and if nuclear war should occur,

104 National Planning Association, The “Nth Country” Problem and Arms Control (New York: NPA, 1959),
quoted in Lawrence Freedman and Jeffrey Michaels, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2019), p. 333.

105 Herman Kahn, “The arms race and some of its hazards,” in Donald G. Brannan (ed.), Arms Control,
Disarmament and National Security (New York: George Braziller, 1961), p. 119, quoted in Lawrence
Freedman and Jeffrey Michaels, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), p.
334.
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our best hope lies in conducting a centrally controlled campaign
against all of the enemy’s vital nuclear capabilities.%®

NATO’s nuclear deterrent rested on the indivisibility of control—“unity of
planning, executive authority, and central direction”'”—which smaller nuclear
forces pursuing a countervalue strategy would jeopardize:

our analyses suggest rather strongly that relatively weak nuclear
forces with enemy cities as their targets are not likely to be
adequate to perform the function of deterrence. In a world

of threats, crises, and possibly even accidents, such a posture
appears more likely to deter its owner from standing firm under
pressure than to inhibit a potential aggressor. If it is small, and
perhaps vulnerable on the ground or in the air, or inaccurate,

it enables a major antagonist to take a variety of measures to
counter it. Indeed, if a major antagonist came to believe there was
a substantial likelihood of it being used independently, this force
would be inviting a pre-emptive first strike against it. In the event
of war, the use of such a force against the cities of a major nuclear
power would be tantamount to suicide, whereas its employment
against significant military targets would have a negligible effect
on the outcome of the conflict. In short, then, weak nuclear
capabilities, operating independently, are expensive, prone to
obsolescence, and lacking in credibility as a deterrent.®

McNamara’s speech came a decade after Britain first tested a nuclear bomb,
and four years after the Eisenhower administration agreed to U.S.-UK nuclear

106 “Address by Secretary of Defense McNamara at the Ministerial Meeting of the North Atlantic
Council,” Athens (May 5, 1962), p. 6. https://archive.org/details/McNamaraAthensSpeechToNATO/
ELS012-056/page/n5/mode/2up.

107 Ibid.
108 Ibid., p. 7.
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cooperation under the UK-U.S. Mutual Defence Agreement.® This timing created
the misperception that McNamara referred to French rather than British nuclear
ambitions. McNamara himself subsequently denied that his remarks referred
to Britain.!® But, as a U.S. government memorandum clarified, “These remarks,
which were generally interpreted at Athens as applying to the French, apply with
equal force to the British.”1'! Indeed, in April 1961, the Kennedy administration had
expressed its opposition to British and French nuclear forces in a policy directive:
“Over the long run, it would be desirable if the British decided to phase out of
the nuclear deterrent business. ... The U.S. should not assist the French to attain a
nuclear weapons capability, but should seek to respond to the French interest in
matters nuclear in ... other ways.”*2

Yet, Kennedy never suspended nuclear cooperation with Britain. Nor did
Kennedy force Britain out of the nuclear club despite a clear opportunity to do so.
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, London’s V-bomber force was armed with the
British Blue Steel air-launched, rocket propelled standoff missile. But advances in
anti-aircraft defenses made the British deterrent vulnerable.!® Britain’s hope that
its indigenous Blue Streak ground-launched IRBM could strengthen its deterrent
proved inadequate.'** Plagued by technical difficulties and concerns about

109 “The Agreement between the United Kingdom and the United States of America for Cooperation in
the Uses of Atomic Energy for Mutual Defence Purposes,” Washington, DC (July 3, 1958). https://treaties.
un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%20326/volume-326-1-4707-English.pdf. McNamara’s critique—
that weak independent nuclear forces were “dangerous, expensive, prone to obsolescence, and lacking in
credibility” [Robert S. McNamara, “Commencement Address at the University of Michigan” (Ann Arbor,
June 16, 1962), https://www.atomicarchive.com/resources/documents/deterrence/no-cities-speech.
html] was, arguably, framed for a world in which U.S. extended deterrence was robust and the primary
danger was unauthorized escalation. Whether that condition still applies is a question examined in
Section 5.

110 Lawrence Kaplan, Ronald Landa, and Edward Drea, History of the Office of the Secretary of Defense:
The McNamara Ascendancy, 1961-1965 (Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2006), p.
314. https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/secretaryofdefense/OSDSeries_Vol5.pdf.

111 “U.K/s Nuclear Role: A Program of Action,” Memorandum From the Assistant Secretary of State
for European Affairs (Kohler) to Secretary of State Rusk” (May 24, 1962). https://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v13/d394.

112 “NATO and The Atlantic Nations,” NSC Policy Directive (April 20, 1961). https://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v13/d100.

113 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2
(1963), p. 247.

114 Michael Quinlan, “The British Experience,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual
Assured Destruction, its Origins and Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 267.
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vulnerability, Prime Minister Macmillan shelved the program in April 1960.**

On March 26, 1960, Macmillan had secured a deal from President Eisenhower
under which Britain joined the Skybolt program.!® By late 1962, Skybolt, too, was
shelved due to technical difficulties. At a meeting in Nassau in December 1962,
Kennedy agreed to provide Britain with Polaris missiles instead,''” despite an April
1961 National Security Council Policy Directive stating if Washington cancelled
Skybolt, “the U.S. should not prolong the life of the V-Bomber force by this or
other means.”*® As Washington contemplated canceling Skybolt in 1962, a letter,
allegedly from Secretary of State Dean Rusk, reminded Secretary of Defense Robert
McNamara of the desirability to end the British nuclear deterrent force, as per

the April 1961 Policy Directive.'*® Rusk further stated that the United States must
“avoid any actions to expand the [Anglo-American] relationship. Such actions could
seriously prejudice...sound multilateral arrangements.”*?° Further, Washington
should anticipate but not agree to British requests for Polaris as a Skybolt
replacement because the British might eventually seek a common Franco-British
nuclear deterrent, which would “vastly complicate our efforts to hold pressures for
a German national program in check.”*?* Some quarters in the State Department
feared that German nuclear armament might prompt a pre-emptive Soviet first
strike.'??

115 Ibid.; Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no.
2 (1963), p. 248.

116 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2
(1963), p. 248.

117 Ibid., p. 251.

118 “NATO and The Atlantic Nations,” NSC Policy Directive (April 20, 1961). https://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v13/d100.

119 Although the letter was signed by Rusk, the tone and substance may not have been his. Richard E.
Neustadt, “SKYBOLT AND NASSAU: American Policy-Making and Anglo-American Relations,” report to the
President, C16-92-320.0 (November 15, 1963), p. 23. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/21125-doc-
18-skybolt-1.

120 Quoted in Richard E. Neustadt, “SKYBOLT AND NASSAU: American Policy-Making and Anglo-
American Relations,” report to the President, C16-92-320.0 (November 15, 1963), p. 23. https://
nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/21125-doc-18-skybolt-1.

121 Quoted in ibid.

122 Richard E. Neustadt, “SKYBOLT AND NASSAU: American Policy-Making and Anglo-American
Relations,” report to the President, C16-92-320.0 (November 15, 1963), p. 26. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/
document/21125-doc-18-skybolt-1.
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Had Kennedy refused to supply Britain with Polaris, London’s deterrent may
have been in doubt at the end of the V-bomber’s lifespan—a circumstance that the
Kennedy administration was very well aware of. As a declassified report noted,

the SKYBOLT program had been undertaken to meet British
purposes as well as ours, and ... the British Government was
totally dependent on our program to maintain its current version
of a nuclear deterrent after the mid-1960s. Manned aircraft—the
V-bombers—were the only British strike-forces at hand or in
development. Soviet defense-measures progressively decreased
their capability. SKYBOLT was expected to renew it and maintain it
for at least five years. British claims to status as a nuclear power,
in possession of an independent nuclear deterrent, were thus
mortgaged to SKYBOLT, not as a weapon of defense suppression
but as the means of mounting an attack.'?

While the Kennedy administration believed it was “desirable” for London to phase
out its nuclear deterrent, Kennedy nevertheless presented Macmillan with two
alternatives at Nassau: first, Washington would continue funding half the cost of
Skybolt for use by the Royal Air Force; second, the United States would offer Britain
the Hound Dog missile. Macmillan declined both due to concerns about delivery
times, cost, and reliability.

Ultimately, Kennedy acquiesced to British demands for the Polaris missile
because the administration worried that failing to do so could bring down the
Conservative government. As one U.S. government report put it, “No one wanted
that.”*?* Macmillan himself led Kennedy to believe he would resign should Britain
not receive Polaris, raising the specter of an unreliable Labour government coming
to power.® Britain’s political and nuclear alignment with Washington also stood in
sharp contrast to that of de Gaulle, and posed less of a threat to American interests
in maintaining a multilateral approach to nuclear deterrence. As Secretary of
State Dean Rusk observed in the autumn of 1962, “we have to have somebody to

123 Ibid., p. 6.

124 Richard E. Neustadt, “SKYBOLT AND NASSAU: American Policy-Making and Anglo-American
Relations,” report to the President, C16-92-320.0 (November 15, 1963), p. 16. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/
document/21125-doc-18-skybolt-1.

125 Ibid., p. 90.
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talk to in the world... we can’t talk to De Gaulle or Adenauer; do you want to take
Macmillan away and leave us nobody?”?

Macmillan thus extracted from Kennedy a commitment to sell Britain the Polaris
missile, in exchange for assigning the force to NATO—except where supreme
national interests dictated otherwise. As the Nassau Joint Statement put it,

These forces, and at least equal U.S. Forces, would be made
available for inclusion in a NATO multilateral force. The

Prime Minister made it clear that except where H.M.G. [Her
Majesty’s Government] may decide that supreme national
interests are at stake, these British forces will be used for the
purposes of international defense of the Western Alliance in all
circumstances.'?’

For Macmillan, the arrangement represented “a new phase of interdependence,”
while the escape clause “preserved the precious symbolism of ‘independence.””*® In
essence, then, the British Polaris force, together with “at least equal U.S. forces,”**
were to integrate into a NATO multilateral nuclear force, but Britain could withdraw
the force if needed.**®

Macmillan further reiterated some of the arguments that had prompted
Eisenhower to restore Anglo-American nuclear cooperation. Evoking a “special
relationship,” Britain had persuaded Eisenhower to amend the Atomic Energy Act in
recognition that Britain had shouldered significant nuclear risks over the preceding
decade: from 1948, the United States forward-based nuclear bombers in the
United Kingdom, followed by Thor IRBMs from 1958, and an early warning system

126 Quoted in ibid., p. 71.

127 “Joint Statement Following Discussion With Prime Minister Macmillan — The Nassau Agreement”
(December 21, 1962). https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/joint-statement-following-
discussions-with-prime-minister-macmillan-the-nassau-agreement.

128 Richard E. Neustadt, “SKYBOLT AND NASSAU: American Policy-Making and Anglo-American
Relations,” report to the President, C16-92-320.0 (November 15, 1963), p. 92. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/
document/21125-doc-18-skybolt-1.

129 “Joint Statement Following Discussion With Prime Minister Macmillan—The Nassau Agreement”
(December 21, 1962). https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/joint-statement-following-
discussions-with-prime-minister-macmillan-the-nassau-agreement.

130 Lawrence Kaplan, Ronald Landa, and Edward Drea, History of the Office of the Secretary of Defense:
The McNamara Ascendancy, 1961-1965 (Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2006), pp.
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in Fylingdales from 1960."3! While the bomber aircraft and Thor missiles were
under joint control,* the missiles and the early warning system disproportionately
benefited the United States.'*® These nuclear risks that Britain had run on behalf of
the United States “had created the idea of a ‘special relationship’ between the two
countries.”13

In an effort to “turn this deal [the Kennedy-Macmillan agreement] to good
account,”**® the United States offered France Polaris on identical terms. The hope
was that such an offer, including a British-style escape-clause to preserve the
“independence” of French nuclear forces, might lure de Gaulle “back to NATO, to
cooperation, even ‘integration’”**¢ such that France might coordinate its nuclear
“targeting and planning.”**” Yet, an internal U.S. government report later admitted
that this was a misguided effort:

To offer France the “same” terms on POLARIS was insulting. Britain
had the nuclear technology to build warheads and submarines;
the French did not. How far they were from this we scarcely knew.
We offered Britain missiles; to give France no more was to give
less. But giving an equivalent meant moving toward direct support
for French nuclear programs. We had avoided this before and in
the process had lost touch with their programming. Even if we
dropped our “no aid” policy, nobody knew at Nassau what the aid
would have to be.'*

131 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2
(1963), p. 246.

132 For more on the dual-key arrangement, see lan Clark and David Angell, “Britain, the United States
and the Control of Nuclear Weapons: The Diplomacy of the Thor Deployment 1956-58,” Diplomacy &
Statecraft 2, no. 3 (1991), p. 153.

133 Richard Gott, “The evolution of the independent British deterrent,” International Affairs 39, no. 2
(1963), p. 246.
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135 Richard E. Neustadt, SKYBOLT AND NASSAU: American Policy-Making and Anglo-American
Relations, report to the President, C16-92-320.0 (November 15, 1963), p. 97. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/
document/21125-doc-18-skybolt-1.
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137 Ibid., p. 100.
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A Kennedy aide suggested that the president’s intention “above all was to get
the General into serious negotiation and establish some real contact. He knew that
if we started, and if DeGaulle were forthcoming, warheads and submarines might
follow. He wasn’t excluding them as possibilities.”** But de Gaulle rejected the
Polaris offer on January 14, 1963, continuing instead with an independent nuclear
program.*® De Gaulle’s reasons were on the one hand that the Polaris offer lacked
utility because France had neither submarines nor nuclear warheads.*! On the
other hand, De Gaulle dismissed the “escape-clause” as impractical:

To turn over our weapons to a multilateral force, under a foreign
command, would be to act contrary to that principle of our
defense and our policy. It is true that we too can theoretically
retain the ability to take back in our hands, in the supreme
hypothesis, our atomic weapons incorporated in the multilateral
force. But how could we do it in practice during the unheard of
moments of the atomic apocalypse? And then, this multilateral
force necessarily entails a web of liaisons, transmissions and
interferences within itself, and on the outside a ring of obligations
such that, if an integral part were suddenly snatched from it,
there would be a strong risk of paralyzing it just at the moment,
perhaps, when it should act.*

France’s nuclear program—specifically its push for complete autonomy—had
also been a stumbling block in Franco-American talks about the purchase of military
equipment in the early 1960s—and “ultimately became the reason for denying
France the Pershing missile as well as provision of other technical information that
might assist development of the independent French strategic nuclear capability.”24

To be sure, some American officials in the Defense Department; the American
ambassador to France, James Gavin; and General Taylor were sympathetic to French

139 Ibid., p. 103.
140 Ibid., pp. 109-110.
141 Ibid., p. 109.
142 Ibid., p. 110.

143 Lawrence Kaplan, Ronald Landa, and Edward Drea, History of the Office of the Secretary of Defense:
The McNamara Ascendancy, 1961-1965 (Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2006), p.
371. https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/secretaryofdefense/OSDSeries_Vol5.pdf.
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requests for nuclear assistance. The arguments in support of American assistance

to the French nuclear program asserted that such assistance could bring the
development cost down; France could invest the savings in its conventional forces.'*
Further, the 1958 changes to the Atomic Energy Act rendered France as eligible as
Britain for nuclear assistance, having conducted nuclear tests by the time Kennedy
assumed the presidency.'*

Kennedy, however, feared that helping France “would not win General de Gaulle
to our purposes but only strengthen him in his.”**¢ As a result, Washington did not
go beyond sharing “nuclear information for training French NATO forces” under an
agreement of July 27, 1961.* Indeed, even if de Gaulle had purchased Polaris from
Kennedy, the administration’s preference for a U.S.-controlled multilateral nuclear
force remained—along with the desire to absorb the British and French nuclear
deterrents. According to a U.S. government memorandum,

1. Problem. Nassau left us with two tracks to pursue:

a. Missile help for UK and French national MRBM [medium-range ballistic
missile] forces, in return for these countries’ commitments to support
and eventually include their Polaris forces in a multilateral force.

b. Creation of a multilateral mixed manned force, which would be open to
all NATO nations.

2. Basic course. Itis in our interest to press ahead vigorously with the second
track. This will tend to absorb German and Italian post-Nassau nuclear
pressures. ... Moreover, progress toward a multilateral force will betoken to
these countries the possible eventual end of UK and French national Polaris

forces and thus the possible end of intra-European discrimination.#®

Against the backdrop of the first French nuclear test in 1960, the 1961 Berlin
Crisis, the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis and President Kennedy’s 1963 assessment

144 1bid., pp. 371-372.
145 Ibid., p. 372.
146 Quoted in ibid.

147 Lawrence Kaplan, Ronald Landa, and Edward Drea, History of the Office of the Secretary of Defense:
The McNamara Ascendancy, 1961-1965 (Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2006), p.
372. https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/secretaryofdefense/OSDSeries_Vol5.pdf.

148 Quoted in Richard E. Neustadt, SKYBOLT AND NASSAU: American Policy-Making and Anglo-American
Relations, report to the President, C16-92-320.0 (November 15, 1963), p. 106. https://nsarchive.gwu.
edu/document/21125-doc-18-skybolt-1.
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“that by 1970 ... there may be 10 nuclear powers instead of four, and by 1975, 15
or 20,”*° Kennedy sought to curb the spread of nuclear weapons to friend and
foe. To satisfy demand signals from NATO allies for greater influence over nuclear
matters, Washington proposed “to create a fleet of ships, bearing Polaris ballistic
missiles carrying nuclear weapons, manned by multinational crews, and under NATO
command and control.”**® As such, Henry Owen, Walt Rostow’s deputy in the Policy
Planning Council, summarized the debate within the Kennedy administration in the
following terms: “The balance within the executive branch between proponents and
opponents of nuclear help to France stands today about where it has stood over the
past few years. Broadly speaking, the military (DOD & JCS) remain in favor of sharing
and the State Department remain opposed.”*!

By contrast, Henry Kissinger challenged Kennedy’s proliferation pessimism. As
Kissinger argued in 1963,

The real basis of our opposition to national nuclear forces is not so
much their ineffectiveness as the fact that we do not want to be
drawn into a nuclear war against our will.

The heart of the issue raised by European nuclear forces is
this: does the interdependence of the Atlantic area have to be
vindicated by a structure in which only one ally possesses the
physical ability to engage in nuclear war? Is the test of Atlantic
partnership really a “single strategic force?” Or is it possible to
have several centers of decision coordinated politically so that
their power serves a common end?

149 John F. Kennedy, “News Conference 52” (March 21, 1963). https://www.jfklibrary.org/archives/
other-resources/john-f-kennedy-press-conferences/news-conference-52.

150 James B. Solomon, The Multilateral Force: America’s Solution for NATO (1960-1965), Trident
Scholar Project Report No. 269, United States Naval Academy (1999), p. 1. https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/
ADA375751.pdf.

151 Henry Owen, “Recent Changes in Individual Views on Nuclear Help to France,” Memorandum
(Washington, DC: Department of State, April 10, 1962). https://www.jfklibrary.org/asset-viewer/archives/
jfknsf-225-010#?image_identifier=JFKNSF-225-010-p0006/.
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Instead of being hostile to the French nuclear program and, at
best, indifferent to the British effort, we should use our influence
to place them in the service of a European conception. This
would also be the most reliable road to Atlantic partnership. The
emerging European force could then be related to ours through
political coordination and joint strategic planning. Such a policy
would require a change of attitude on our part; at the very least
the technical pressures from the Defense Department would have
to be subordinated to an overriding political direction.?

The turning point came in the late 1960s. Not only did the negotiations for the
NPT recognize Britain and France as nuclear-weapon states,*>® but the incoming
Nixon administration (1969-1974)—during which Henry Kissinger now served as
national security advisor—also sought to support the French deterrent to enhance
Western security relative to the Soviet Union.* These developments led to the
recognition of the deterrence-enhancing roles of both the British and French
nuclear forces by the North Atlantic Council in 1974 following the Ottawa Summit.
According to the Declaration on Atlantic Relations,

The European members who provide three-quarters of the
conventional strength of the Alliance in Europe, and two of
whom possess nuclear forces capable of playing a deterrent

role of their own contributing to the overall strengthening of

the deterrence of the Alliance, undertake to make the necessary
contribution to maintain the common defence at a level capable
of deterring and if necessary repelling all actions directed against

152 Henry Kissinger, “NATO’s Nuclear Dilemma,” The Reporter (March 28, 1963), pp. 293-294.

153 Whereas Britain joined the NPT immediately, France only joined the treaty in 1992, though it had
complied with it since 1968. (“Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons,” French Ministry

of Europe and Foreign Affairs, n.d. https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/security-
disarmament-and-non-proliferation/disarmament-and-non-proliferation/treaty-on-the-non-proliferation-
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since%201968.)

154 William Burr, “U.S. Secret Assistance to the French Nuclear Program, 1969-1975: From ‘Fourth
Country’ to Strategic Partner,” Wilson Center (July 13, 2011). https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/
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the independence and territorial integrity of the members of the
Alliance.**®

In sum, once Britain and France had demonstrated nuclear competence, the
United States warmed to the narrative that independent European nuclear forces
with a countervalue strategy could enhance deterrence against an advancing
Soviet arsenal. Although similar language was used in subsequent NATO Summit
declarations, the first to use language explicitly invoking second centers of nuclear
decisionmaking was the 2016 Warsaw Summit communiqué.

155 NATO, “Declaration on Atlantic Relations,” Ottawa (June 19, 1974). https://www.nato.int/
en/about-us/official-texts-and-resources/official-texts/1974/06/19/declaration-on-atlantic-
relations?selectedLocale=ra. Emphasis added.
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3. Second Centers of Nuclear
Decisionmaking in Europe

Having established the diplomatic-historical logic of American acquiescence in
section 2, this section traces how second centers of nuclear decisionmaking evolved
in Europe across three nuclear ages. Britain and France pursued divergent models
(Britain seeking nuclear interdependence with the United States, France eschewing
it) yet both assigned their independent forces roles that shifted as the security
environment changed. Before examining these cases, it is worth stating the claimed
deterrence value of second centers is a set of propositions that the historical record
can illuminate.

The second-center thesis rests on four interlocking claims. The first is the
complication effect: an adversary confronting multiple independent nuclear
decisionmakers faces a more uncertain and therefore more cautious calculus than
one confronting a single nuclear opponent. Even if a second center’s arsenal is
small, the adversary cannot be confident that a separate government—with its own
threat perceptions, risk tolerance, and decision timeline—will refrain from nuclear
use in circumstances where the patron might hesitate. The observable implication is
that adversary planning documents, exercises, and force posture should reflect the
need to account for independent nuclear action by allied states, not merely by the
United States.

The second claim is the survivability effect: multiple geographically dispersed
nuclear forces are harder to eliminate by a disarming first strike than a single
consolidated force. Even a successful strike against one center’s arsenal leaves the
other intact, preserving a residual retaliatory threat. The observable implication is
that adversary targeting requirements should expand with each additional center,
imposing costs in warhead allocation, intelligence collection, and operational
complexity, and that the adversary should regard a comprehensive first strike as less
feasible.

The third claim is the regional targeting effect: a second center with independent
command authority can implement targeting preferences that reflect its own threat
perceptions (striking adversary forces or cities most threatening to the region)
without requiring the patron’s assent. Because the ally’s survival may be more
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directly at stake than the patron’s, it may be willing to act on targets the patron
would deprioritize or avoid. The observable implication is that second centers
should maintain independent target sets that differ meaningfully from the patron’s
global list, and that allied governments should be willing to act even when the
patron hesitates.

The fourth claim is the hedging effect: an allied state with an independent
nuclear capability is insured against the possibility that its patron will not act or
abandon it, a rationale formalized in the 1974 Ministry of Defence memorandum
and the 1978 Duff-Mason report.’>® This addresses the foundational problem of
extended deterrence: that a guarantee to use nuclear weapons on behalf of another
state is inherently less credible than a guarantee to use them in self-defense. The
observable implication is that second centers should reduce allied anxiety about
abandonment and, by extension, reduce the pressure on the patron to engage in
costly and potentially escalatory signaling to demonstrate commitment.

Beyond these four claims, individual second centers have advanced country-
specific rationales: Britain argued that nuclear possession gave it agency over U.S.
nuclear thinking and target selection, while de Gaulle argued that the force de
frappe could trigger U.S. nuclear intervention if Washington hesitated.

Each proposition has a vulnerability. The complication and survivability effects
depend on adversary perception: if the adversary regards a second center’s forces
as a mere appendage of the patron’s arsenal—lacking independent command
authority, operational autonomy, or the political will to act alone—the deterrence
benefit is diminished or absent. As the historical sections that follow will show, this
is not a hypothetical concern. Some Russian strategists have dismissed Britain’s
nuclear forces as operationally subordinate to the United States, questioning
whether London possesses meaningful nuclear autonomy.**” Others, more

156 The insurance argument predates its formal articulation. Attlee’s decision to initiate the British
program in January 1947 was itself a direct response to the McMahon Act’s abrupt termination of
Anglo-American nuclear cooperation, demonstrating that U.S. policy could change regardless of alliance
commitments. Churchill’s parliamentary argument—that Britain could not influence American policy
“while we are largely dependent upon their protection” —reflects the same underlying logic. The explicit
insurance framing appears in UK Ministry of Defence Memorandum SC OE/73/1 (1974) and is formalized
in Anthony Duff and Ronald Mason, “Future of the British Deterrent,” DEFE 19/275, The National
Archives, Kew (December 7, 1978), Part |, paragraphs 22-23.

157 Zsofia Wolford, Elizabeth Moisan, Thomas Kenchington, Catherine Galley, and Clara Le Gargasson,
“Evolving Russian perceptions of the British and French nuclear deterrents,” RAND Europe, RR-A3900-1
(2025), pp. 7-9. https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA3900-1.html.
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recently, have concluded they may have underestimated the British deterrent.?*®
This ambiguity is itself significant: it suggests that the second-center effect is not
automatic but must be actively cultivated through posture, doctrine, and signaling—
and that its strength varies with the adversary’s beliefs, which may be poorly
informed, ideologically filtered, or simply wrong. The regional targeting effect faces
a related but distinct vulnerability: even if the adversary accepts that the second
center has genuine command autonomy, it may doubt whether the ally has the
political will to act unilaterally on targets that diverge from the patron’s, particularly
under crisis pressure, when independent nuclear use risks fracturing the alliance.
The hedging effect, meanwhile, is vulnerable to a different problem: if the second
center’s arsenal was designed under the assumption of an overarching patron
umbrella, it may lack the force structure, targeting options, and survivability to
function credibly on its own. The historical record offers evidence on both sides of
these questions, as the following sections demonstrate.

3.1. The First Nuclear Age
3.1.1. Britain

Just as the first Polaris submarine became operational in 1968, it became clear that
Soviet advances in anti-ballistic missile technology limited Britain’s target options.*®
To guarantee that Britain could hold Moscow at risk with only a single submarine at
sea, Polaris needed to be enhanced.'® The upgrade program, codenamed Chevaline,
took 15 years to complete at a cost of 1 billion GBP.*** Chevaline featured hardened
warheads and separated re-entry vehicles dispersed over large distances to ensure

158 Ibid., pp. 6-7.

159 Kristan Stoddart, “Maintaining the ‘Moscow Criterion’: British Strategic Nuclear Targeting, 1974-
1979,” Journal of Strategic Studies 31, no. 6 (2008), pp. 897, 898; John Baylis and Kristan Stoddart,
“Britain and the chevaline project: The hidden nuclear programme, 1967-82,” Journal of Strategic Studies
26, no. 4 (2003), p. 147.
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the payloads could reach their intended targets.¢? By the time the first Chevaline-
enhanced submarine left for its maiden patrol in 1982, the Thatcher government
had already reached an agreement with Washington to replace Polaris with Trident
missiles.

Britain’s deterrence requirements changed over time and comprised two
targeting requirements: those of NATO, as designated by the supreme allied
commander Europe, and those of Britain.'®* Britain’s independent national targeting
requirements were central to the second-center-of-nuclear-decisionmaking
argument: Britain needed a plan for independent nuclear attack in case the United
States did not use its nuclear weapons in circumstances that warranted nuclear
use.!® In this way, Britain could ensure that European nuclear targeting preferences
could be implemented. Before Polaris, the V-bombers would hold at risk Soviet
cities (countervalue) and some military targets (counterforce).’® Indeed, in the
1950s, the British leadership believed that its geographic location rendered Britain
more vulnerable to Soviet air strikes than the more distant United States.’®” As a
result, the V-bombers should hold at risk 40 Soviet air bases, from which Moscow
could attack Britain the fastest.'®® Although Britain may well have wished to
sustain a counterforce or “damage-limitation” capability, resource constraints—
“shortcomings in intelligence and delivery accuracy, in combination with limited
holdings of weapons and delivery systems” —“effectively dictated” a countervalue
strategy.'®®

From 1962, the year of the Nassau Agreement, which required Britain’s
deterrent to support NATO, London’s national deterrence requirements (as opposed
to those of NATO as a whole), centered on the belief that a comparatively small
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nuclear force could deter the Soviet Union if it could credibly threaten to destroy
Moscow, the heart of Soviet state power.’° As Sir Michael Quinlan, Britain’s leading
civil servant on nuclear deterrence, put it:

to allow the Soviet Union (a state system very much based upon
central governmental authority) to enjoy perceived sanctuary
for their capital and a considerable area around it would risk
weakening whatever concern they might feel about the UK
capability and resolve.'?

Although Moscow was the clear priority target, it was not the only one: Britain’s
“‘minimum deterrence’ was fulfilled first through targeting 40 cities, then 20, and
finally 15 by 1962,” in line with 1961 guidance from the British Nuclear Deterrent
Study Group.'” The list of targets was later reduced to seven to 10 Soviet cities.'”

As Soviet anti-ballistic missile defenses around Moscow improved, they
increasingly cast doubt on Britain’s ability to credibly threaten Moscow. In 1975,
the Chiefs of Staff and the Joint Intelligence Committee considered that with the
Chevaline program delayed, Polaris “was no longer fully effective at penetrating the
improved Moscow ABM [anti-ballistic missile] defences.”*’* In the following months,
the government considered alternative targets to operationalize its “minimum
deterrent,” including targeting as few as five cities west of the Urals, 16-32 cities
east of the Urals, and targeting Moscow proper with two submarines simultaneously
from the Atlantic and Mediterranean.'” As a result, the 1978 Duff-Mason report,
too, suggested a range of countervalue options: Moscow was no longer the absolute
focus of Britain’s nuclear forces; targeting several large cities could also achieve
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the unacceptable damage threshold.”® Moreover, the Duff-Mason report gave the
following context for determining Britain’s deterrence requirements:

The judgements made by the superpowers about the scale of
damage which they need to threaten against each other are no
guide to our own requirements, since the scale of deterrence is
related to the gains foreseen by the potential aggressor, and the
gains from eliminating the United Kingdom would clearly be less
than those from eliminating the United States. There is in our
view no unique answer as to what would probably constitute
unacceptable damage.'”’

We believe that a deterrent threat of unacceptable damage might
be posed in one or both of two potentially overlapping but distinct
ways:

a. if the general level of destruction likely to be suffered by the
Soviet Union was such as to outweigh the benefits from removing
the UK from the international scene and/or appropriating her
resources;

b. if the damage were likely to undermine, at least for a
considerable period, the Soviet Union’s ability to compete across
the whole range of her capabilities as a superpower with both the
United States and China.'’®

Broadly, our deterrent might be designed to threaten capabilities
of key importance to the Soviet state; or cities as a whole; or a
combination of the two.'”?
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Britain’s deterrent force requirements, the Duff-Mason study explained, further

depended upon the reason for having a nuclear force in the first place. In this
regard, Britain’s role as a second center of decision and the deterrent’s role as an
insurance for independent self-defense were among the critical drivers of British
force requirements.* In 1980, a Ministry of Defence publication echoed these
points:

If Britain is to meet effectively the deterrent purpose of providing
a second centre of decisionmaking within the Alliance, our force
has to be visibly capable of posing a massive threat on its own. A
force which could strike tellingly only if the United States also did
so—which plainly relied, for example, on U.S. assent to its use, or
on attenuation or distraction of Soviet defences by United States
forces—would not achieve the purpose. We need to convince
Soviet leaders that even if they thought that, at some critical point
as a conflict developed, the United States would hold back, the
British force could still inflict a blow so destructive that the penalty
for aggression would have proved too high.

There is no way of calculating exactly how much destruction in
prospect would suffice to deter. Clearly Britain need not have as
much power as the United States. Overwhelming Britain would

be a much smaller prize than overwhelming the United States,
and a smaller prospective penalty could therefore suffice to tilt his
assessment against starting aggression that would risk incurring
the penalty. Indeed, one practical approach to judging how much
deterrent power Britain needs is to consider what type and scale
of damage Soviet leaders might think likely to leave them critically
handicapped afterwards in continuing confrontation with a
relatively unscathed United States.

Appalling though any nuclear strike would be, the Government
does not believe that our deterrent aim would be adequately

180 Ibid., paragraphs 4 and 18.
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met by a capability which offered only a low likelihood of striking
home to key targets; or which Soviet leaders could expect to ward
off successfully from large areas of key importance to them. They
might even be tempted to judge that if an opponent equipped
himself with a force which had only a modest chance of inflicting
intolerable damage there might be only a modest chance that he
would have the resolve to use it at all.

The Government, however, thinks it right now to make clear that
its concept of deterrence is concerned essentially with posing a
potential threat to key aspects of Soviet state power. There might
with changing conditions be more than one way of doing this, and
some flexibility in contingency planning is appropriate. It would
not be helpful to deterrence to define particular options further.'®!

The Duff-Mason study also considered that the best nuclear system for meeting
Britain’s deterrence requirements were nuclear-powered submarines as only these
guaranteed “adequate pre-launch survivability.”!#2 At least four boats were required
to have “at least two always in the patrol cycle and thus at least one continuously on
station.”*® The Duff-Mason study further judged it desirable to have two submarines
on patrol at any given time “to provide a high assurance of survivability.”*® This
would require five boats in total.'® Two years later, a public government document
weighed the desirability of a fifth submarine “as insurance against possible risks,
such as marked relative improvement in Soviet ASW [anti-submarine warfare] or
losing a boat by accident or major unforeseen defect,”®® against the cost. Although

181 “The Future United Kingdom Strategic Nuclear Deterrent Force,” Defence Open Government
Document 80/23 (London: Ministry of Defence, 1980), pp. 5-6.
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the additional expense of a fifth submarine would be less than 15% “because
force overheads do not rise proportionately with numbers,”*®” the absolute cost
would still be “very large—perhaps in the order of 600 million pounds.”*® For fiscal
reasons, the British government ultimately decided on a four-boat force. In practice,
however, Michael Quinlan pointed out that “there were often two boats at sea, and
very occasionally three, UK planning always set its benchmarks by worst-case, no-
warning scenarios.”*8

Britain also thought it necessary to have strategic and theater capabilities.
A theater-only force would not suffice to act as a second center of nuclear
decisionmaking. As a 1980 Ministry of Defence publication explained,

An aggressor faced with an armoury comprising only non-
strategic nuclear weapons would know that he could if necessary
use strategic nuclear weapons to overbear it without risking
strategic retaliation upon himself; and since he would know that
his opponent too must realise this, he could be confident that
the non-strategic weapons were most unlikely to be used. The
harsh logic of deterrence requires that the nuclear decisionmaker
should have evident power to take his resistance all the way to the
strategic level if the aggressor will not desist. If Britain’s nuclear
contribution to NATO is to fulfil its distinctive role in deterrence, it
must include an effective strategic element.'?

On July 15, 1980, the British government announced its intention to replace
Polaris with Trident by the mid-1990s.'%* By the end of the 1980s, Britain’s nuclear
force possessed a strategic, a sub-strategic, and a tactical capability.'®? This
combination of forces gave the British government sufficient flexibility for signaling
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purposes in a crisis. Central to the second-centers thesis is that Britain could

act decisively by nuclear means if the United States hesitated, or was otherwise
unable, to bring its nuclear weapons to bear. Had Britain only possessed a strategic,
submarine-based deterrent, then Britain would have had difficulty displaying its
resolve with a single boat at sea. Surfacing a boat or firing a nuclear missile to
signal resolve would have disclosed the location of Britain’s deterrent, rendering

its second-strike capability vulnerable. Britain’s nuclear-capable air and land assets
could have been put on alert or deployed to the frontlines for signaling without
putting the strategic deterrent in jeopardy.

3.1.2. France

Given the American hostility to the French nuclear deterrent in the 1960s, Paris
sought full independence in its deterrent posture and force. On December 23,
1964, a mere three months after France’s deterrent became operational with the
entry-into-service of the first Mirage IV bomber, Parliament gave the green light
for the development of a thermonuclear device and a strategic triad.**® In addition
to the bomber force, which had grown to 62 by 1968, France’s triad would
consist of ground-launched missiles (initially envisaged as a transitional capability)
and submarines.'®® In 1968, Paris conducted its first thermonuclear test.'*® De
Gaulle departed from office in 1969, just a few years before France’s triad became
fully operational with the entry-into-service of three Redoutable ballistic-missile
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submarines (le Redoutable, le Terrible, and le Foudroyant) in 1971, 1973, and 1974,
respectively,’®” and thermonuclear weapons in the mid-1970s.%®

A fourth, fifth, and sixth submarine (I''ndomptable, le Tonnant, and I'Inflexible)
entered service in 1976, 1980, and 1985, respectively.’ President Mitterand stated
in July 1981 that Paris intended to build a seventh submarine by 1990 and decide on
the necessity of an eighth submarine at a later date.?® The arrival of the fifth boat
in 1980 allowed Paris to have two submarines on patrol permanently and to sail
up to four boats at any given time.?°! From January 1983 onward, France had three
submarines on continuous patrol.2%

Underpinning France’s nuclear buildup was the belief that its nuclear possession
fulfilled several roles. Given de Gaulle’s doubts about the American nuclear
protection, the core function was to have an independent self-defense capability.?®
As he said in 1959, “The defense of France must be French.”2%

A closely related purpose was to protect France’s vital interests.?*> As noted
below, France deliberately sought to maintain strategic ambiguity around the
precise definition of its vital interests. Despite this deliberate ambiguity, the French
government suggested that France’s vital interests extended beyond metropolitan
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France. In 1964, de Gaulle advised the military leadership that “France should feel
threatened as soon as the territories of Federal Germany and Benelux would be
violated.”?®® The same year, Prime Minister Pompidou echoed de Gaulle, advising
Parliament that the French nuclear arsenal “plays a full and automatic role for the
benefit of Europe, the defense of which is inseparable from her own.”?” |In 1976,
Chief of Defense Staff Méry even spoke of an “enlarged sanctuarization” —a term
that was, in the cogent judgment of one analyst, “the closest France ever came

to declaring an explicit extended deterrent posture.”?*® The rationales were that
Europe’s small geography merged the fate of its nations; that Paris could maximize
“military efficiency” by “committing French forces far away from the French-German
border;”?% and that the force de frappe could serve as a foundation of a more
consolidated European nuclear force in the future.?°

France further believed that its nuclear arsenal contributed to the security
of NATO as a whole.?'! On the one hand, the French nuclear force complicated
adversary decisionmaking because Moscow needed to consider the possibility that a
“third nuclear power” could escalate a crisis or conflict by nuclear means.?*> On the
other hand, France might use its nuclear weapons in coordination with American or
British nuclear forces if necessary or feasible.?*

France’s nuclear arsenal served another role: to “trigger” U.S. nuclear
intervention.?* If the United States hesitated to use its nuclear weapons in defense
of Europe, then France could employ its nuclear weapons first to raise the stakes of
the conflict. Although Prime Minister Debré, among others, rejected the notion, de
Gaulle himself articulated it in the following terms: “The Alliance does not oblige
[the United States] to be at our sides immediately, with all their might and all their
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weapons. That is why our atomic force is necessary. It is a triggering and driving
force. It’s the starter.”***

France operationalized these roles through “proportional deterrence,” or
“deterrence by the weak of the strong” (dissuasion du faible au fort).?** As American
officials later recalled: French strategists “maintained that a French nuclear
capability with enough strength to destroy a number of the enemy’s cities would
serve to discourage adversaries. France’s nuclear force de frappe could act as the
trigger that would bring, if necessary, U.S. nuclear power to bear, and so serve as a
further deterrent to Soviet aggression.”?Y’

Proportionate deterrence emphasized an asymmetry of interest and stake:
on the one hand, avoiding the elimination of France was a vital interest for Paris,
whereas defeating France was only a marginal interest for the Soviet Union.?® On
the other hand, to deter the Soviet Union, France would need to be able to cause
greater damage to the Soviet Union than what Moscow would gain from eliminating
France.?*® Thus, France, as a relatively small country, could deter a nuclear
superpower like the Soviet Union “as long as it had the means to inflict damage at
least equivalent to what was at stake in the conflict.”?* As de Gaulle put it in 1962,

It’s not a question of getting to the same level as the other side.
The idea is to represent a sufficient retaliation capacity to make
him give up the aggression. Deterrence begins as soon as you have
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the opportunity to kill enough people ... to convince the aggressor
that it is not worth the risk.?*

In 1964, de Gaulle added that the risks to the aggressor must outweigh the
potential gains: France needed to pose “risks incommensurable with the benefit of
conquering our soil 22

The 1972 Defence White Paper further specified that deterrence entails “an
immediate risk out of proportions with the stake of the conflict.”?? In short, in
Bruno Tertrais’s cogent words, “proportionate deterrence had become, in fact,
disproportionate deterrence, an idea that is very close to John Foster Dulles’s
original expression of massive retaliation.”?**

Achieving “at least equivalent” damage translated into an unequivocal
countervalue strategy. The rationale was that only countervalue targeting could
guarantee inflicting enough damage upon the adversary to deter him.??® By contrast,
a counterforce strategy might destroy “empty silos” but not highly dispersible
enemy forces.??® Moreover, counterforce emphasized warfighting over “pure
deterrence;” due to Europe’s small geography, any deterrence failure would be
catastrophic for France’s vital interests.??” In 1980, Prime Minister Raymond Barre
specified that France lacked the resources for a counterforce strategy: “France, a
medium-sized nation with limited resources, cannot pretend seeking parity with the
two great nuclear powers. The only way which is open to us is that of the current
strategy.”?®
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In the 1960s, de Gaulle sought to hold 20-40 enemy cities at risk, including
Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, and Odessa.?”® In the 1970s, Giscard d’Estaing targeted
“the destruction of 40% of Soviet economic capabilities before the Urals, and the
disorganization of the country’s leadership apparatus.”?*° References to quantified
demographic targets disappeared in the late 1970s.%!

In 1980, France shifted from a pure anti-demographic targeting to a broader
anti-cities strategy that sought to eliminate an adversary’s “vital works” [oeuvres
vives]; that is, destroying an adversary’s economic, industrial, social, and population
center.??2 The shift came because Soviet missile defenses had improved; because
high-value economic targets were outside densely populated areas; because
destroying economic assets rendered reconstruction burdensome; and because the
Soviet leadership may have a tolerance for civilian casualties.?*® As Prime Minister
Raymond Barre put it at the end of 1980, France sought to inflict upon an adversary
“the assured destruction of a notable part of his cities and of his economy.”%4 In
practice, one observer noted,

the new oeuvres vives or enlarged anticities doctrine seems
to depend on a sufficiency criterion of numbers of cities. The
principle seems to be that France’s surviving SLBM warheads
alone—after a Soviet first strike—should be able to strike a
number of major Soviet cities at least equal to the number of
major French cities.?**
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Accompanying the adjusted targeting strategy was an increase in nuclear
weapons. As Moscow’s ballistic missile defenses improved in the 1980s, France
responded by doubling its nuclear warheads between 1984 and 1991.%¢

Analysts floated different interpretations of this sufficiency criterion. On the
upper end of the spectrum, observers believed it necessary for France to strike 100
to 150 or 100 to 200 Soviet cities.?*” Others argued that France reached nuclear
“sufficiency” in the early 1980s, when France’s triad could “threaten about 50
opposing cities, that is to say about 20% of the population of the USSR (33% of the
urban population, and between 40% and 50% of its industry).”%®

In practice, one estimate put the number of Soviet deaths the French nuclear
arsenal could produce in 1970 at 14 to 18 million “if only half of the weapons were
delivered.”?*®

In the early 1980s, some analysts asserted that France had reached nuclear
“sufficiency” because its nuclear forces could kill 50 million Soviet citizens, the
equivalent of the population of France.?®® Other analysts argued that this estimate
was too optimistic, and that France could hope to target 20 million Soviet lives.?*

De Gaulle believed that it was difficult to predict nuclear proliferation, and future
deterrence needs, in the nuclear age. Consequently, France needed to be suitably
equipped to deter any potential aggressor anywhere—a concept known as tous
azimuts deterrence (that is, deterrence of all compass points/ all directions).?*? In
the late 1960s, de Gaulle set the goal for France’s strategic triad to hold any major
power at risk by 1980.2* Despite France’s SSBN fleet, questions remained for some
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observers about France’s ability to deter threats from all directions because France
never developed, chiefly for fiscal reasons, ICBMs.?** The planned ICBMs would have
had a range of 8,000 km; France’s existing aircraft and missiles, by contrast, had a
range of 3,000 km—a range tailored to targeting the Western Soviet Union.?*®

From 1974 to 1993, six artillery regiments of the First Army were each equipped
with eight nuclear-capable Pluton missile launchers with a range of 120 km.?*¢ As
Prime Minister Jacques Chirac explained on February 10, 1975, France needed
tactical nuclear weapons to 1) respond to the Soviet-American duopoly on tactical
nuclear systems; 2) “extend our deterrence to forms of aggressions for which the
threat of a strategic response would not be immediately credible,” and to 3) have an
“authentic European” capability.2®

Throughout the 1960s, France’s doctrine was ambiguous about the role of
the tactical capability. Some thinkers called for a warfighting role, using non-
strategic nuclear weapons as a test of adversary intentions and a display of resolve
to resist.?*® Others preferred a political role, under which the First Army’s mere
possession of theater nuclear weapons sufficed in itself to test adversary intentions,
forcing Moscow to back down or raise the stakes.?® If Moscow decided to attack,
Paris could then use its theater capability as a warning to the aggressor.?*°
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In the early 1970s, President Giscard d'Estaing and Prime Minister Chirac seemed
to see a particular role for non-strategic nuclear weapons in situations, in which
the threat of strategic retaliation was incredible.?! From 1976, however, France
empbhasized the political function of the tactical capability over its warfighting
one. A single nuclear warning shot would henceforth serve as the final signal to an
adversary that a conflict was changing in nature and beginning to threaten France’s
vital interests (while at the same time inflicting military losses on the adversary).>?

The notion of endangering France’s vital interests had been a longstanding
feature of the French deterrent practice. As the 1972 Defence White Paper had
explained, “the threat to resort to the nuclear weapons would have no credibility”
unless the vital interests are at stake.? Paris kept the precise definition of its
vital interest deliberately vague to enhance deterrence.? As President Giscard
d’Estaing put it, “There is no deterrent if the adversary knows in advance in which
conditions it will be used.”?*> Despite this calculated ambiguity, French officials
expressed concerns about a potential American hesitation to employ nuclear
weapons in time.?*® In case of a deterrence breakdown and the onset of major
conventional hostilities in Europe, France would probably have sought to display
its “determination to be ready to use tactical nuclear weapons promptly and far
forward.”?*” As General Paul Arnaud de Foiard explained in 1980,

a warning shot, made when Western Europe was three-fourths
invaded, its armies smashed and the military success of the
opposing forces established, would not have in its timidity but an
effect destined to insignificance. ... What aggressor could think
an opponent hesitant to employ tactical nuclear weapons would

251 lbid.
252 lbid., pp. 80-81, 91.
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have the audacity to use strategic means? ... Currently the forces
of the Atlantic alliance, of which we are a part, do not have the
conventional means to stop for more than some tens of hours the
invasion of Western Europe by a massive offensive by Warsaw
Pact conventional forces.?*®

This final warning shot, which France sometimes dubbed “early
nuclearization,”?* would have probed the aggressor’s resolve and forced the
enemy to choose between intensifying the aggression and risk a strategic response
or backing down. Whereas the nuclear superpowers could seek to use theater
nuclear weapons as a means of limiting a nuclear war to Europe, any nuclear use
in Europe would take place in France’s immediate neighborhood.?®® France must
thus expect that any tactical nuclear employment in Europe would sooner rather
than later extend to the French homeland.?®* France's nuclear warning shot serves
as a final warning before the French strategic arsenal would inflict unacceptable
damage upon the adversary.?? This is why France “rejects any prolonged nuclear
battle, the progressive raising of nuclear risks, and controlled escalation.”?® As one
analyst explained, “The French emphasis on the primacy of deterrence is a logical
imperative, given the catastrophic risks that would be involved in trying to sustain
France’s ‘sanctuarization’ through proportional deterrence in a general East-West
war./ 264

France understood, of course, that moving from a single nuclear warning shot
to inflicting massive destruction upon the adversary by means of France’s strategic
arsenal risked an equally destructive Soviet response.?° The French leadership
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accepted this risk, speculating that Moscow might not reciprocate because “one
does not destroy the prize.”¢

Like Britain, France created additional nuclear risks for the adversary. Even if
Moscow miscalculated that it could deter U.S. nuclear use in a European war, it
still had to face the nuclear risks of France. But France’s role as a second center of
nuclear decisionmaking differed from that of Britain in that France did not assign its
nuclear forces to NATO. Nor was France part of NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group. In
practice, then, France had its own, separate targeting plans and nuclear exercises.
Maintaining that its nuclear forces are uniquely European, serving both as a hedge
against American unreliability and an addition to American nuclear forces, France
deliberately sought to defy the Soviet perception that France and NATO as a whole
were American puppets.

In sum, in sharing the nuclear deterrence burden, the British and French second
centers fulfilled several purposes: complicate adversary decisionmaking; implement
European nuclear targeting preferences; hedge against U.S. abandonment and
overdependence; influence U.S. nuclear thinking (Britain); and provide a trigger to
activate the American nuclear arsenal (France).

3.2. The Second Nuclear Age in Europe

Hailed at the time by some observers as “the end of history as such; that is, the

end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of Western
liberal democracy as the final form of human government,”?’ the end of the Cold
War resulted in a peace dividend. As a result, NATO members reduced their defense
spending on average from 3.77% of GDP to 1.46% between 1990 and 2014.%%¢ In the
nuclear realm, NATO’s 1991 Strategic Concept announced a “reduced reliance on
nuclear weapons.”?® Globally, the number of nuclear weapons decreased, arsenals
were “de-targeted,” the United States removed 97% of its deployed nuclear assets
from Europe, Britain moved from a nuclear dyad to a monad, and France from a
triad to a dyad. Multilateral nuclear diplomacy achieved inter alia the indefinite
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extension of the NPT (1995), and the conclusion of the Comprehensive Nuclear-
Test-Ban Treaty (1996). This drastic amelioration in the international security
environment, the European Union’s Security Strategy concluded in 2003, meant
that “Europe has never been so prosperous, so secure nor so free. The violence
of the first half of the 20 century has given way to a period of peace and stability
unprecedented in European history.”?”°

Despite this seeming overall reduction in the salience of nuclear weapons, a
defining characteristic of the second nuclear age was also the emergence of new
nuclear-armed states: India, Pakistan, and the DPRK. Iran’s nuclear activities also
attracted the concerns of many states in the international community.

In short, rather than following a linear path toward a diminished salience
for all states, nuclear weapons continued to play a role in the security policies
of some states. Although second centers played a much-diminished role in the
second nuclear age, they remained relevant. NATO continued to refer to the added
deterrent effect of the independent British and French nuclear forces. The 1991,
1999, and 2010 Strategic Concepts reiterated this role in near-identical terms:

The supreme guarantee of the security of the Allies is provided by
the strategic nuclear forces of the Alliance, particularly those of
the United States; the independent nuclear forces of the United
Kingdom and France, which have a deterrent role of their own,
contribute to the overall deterrence and security of the Allies.?”

The 2008 Bucharest Summit Declaration highlighted the diminished significance
of nuclear forces for NATO:

The Alliance has reduced both its conventional forces significantly
from Cold War levels and has reduced nuclear weapons assigned
to NATO by over 90%. Allies have also reduced their nuclear
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arsenals. France has reduced the types of its nuclear systems

to two, the number of its nuclear delivery vehicles by over half,
and has announced it will reduce the number of its nuclear
warheads to fewer than 300, with no other weapons beside those
in its operational stockpile. The United Kingdom has reduced

to one nuclear system, and has reduced the explosive power

of its nuclear stockpile by 75%, and its number of operationally
available nuclear warheads to fewer than 160. The United States
has reduced its nuclear weapon stockpile to less than 25% of its
size at the height of the Cold War, and decreased tactical nuclear
weapons assigned to NATO by nearly 90%.%7?

This section retraces the post-Cold War history of the European nuclear powers,
Britain and France.

3.2.1. Britain Scales Down to a Monad

In Britain, the end of the Cold War sparked debates about the continued necessity
and pertinence of nuclear possession. “If the Polaris replacement decision had
come a decade later,” one observer concluded, then “it is by no means clear, given
the optimism of the early 1990s, that a decision would have been made in favor
of Trident.”?”®* According to this narrative, Trident was a sunk cost; so rather than
abandoning it, London “decided to find a new minimum level for its deterrent.”?*

Britain’s official statements, however, never questioned the continued relevance
of nuclear deterrence. As Britain’s 1994 Defence White Paper confirmed, “Having
established such a stable and secure framework for maintaining peace [nuclear
deterrence], we should not think lightly of dismantling it. The artificial division of
Europe has now gone but uncertainties and dangers remain.”?”®
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These uncertainties notwithstanding, Britain pruned its nuclear deterrent
significantly, especially in the non-strategic domain (table 1).

Table 1. Britain’s Nuclear Toolkit in the Late 1980s and Late 1990s

Late 1980s/ end of Cold War Late 1990s/ post-Cold War era

4 Polaris Chevaline SSBNs 4 Trident SSBNs (the first of which
entered service in 1994 and the
last in 2001).

11 squadrons of Royal Air Force Tornado dual- retired

capable fighter bombers capable of carrying
WE-177 gravity bombs for delivery against land
targets (only 9 squadrons carried out the nuclear
mission)

2 squadrons of Royal Air Force Buccaneers retired
capable of delivering WE-177 gravity bombs for
delivery against surface ships

Royal Navy Sea Harriers capable of delivering retired
WE-177 gravity or depth bombs for delivery
against land targets operating from aircraft
carriers (HMS lllustrious, HMS Invincible, HMS
Ark Royal)?”®

Royal Navy Sea King or Lynx helicopters capable | Retired
of delivering WE-177 depth bombs for delivery
against submarines?”’

From late 1991, Britain paused deploying nuclear weapons on surface ships
unless the threat environment rendered them necessary.?’® In October 1993,
Defence Secretary Malcolm Rifkind announced the cancellation of the Tactical
Air-to-Surface Missile (TASM)—the planned successor to the WE-177—and
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confirmed that the sub-strategic role would transfer to Trident.?”® In April 1995, the
government announced that the WE-177 would be withdrawn from service by the
end of 1998;% the last bombs were removed from service in March of that year.?®
Britain also ceased its NATO dual-key arrangements, under which British systems
could deliver American warheads.*?

By late 1998, Britain’s nuclear toolkit had shrunk to the Trident submarine-
launched delivery system, and the nuclear arsenal scaled to support the smaller
force. Even so, Britain retained a sub-strategic (limited strike) capability, “in the
form of Trident, which in 1998 took over the role formerly assigned to RAF Tornado
aircraft armed with the WE 177.7% In its sub-strategic configuration, some Trident
“missiles might have only a single warhead, and that warhead might have reduced
explosive yield.”?®* (Trident’s predecessors, Polaris and Polaris Chevaline, fulfilled
no sub-strategic purpose).?® In 1999, the British Ministry of Defence re-iterated the
importance of a “sub-strategic” capability, asserting that “In extreme circumstances
of self defence, a capability for the more limited use of nuclear weapons would
allow us to signal to an aggressor that he has miscalculated our resolve, without
using the full destructive power that Trident offers.”?%¢ This sub-strategic mission
might be fulfilled

279 UK Parliament, House of Commons Debates (18 October 1993), vol. 230, cols. 351-352. https://
hansard.parliament.uk/commons/1993-10-18/debates/00e0e205-c15b-40a1-83a5-58ab7ad8f6bf/
StatementOnTheDefenceEstimates.

280 UK Parliament, House of Commons, Parliamentary Debates, vol. 257, Written Answers (April 4,
1995), col. 1095W. https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/written-answers/1995/apr/04/sub-
strategic-nuclear-capability.

281 UK Parliament, House of Commons, Parliamentary Debates, vol. 310, Written Answers (April 20,
1998), cols. 467-468W. https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/written-answers/1998/apr/20/wel77-
bombs.

282 Nicholas Witney, “British Nuclear Policy After the Cold War,” Survival 36, no. 4
(1994), p. 97; Paul Rogers, “Britain’s other nuclear weapons,” openDemocracy (March 22, 2018), https://
www.opendemocracy.net/en/britains-other-nuclear-weapons/.

283 Tim Youngs and Claire Taylor, “Trident and the Future of the British Nuclear Deterrent,” House of
Commons Library Standard Note SN/IA/3706 (April 27, 2006), p. 12. https://www.nuclearinfo.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/trident-and-the-Future-of-the-Nuclear-Deterrrent.pdf.

284 Michael Quinlan, “The British Experience,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual
Assured Destruction, its Origins and Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 274.

285 Tim Youngs and Claire Taylor, “Trident and the Future of the British Nuclear Deterrent,” House of
Commons Library Standard Note SN/IA/3706 (April 27, 2006), p. 13. https://www.nuclearinfo.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/trident-and-the-Future-of-the-Nuclear-Deterrrent.pdf.

286 Quoted in ibid.
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by a different boat to the one deployed on deterrent patrol,
primarily because launching one or two missiles in a limited strike
could reveal the location of the boat and leave it vulnerable to
attack, with the risk that it would not be able to mount a follow-up
strategic strike if required.?®’

However, since 2006, British strategic documents have not used the term “sub-
strategic.”?%® As the Defence Secretary Des Browne confirmed, “we have deliberately
chosen to stop using the term ‘sub-strategic Trident,” applied previously to a
possible limited use of our weapons.”?° The capability presumably remains; indeed,
the 2006 Defence White Paper refers to “the continued availability of a lower yield
from our warhead.”?°

The 2006 Defence White Paper of the Labour government of Prime Minister
Tony Blair also laid the basis for extending Britain’s nuclear deterrent “like-for-like”
beyond the lifetime of the Vanguard-class Trident submarines. It concluded “that
an independent British nuclear deterrent is an essential part of our insurance
against the uncertainties and risks of the future.”?* These uncertainties stemmed
from an increasing number of nuclear-armed and nuclear-arming states on the one
hand, and the expansion of existing nuclear arsenals on the other.?®? A year later,
Parliament approved the extension of the nuclear deterrent by 409 to 161 votes.?*?
In 2010, the coalition government of Prime Minister David Cameron announced that

287 lbid., p. 13.

288 Wyn Bowen and Geoffrey Chapman, “The UK, Nuclear Deterrence and a Changing World,” Paper 13
(London: King’s College London, 2022), p. 10. https://www.kcl.ac.uk/warstudies/assets/kcl-fasi-paper13-
uk-nuclear-deterrence-changing-world-web.pdf.

289 “The United Kingdom’s Nuclear Deterrent in the 21st Century,” Speech by Secretary of State for
Defence Des Browne, King’s College London (January 25, 2007).

290 “The Future of the United Kingdom’s Nuclear Deterrent,” CM 6994 (London: HM Government,
2006), p. 23. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_
data/file/27378/DefenceWhitePaper2006_Cm6994.pdf.

291 Ibid., p. 5.
292 Ibid., p. 6.

293 Patrick Wintour, “95 Labour MPs say no. But Blair gets his missile,” The Guardian (March 15, 2007).
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2007/mar/15/military.immigrationpolicy.
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it would decrease “our overall nuclear warhead stockpile ceiling from not more than
225 to not more than 180 by the mid-2020s.”2%

3.2.2. France Scales Down to a Dyad

Although the 1994 Defense White Book recognized the more benign security
environment after the Cold War, it also cautioned against “letting one’s guard
down.”?* In the words of Defense Minister Francois Léotard, “The history of our
country teaches us however, like ancient Latin wisdom, that peace is a dividend
of defense, not the other way round. ... Nuclear deterrence remains one of the
foundations of national defense.”?® The 1994 Defense White Book further defined
France’s vital interests in the post-Cold War era as “The integrity of the national
territory, including the metropolitan part and the overseas departments and
territories, its surrounding air space and waters, the free exercise of our sovereignty
and the protection of the population.”?” Since 1994, regional powers (nuclear non-
poles) have been addressed by French doctrine, replacing the mantra of “deterrence
from the weak to the strong.”?®® At the same time, the 1994 Defense White Book
referred to potential “distant threats”?*® and in 1999, Prime Minister Lionel Jospin
stated that the French deterrent could also “concern a ‘distant’ threat—codeword
for China.”3%

A leaner nuclear force, Paris judged, could defend these interests. Like Britain,
France drastically scaled down its nuclear deterrent (Table 2), halving its nuclear
budget between 1990 and 2005.3%

294 “Securing Britain in an Age of Uncertainty: The Strategic Defence and Security Review,” CM 7948, HM
Government (2010), p. 39. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a78da21ed915d0422065d95/
strategic-defence-security-review.pdf.

295 Livre Blanc sur la Défense (Paris: French Government, 1994), p. iii. https://www.vie-publique.fr/files/
rapport/pdf/944048700.pdf.

296 lbid., pp. iii-iv.
297 Ibid., p. 24.

298 Bruno Tertrais, “French nuclear deterrence policy, forces and future,” recherches & documents no.
1/2019 (Paris: Fondation pour la recherche stratégique, 2019), p. 34.

299 Ibid., p. 30.
300 Ibid., p. 33.
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Table 2. France’s Nuclear Toolkit in the Late 1980s and Late 1990s

Late 1980s/ end of Cold War Late 1990s/ post-Cold War era

Airborne
5 squadrons of Mirage 2000N | 3 squadrons of Mirage 2000N
Seaborne
6 Redoutable class SSBNs | 4 Triomphant class SSBNs
Ground-launched

AN52 bomb (pre-strategic capability) retired

S45 ground-to-ground missile program retired

Pluton SRBMs (with plans to develop retired

successor system Hades)

IRBMs at Plateau d’Albion retired

Under President Jacques Chirac, France dismantled its nuclear test site in
French Polynesia and became a State party to the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-
Ban Treaty.3%? Paris further dismantled its fissile material production facilities at
Marcoule and Pierrelatte, as well as its strategic land-based IRBMs at the Plateau
d’Albion.3% France further discarded its ground-launched theater capabilities
(SRBMs), reduced the number of SSBNs from six to four, and the number of strategic
bombers from five to three squadrons of Mirage 2000Ns.3%

These reductions notwithstanding, the Sarkozy administration wrote the epitaph
for “the post-Cold War era” in its 2008 Defense White Book, affirming a drastic
erosion of the security environment observed in the 1994 Defense White Book.>%
Against the backdrop of a declining West, Russia was re-emerging as a geopolitical
competitor, China’s intentions were uncertain, and weapons of mass destruction

302 Corentin Brustlein, “France’s Nuclear Arsenal: What Sort of Renewal?,” politique étrangére 3 (2017),
p.iv.

303 Ibid., pp. iv-v.
304 lbid., p. v.

305 The French White Paper on Defence and National Security (Paris: Odile Jacob, 2008), p. 13. https://
ecfr.eu/archive/page/-/France_-_2008_-_The_French_White_Paper_on_Defence_and_National_Security.
pdf.
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and terrorism were proliferating.?®® The 2008 Defense White Book identified several
plausible adverse outcomes:

The most serious currently identified scenario is the combination of
a major terrorist attack on European soil, using non-conventional
nuclear, chemical or biological-type means, together with a war
situation in one of the strategically important zones for Europe.
With that in mind, our strategy should allow for the possibility of
an outbreak of major conflicts in the Middle East and Asia.

But upsets can take other forms.

A breaking of the nuclear taboo itself is no longer improbable.
Circumstances have changed since the balance of deterrence
reached in the 1960s. New nuclear powers have emerged whose
doctrines, where they exist, are little understood. Nuclear
weapons are present in several sensitive regions with persistent
territorial disputes. In addition, certain terrorist groups are
known to be seeking access to radiological or nuclear materials or
devices.?”

Given this new security environment, the 2008 Defense White Book reaffirmed
nuclear deterrence as, “one of the foundations of France’s strategy. It is the ultimate
guarantee of national security and independence. It is one of the conditions of
France’s strategic autonomy, and of the Head of State’s freedom of judgement,
decision and action.”*® French nuclear deterrence remained

strictly defensive. Its sole function is to prevent a state-originated
aggression against the vital interests of the country, from
whatever direction and in whatever form. These vital interests
notably comprise the elements constituting our identity and

306 lbid., pp. 33-40.
307 Ibid., p. 38, emphasis in original.
308 lbid., p. 64.
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existence as a nation-State, and in particular our territory, our
population, and the free exercise of our sovereignty.>®

To deter threats against France’s vital interests, the French nuclear arsenal
was postured to make an adversary “fear a French retaliation that would wreak
unacceptable damage on it, out of proportion to the objective of its aggression.”3°
Reminiscent of previous targeting plans, France pursued largely a countervalue
strategy, holding at risk an adversary’s “centres of political, economic and military
power as a matter of priority.”31

On March 21, 2008, President Nicolas Sarkozy announced France’s nuclear
arsenals would decrease to less than 300 warheads—or “half of the maximum
number of warheads we had during the Cold War.”3!2 The 2008 Defense White
Book reaffirmed that the sizing principle of France’s nuclear arsenal was “strict
sufficiency”:313

France will continue to maintain its nuclear forces at a level of
strict sufficiency and will constantly scale them at the lowest
possible level compatible with its security. France will not seek to
acquire all the resources that its technological capacity may place
within its reach. Its force levels will depend not on those of other
nuclear powers but solely on its perception of the risks and its
assessment of the effectiveness of its deterrent in protecting its
interests.

The level of sufficiency will continue to be subject to both [a]
quantitative assessment of the number of carriers, missiles and
weapons, and [a] qualitative assessment of the defences French
deterrent forces are likely to face. This assessment is regularly

309 Ibid., pp. 64-65.
310 Ibid., p. 65.
311 Ibid.

312 Nicolas Sarkozy, “Presentation of ‘Le Terrible’ Submarine,” Cherbourg (March 21, 2008). https://
www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/Speech_by_Nicolas_Sarkozy__presentation_of_Le_Terrible_
submarine.pdf.

313 The French White Paper on Defence and National Security (2008), p. 162. https://ecfr.eu/archive/
page/-/France_-_2008_-_The_French_White_Paper_on_Defence_and_National_Security.pdf.
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submitted to the President and updated under the responsibility
of the Defence Restricted Nuclear Council .3

By the time the 2008 Defense White Book came out, France’s nuclear
modernization had been underway for a decade.?*® This modernization program
operationalized France’s “strict sufficiency” by providing the president with 1) a
sufficiently flexible nuclear dyad that 2) “complicate[d] the task of the adversary’s
defences;” and 3) hedged “against the risk of a technical problem or unforeseen
technological breakthrough in the fields of air defence, anti-missile defence or
submarine detection.”**® France conceived both the air and seaborne nuclear
capabilities as strategic in nature, meaning that France does not intend to use them
as “battlefield weapons for military use in theatre,”3” even if other nuclear-armed
states might consider the weapons delivered by France’s airleg tactical due to their
smaller range and yield.

The sea leg of France’s nuclear dyad comprised the Strategic Oceanic
Force (Force Océanique Stratégique, FOST). Four Triomphant class SSBNs—Le
Triomphant, Le Téméraire, Le Vigilant, Le Terrible—entered service between July
1997 and September 2010 to take over the continuous-at-sea deterrence mission
from the six retiring Redoutable class SSBNs.3!® In 2010, France deployed the longer
range SLBM, enhancing the sea leg’s flexibility.3°

Two nuclear forces formed the airleg of the French dyad, the Strategic Air
Force (Forces aériennes stratégiques, FAS) and the Naval Nuclear Air Force (Force

314 Ibid., pp. 162-163.
315 Ibid., p. 162.
316 Ibid., p. 161.
317 Ibid., p. 162.

318 Xavier Vavasseur, “French Navy SSBN Le Terrible Dry-Docked for Maintenance & Upgrade Work,”
Naval News (January 9, 2021), https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2021/01/french-navy-ssbn-
le-terrible-dry-docked-for-maintenance-upgrade-work/; Bruno Tertrais, “French Nuclear Deterrence
Policy, Forces and Future: A Handbook,” recherches & documents no. 02/2020 (Paris: Fondation pour la
Recherche Stratégique, 2020), pp. 55-56, https://www.frstrategie.org/en/programs/observatoire-de-la-
dissuasion/french-nuclear-deterrence-policy-forces-and-future-handbook-2020.

319 “M51 Strategic Ballistic Missile,” Ariane Group (n.d.), https://www.ariane.group/en/defence-
systems/deterrence/; Bruno Tertrais, “French Nuclear Deterrence Policy, Forces and Future: A
Handbook,” recherches & documents no. 02/2020 (Paris: Fondation pour la recherche stratégique, 2020),
pp. 55-56; https://www.frstrategie.org/en/programs/observatoire-de-la-dissuasion/french-nuclear-
deterrence-policy-forces-and-future-handbook-2020.
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aéronavale nucléaire).*?® FAS consisted of two squadrons of Mirage 2000N aircraft
at Saint-Dizier and Istres Air Bases, which were replaced by Rafales BF3 aircraft
by mid-2018.3% When the last Mirage 2000N retired, the La Fayette squadron
was disbanded and the FAS combat strike role was consolidated at Saint-Dizier.3*
Rather than maintaining a permanent nuclear presence aboard the Charles de
Gaulle aircraft carrier, FANu is structured for rapid presidential activation.3? This
arrangement preserves strategic ambiguity about whether the carrier group is
conducting nuclear or conventional operations at any given time.3*

From 2009, both FAS and FANu operated the medium-range, air-launched
standoff cruise missile (air-sol moyenne portée amélioré, ASMP-A).3?*> The new
standoff capability featured a next-generation nuclear warhead.3%

3.3. The Third Nuclear Age in Europe

Major power rivalry has resurfaced with the advent of the third nuclear age. The
distinguishing characteristics of this new security environment are that, for the first
time, the United States and its allies are facing two nuclear peers at once—Russia
and the PRC—plus multiple regional nuclear challenges: a nuclear-armed DPRK
and, potentially, a nuclear-arming Iran. A worst case could see the emergence of a
Eurasian axis, fueling the possibility of coordinated or opportunistic nuclear threats

320 “Force aéronavale nucléaire, une exception nécessaire frangaise [The Naval Nuclear Air Force, a
necessary French exception],” Ministére des Armées (n.d.). https://www.defense.gouv.fr/marine/passion-
marine/groupe-aeronaval-outil-combat-portee-strategique/force-aeronavale-nucleaire-exception.

321 “Adieu, Mirage 2000N,” Key.Aero (June 2018), https://www.key.aero/article/adieu-mirage-2000n;
David Szondy, “France Retires Cold War Nuclear Bomber,” New Atlas (June 26, 2018), https://newatlas.
com/france-cold-war-nuclear-bomber-retires/55187/.

322 “Adieu, Mirage 2000N,” Key.Aero (June 2018). https://www.key.aero/article/adieu-mirage-2000n.

323 “La Force d’action navale (FAN) [The Naval Action Force],” Ministére des Armées (n.d.), https://
www.defense.gouv.fr/marine/force-daction-navale-fan; “Force aéronavale nucléaire, une exception
nécessaire frangaise [The Naval Nuclear Air Force, a necessary French exception]," Ministere des Armées
(n.d.) https://www.defense.gouv.fr/marine/passion-marine/groupe-aeronaval-outil-combat-portee-
strategique/force-aeronavale-nucleaire-exception.

324 lbid.

325 The French White Paper on Defence and National Security (2008), p. 162, https://ecfr.eu/archive/
page/-/France_-_2008_-_The_French_White_Paper_on_Defence_and_National_Security.pdf; “Air-Sol
Moyenne Portée (ASMP/ASMP-A),” Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), last modified
April 23, 2024, https://missilethreat.csis.org/missile/asmp/.

326 “Air-Sol Moyenne Portée (ASMP/ASMP-A),” Missile Threat, Center for Strategic and International
Studies (CSIS), last modified April 23, 2024. https://missilethreat.csis.org/missile/asmp/.
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in multiple theaters at once. Accompanying Russia’s, the PRC’s, and the DPRK’s
nuclear challenges is the erosion of the nonproliferation and arms control regimes.

This deteriorating security environment has fueled both demand signals for
extended nuclear deterrence and concerns about the credibility of U.S. extended
deterrence commitments. Much of the debate about how to respond to the new
security environment initially focused on adapting the U.S. nuclear arsenal and the
division of deterrence labor between the United States and its allies. More recently,
a burgeoning literature has examined nuclear adaptation options for Britain and
France and the possibility of a consolidated Eurodeterrent amid concerns about a
diminished U.S. nuclear commitment to Europe.?”’

These fears of a waning U.S. nuclear commitment may have been overstated.
Indeed, the June 2025 NATO Summit in The Hague not only reaffirmed Allies’
“ironclad commitment to collective defence as enshrined in Article 5 of the
Washington Treaty—that an attack on one is an attack on all.”3%® But it also resulted
in a historic spending pledge: a commitment to spend 5% of GDP on defense by
2035.3%

Whether that investment will close capability gaps in time is a separate question.
The Euro-Atlantic nuclear deterrence architecture was designed for a much
more benign security environment. Not only did the bipartisan Strategic Posture
Commission find that the American nuclear modernization program of record is
“necessary but insufficient” in the third nuclear age,*° but the overall posture of
the American military is also configured to fight one major war rather than two
wars against two nuclear peers simultaneously. As a result, a growing chorus of

327 See footnote 6.

328 “The Hague Summit Declaration,” NATO (June 25, 2025). https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/
official_texts_236705.htm.

329 lbid.

330 America’s Strategic Posture: The Final Report of the Congressional Commission on the Strategic
Posture of the United States, Institute for Defense Analyses (2023). https://www.ida.org/research-and-
publications/publications/all/a/am/americas-strategic-posture.
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analysts has sounded alarm bells, asserting for example that “The United States is a
heartbeat away from a world war that it could lose.”33!

Over the past decade, nuclear risks have risen rapidly. Today’s nuclear risks
exceed those of the first nuclear age and place unique strains upon Euro-Atlantic
security and U.S. extended nuclear deterrence. Unlike during the Cold War, today’s
nuclear threats stem from two nuclear peers, not one. Russia’s strategic culture
frames its geopolitical revisionism; that is, its attempts to relitigate the end of the
Cold War by any means necessary, as a zero-sum “civilizational contest”3*? with
the West. The PRC and the DPRK are enabling Russian belligerence against Ukraine
while expanding their own nuclear capabilities drastically. At the beginning of this
decade, few Western observers had judged plausible the extent of the present
security cooperation between the nuclear-armed “axis of authoritarians,” and the
extent of its strategic consequence for Allied security.*2 Having underestimated the
possibility of a colluding or coordinating nuclear-armed authoritarian axis, it is time
Western analysts embraced a worst-case scenario. As General Alexus Grynkewich,
the supreme allied commander Europe, conveyed on July 17, 2025, NATO must
prepare for a two-front war against Russia and the PRC.33

Since U.S. resources are finite in a two-peer-plus world in which Indo-Pacific
demands may compete with European theater requirements, these developments

331 A. Wess Mitchell, “America Is a Heartbeat Away From a War it Could Lose,” Foreign Policy (November
16, 2023), https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/11/16/us-russia-china-gaza-ukraine-world-war-defense-
security-strategy/. See also James Di Pane and Octavian Miller, “U.S. Military Forces Cannot Fight on

2 Fronts,” Heritage Foundation (March 29, 2022), https://www.heritage.org/defense/commentary/
us-military-forces-cannot-fight-2-fronts; Markus Garlauskas, “The United States and its allies must be
ready to deter a two-front war and nuclear attacks in East Asia,” Atlantic Council (August 16, 2023),
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/the-united-states-and-its-allies-
must-be-ready-to-deter-a-two-front-war-and-nuclear-attacks-in-east-asia/; David J. Trachtenberg, “How
the Lack of a “Two-War Strategy” Erodes Extended Deterrence and Assurance,” Information Series, no.
590 (2024), https://nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/15-590.pdf; Michael O’Hanlon, “America’s
Military Strategy: Can We Handle Two Wars at Once?,” The National Interest (June 6, 2024), https://
nationalinterest.org/feature/americas-military-strategy-can-we-handle-two-wars-once-211324.

332 Mattias Eken, Kiran Suman-Chauhan, Beatrice Aubert, and Paul van Hooft, Understanding Russian
strategic culture and the low-yield nuclear threat, RAND Corporation (2025), p. 7. https://www.rand.org/
pubs/research_reports/RRA3859-1.html.

333 Asmeret Asghedom, Anthony Blevans, Ryan Christenson, Maximilian Hoell, Rupal Mehta, Anna
Peczeli, and Caroline Wesson, “A New Axis? Bloc Rivalry and the Future of Conflict,” CGSR Workshop
Summary ( 2025), passim. https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2025-03/Axis%20Workshop%20Summary_
Feb%202025_Final.pdf.

334 John Vandiver, “NATO must be ready for 2-front conflict with Russia and China, top US commander
in Europe says,” Stars and Stripes (July 17, 2025). https://www.stripes.com/theaters/europe/2025-07-17/
nato-must-be-prepared-for-wars-18470191.html.
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imply a greater relevance of second centers of nuclear decisionmaking in Europe.
Britain and France must be able to pose credible nuclear risks for Russia, particularly
when a crisis in the Indo Pacific might lead to calculations in Moscow that the
United States might be unwilling or unable to run nuclear risks in two theaters at
once.

3.3.1. Britain Adapts to the New Security Environment

The United Kingdom is rising to the challenge. Following the 2024 general election,
Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer ordered a new Strategic Defence Review. As leader
of the opposition, Starmer had committed to a “nuclear triple lock,” consisting of
1) a sea-based deterrent, 2) four Dreadnought submarines, and 3) any necessary
upgrades to guarantee continuous-at-sea deterrence.?* Released in June 2025,
the Strategic Defence Review concluded that the United Kingdom was “entering a
new era of threat and challenge.”3® Rapid technological advances—but above all
stiffening strategic competition among multiple nuclear-armed states—characterize
this new age.** These shifts in the security environment mean that “UK Defence
must plan on the basis that NATO Allies may be drawn into war—or be subject to
coercion by—another nuclear-armed state. With the U.S. clear that the security of
Europe is no longer its primary international focus, the UK and European Allies must
step up their efforts.”338

As a result, the United Kingdom adopted a “NATO First” approach to guide its
military transformation. In the nuclear realm, the United Kingdom seeks “to lead
Europe in enhancing its contribution to deterrence and assurance in the Euro-
Atlantic.”*° Among the specific material investments the United Kingdom has taken
in this regard is the June 2025 decision to join the NATO dual-capable aircraft (DCA)

335 Sam Francis, “Starmer says he is prepared to use nuclear weapons,” BBC (June 3, 2024). https://
www.bbc.com/news/articles/czvvyOppdxko.

336 Ministry of Defence, Strategic Defence Review (2025), p. 26. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/683d89f181deb72cce2680a5/The_Strategic_Defence_Review_2025_-_Making_Britain_Safer_-_
secure_at_home__strong_abroad.pdf.

337 Ibid., p. 27.
338 Ibid., p. 31.
339 Ibid., p. 99.
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mission.?* The United Kingdom announced plans for 12 F-35A DCAs, which could
deliver the U.S. B61-12 gravity bomb.3** Unlike Britain’s seaborne deterrent, the
decision to use this airborne capability in a conflict would need to be approved by
the U.S. president.

Britain’s restoration of a nuclear air mission is significant. His Majesty’s
Government (HMG) has described it as “the biggest strengthening of the UK’s
nuclear posture in a generation.”** In practical terms, the decision means that for
the first time since the Cold War, the number of NATO allies with certified aircraft
to deliver U.S. nuclear weapons is growing. This building out of the regional nuclear
deterrence architecture is a potent signal to Russia that Moscow’s attempts at
threatening nonstrategic nuclear weapons use to coerce NATO will not succeed. In
light of the recent speculation about U.S. reliability, strengthening the DCA mission
at this time is also a powerful demonstration of the enduring American commitment
to NATO in a two-peer world.

Another material investment the United Kingdom has committed to is
“participating in the United States’s current service-life extension programme for
the Trident Il D5 missile, which will extend the life of the missile potentially to the
early 2060s.” ** The UK is also investing £15 billion in developing its next-generation
sovereign warhead.?** Reportedly designated the Astraea A21 warhead, it will
replace the current Holbrook warhead on Britain’s Trident Il D5 missiles in the

340 “UK to purchase F-35As and join NATO nuclear mission as Government steps up national
security and delivers defence dividend,” Prime Minister’s Office (June 24, 2025). https://www.gov.uk/
government/news/uk-to-purchase-f-35as-and-join-nato-nuclear-mission-as-government-steps-up-
national-security-and-delivers-defence-dividend.

341 lbid.
342 lbid.

343 Claire Mills, “Replacing the UK'’s strategic nuclear deterrent: Progress of the Dreadnought class,”
Research Briefing No. 8010 (London: House of Commons Library, 2024), p. 4. https://researchbriefings.
files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8010/CBP-8010.pdf.

344 Ministry of Defence, Strategic Defence Review (2025), p. 6. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/683d89f181deb72cce2680a5/The_Strategic_Defence_Review_2025_-_Making_Britain_Safer_-_
secure_at_home__strong_abroad.pdf.
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2030s.3** In addition to these qualitative upgrades, London announced an increase
in the warhead ceiling to 260 warheads in the 2021 Integrated Review.3*¢

The United Kingdom is also upgrading its SSBN fleet. In July 2016, the House of
Commons had approved replacing the current generation of Vanguard submarines
with Dreadnought submarines.®*” With a projected delivery date of the early 2030s
and a service-life of 30 years, the new Dreadnought SSBNs will safeguard Britain’s
sovereign nuclear deterrent until at least the middle of the present century.**® HMG
also confirmed that Britain would maintain a fleet of four submarines to guarantee
that one boat will be on continuous patrol (i.e., “armed and at sea”?*) at any given
time.?*® The three remaining submarines are expected to be in maintenance, in
training, and on standby, respectively.®*! According to the 2021 Integrated Review,
Britain’s seaborne deterrent remains “de-targeted” and “at several days’ notice to
fire.”32

345 Tim Martin, “United Kingdom reveals ‘sovereign’ nuclear warhead name: Astraea,” Breaking
Defense (March 25, 2024), https://breakingdefense.com/2024/03/united-kingdom-reveals-sovereign-
nuclear-warhead-name-astraea/; Claire Mills, “Replacing the UK’s strategic nuclear deterrent: Progress
of the Dreadnought class,” Research Briefing No. 8010, House of Commons Library (2024), p. 4, https://
researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8010/CBP-8010.pdf.

346 HM Government, “Global Britain in a competitive age,” The Integrated Review of Security, Defence,
Development and Foreign Policy, CP 403 (2021), p. 76. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/60644e4bd3bf7f0c91eababd/Global_Britain_in_a_Competitive_Age-_the_Integrated_Review_of
Security__Defence__Development_and_Foreign_Policy.pdf.

347 “MPs vote to renew Trident weapons systems,” BBC (July 19, 2016). https://www.bbc.com/news/
uk-politics-36830923.

348 Claire Mills, “Replacing the UK’s strategic nuclear deterrent: Progress of the Dreadnought class,”
Research Briefing No. 8010, House of Commons Library (2024), p. 4.https://researchbriefings.files.
parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8010/CBP-8010.pdf.
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350 HM Government, “Global Britain in a competitive age,” The Integrated Review of Security, Defence,
Development and Foreign Policy, CP 403 (2021), p. 76. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
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351 HM Government, “The UK’s Nuclear Deterrent” (n.d.), p. 4, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/61leea6848fa8f505893f1e03/UK_Nuclear_Deterrence_Policy_Booklet.pdf ; “MPs vote to renew
Trident weapons systems,” BBC News (July 19, 2016), https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-36830923.
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Development and Foreign Policy, CP 403 (2021), p. 76. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
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Accompanying these hardware investments are some adaptations to Britain’s
deterrence “software.” On July 10, 2025, Britain and France issued the Northwood
Declaration, announcing that “France and the United Kingdom agree that there is no
extreme threat to Europe that would not prompt a response by our two nations.”3>
This is a seminal expansion of the previous language. Since the 1995 Chequers
Declaration, London and Paris had stated publicly that “we do not see situations
arising in which the vital interests of either France or the United Kingdom could be
threatened without the vital interests of the other also being threatened.”** The
Northwood Declaration represents a significant evolution in language, stating that
Britain and France “will offer a form of joint protection to Europe in addition to
NATQO’s Article 5, with major non-nuclear threats to be countered by a joint non-
nuclear response.”3>

Furthermore, Northwood established a Nuclear Steering Group to coordinate the
sovereign nuclear forces of Britain and France. This marks a drastic departure from
past practices: while Paris had never publicly considered such a coordination before,
London had only publicly spoken of nuclear coordination with the United States.?>®

These software adaptations carry significant signaling value. First, they should
complicate Russian decisionmaking on using nuclear weapons against a European
NATO ally. Second, they signal toward Washington that the European nuclear-armed
allies are taking on a greater share of the nuclear burden within NATO.3’

Within NATO, the British (and French) nuclear forces as deterrence-enhancing
second centers of nuclear decisionmaking have become explicitly acknowledged for

353 “Northwood Declaration: 10 July 2025 (UK-France joint nuclear statement),” Prime Minister’s Office
(July 10, 2025). https://www.gov.uk/government/news/northwood-declaration-10-july-2025-uk-france-
joint-nuclear-statement.

354 “Déclaration conjointe franco-britannique sur la cooperation nucléaire entre les deux pays, Londres
le 30 octobre 1995,” French Ministry of Foreign Affairs (October 30, 1995), https://www.vie-publique.fr/
discours/132220-declaration-conjointe-franco-britannique-sur-la-cooperation-nucleaire-en; see also “Mr
Major’s Joint Press Conference with President Chirac — 30 October 1995” ( October 30, 1995), https://
johnmajorarchive.org.uk/1995/10/30/mr-majors-joint-press-conference-with-president-chirac-30-
october-1995/.

355 “The Northwood Declaration: UK-France nuclear cooperation and a new European strategic
backstop,” Strategic Comments 31, no. 20 (London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2025),
p. 1. https://www.iiss.org/globalassets/media-library---content--migration/files/publications/strategic-
comments-delta/2025/08/sc-31-20_the-northwood-declaration_uk_france-nuclear-cooperation-and-a-
new-european-strategic-backstop.pdf.

356 Ibid.
357 lbid., p. 2.

SECOND CENTERS OF NUCLEAR DECISIONMAKING | 77


https://www.gov.uk/government/news/northwood-declaration-10-july-2025-uk-france-joint-nuclear-statement
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/northwood-declaration-10-july-2025-uk-france-joint-nuclear-statement
https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/132220-declaration-conjointe-franco-britannique-sur-la-cooperation-nucleaire-en
https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/132220-declaration-conjointe-franco-britannique-sur-la-cooperation-nucleaire-en
https://johnmajorarchive.org.uk/1995/10/30/mr-majors-joint-press-conference-with-president-chirac-30-october-1995/
https://johnmajorarchive.org.uk/1995/10/30/mr-majors-joint-press-conference-with-president-chirac-30-october-1995/
https://johnmajorarchive.org.uk/1995/10/30/mr-majors-joint-press-conference-with-president-chirac-30-october-1995/
https://www.iiss.org/globalassets/media-library---content--migration/files/publications/strategic-comments-delta/2025/08/sc-31-20_the-northwood-declaration_uk_france-nuclear-cooperation-and-a-new-european-strategic-backstop.pdf
https://www.iiss.org/globalassets/media-library---content--migration/files/publications/strategic-comments-delta/2025/08/sc-31-20_the-northwood-declaration_uk_france-nuclear-cooperation-and-a-new-european-strategic-backstop.pdf
https://www.iiss.org/globalassets/media-library---content--migration/files/publications/strategic-comments-delta/2025/08/sc-31-20_the-northwood-declaration_uk_france-nuclear-cooperation-and-a-new-european-strategic-backstop.pdf

the first time. The 2014 Wales Summit Declaration repeated the earlier references:
“The independent strategic nuclear forces of the United Kingdom and France have
a deterrent role of their own and contribute to the overall deterrence and security
of the Alliance.”3*® But since the 2016 NATO Summit Communiqué, the Allies have
explicitly used the term “second centers” in reference to the independent nuclear
deterrents of Britain and France. The British and French “separate centers of
decisionmaking,” the statement reads, “contribute to deterrence by complicating
the calculations of potential adversaries.”*° In 2022, the NATO Strategic Concept
repeated the 2016 language verbatim.3¢°

This dual rendition of Britain’s independent nuclear force—as a second center
of decision within NATO and as an insurance of independent self-defense—remains
unchanged from the Cold War. Both conceptions hinge upon Britain’s ability and
resolve to inflict unacceptable damage on an adversary irrespective of U.S. (in)
action. An adversary contemplating an attack on NATO-Europe cannot disregard
the possibility of a British or, post-Northwood, a coordinated Franco-British nuclear
response even if the United States hesitated to retaliate by nuclear means. In
considering such an attack, an adversary must weigh the gains against the significant
losses that a British nuclear strike could inflict, even if those losses fall short of an
existential threat—a limitation that underscores the importance of coordinating
British and French forces to raise the aggregate risk confronting the adversary. If
the United States did respond by nuclear means, it would presumably prioritize
counterforce targets threatening Europe, allowing the United Kingdom to preserve
its secure second-strike capability as a residual deterrent. An additional complexity
stems from the shared Anglo-American inventory of Trident Il D5 missiles: an
adversary detecting an incoming Trident launch could not determine with certainty
whether it originated from an American or British submarine,®*! adding a layer of
attribution ambiguity to adversary decisionmaking (though this same ambiguity
could complicate independent British use if Moscow assumed any Trident launch

358 NATO, “Wales Summit Declaration” (September 5, 2014). https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/
official_texts_112964.htm.

359 NATO, “Warsaw Summit Communiqué” (July 9, 2016). https://www.nato.int/en/about-us/official-
texts-and-resources/official-texts/2016/07/09/warsaw-summit-communique.

360 NATO 2022 Strategic Concept (June 29, 2022), p. 7. https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/
pdf/2022/6/pdf/290622-strategic-concept.pdf.

361 Austin Long, “Discrimination details matter: clarifying an argument about low-yield nuclear
warheads,” War on the Rocks (February 16, 2018). https://warontherocks.com/2018/02/discrimination-
details-matter-clarifying-argument-low-yield-nuclear-warheads/.
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was American and retaliated accordingly). In short, Britain’s nuclear force continues
to fulfill the functions assigned to it during the Cold War: to complicate adversary
calculations by providing an independent center of nuclear decision that the
adversary cannot assume will remain passive; to implement European targeting
preferences through both a national target set and the NATO target set; to hedge
against U.S. abandonment; and to influence U.S. nuclear thinking.

Although the rationale for Britain’s independent nuclear force has scarcely
changed since the Cold War, the security challenges have multiplied. British defense
planners recognize that the erosion of the security environment over the last 15
years has resulted in a “risk of escalation ... greater than at any time in decades.”®?
As the 2023 Integrated Review Refresh put it, the third nuclear age features “a
much broader range of strategic risks and pathways to escalation,”*®* including new
technologies, Russian revisionism and nuclear coercion, the PRC’s and the DPRK'’s
nuclear buildup, and a potentially nuclear-arming Iran.3®* Against this backdrop,
are further changes to Britain’s nuclear strategy and toolkit required to ensure that
deterrence remains effective—even in the event fewer U.S. resources are available
for Europe? What role can and should Britain’s independent nuclear force play in
the new security environment? Do new roles require different forces?

The challenges of the two peer-plus environment are unique and unlike the Cold
War. First, Europe is less likely to remain the center of gravity for U.S. resources and
attention. A crisis in the Indo Pacific might require the reallocation of U.S. resources,
like dual-capable fighter bombers, from Europe. In such a scenario, Russia might
miscalculate that the United States is unwilling or unable to run nuclear risks in two
theaters simultaneously. Russia may speculate that it could succeed in deterring U.S.
nuclear use—or U.S. involvement altogether—in an opportunistic or coordinated
challenge to Europe. If Russia limits nuclear weapons use to Europe, then Russia

362 HM Government, Integrated Review Refresh 2023, CP 811 (London: HM Government, 2023), p.
8. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/641d72f45155a2000c6ad5d5/11857435_NS_IR_
Refresh_2023_Supply_AllPages_Revision_7_WEB_PDF.pdf.

363 HM Government, “Defence’s response to a more contested and volatile world,” CP 901 (2023), p.
55. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/64b55dd30ea2cb000d15e3fe/Defence_Command_
Paper_2023_Defence_s_response_to_a_more_contested_and_volatile_world.pdf.

364 HM Government, Integrated Review Refresh 2023, CP 811 (2023), p. 8, https://assets.
publishing.service.gov.uk/media/641d72f45155a2000c6ad5d5/11857435_NS_IR_Refresh_2023_
Supply_AllPages_Revision_7_WEB_PDF.pdf; HM Government, “Defence’s response to a more
contested and volatile world,” CP 901 (2023), p. 55, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
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could argue that there would be no threat to the American homeland. If this fails,
then Russia may seek to blackmail the American leadership by threatening nuclear
use against the U.S. homeland. Consequently, British nuclear forces must create
sufficient nuclear dilemmas to deter a Russian aggression even when Moscow
perceives fewer American nuclear risks—or none at all.

Second, even short of creating new nuclear risks for Russia, the British second
center becomes more important to guarantee the viability of NATO plans. Given
China’s emergence as a second nuclear peer, U.S. forces will need to hold a growing
number of Chinese targets at risk—in addition to the NATO targets. As a result,
Britain’s nuclear contribution to NATO may become more relevant as Britain’s
nuclear weapons might need to threaten a greater number of NATO targets.

Third, compounding this challenge are advances in Russian missile defenses and
the potential emergence of novel nuclear threat scenarios. A nuclear-armed Iran,

a closer Sino-Russian axis threatening a two-front war, or a belligerent China and/
or North Korea seeking to coerce Europe by nuclear means to stay out of separate
or simultaneous contingencies in Taiwan or the Korean Peninsula would all put
additional strains upon the existing Trident force. Britain’s national target set,
centering on the Moscow criterion, was formulated during the Cold War to deter a
single nuclear superpower, the Soviet Union.

Fourth, the Moscow criterion implies a countervalue strategy. This approach may
not be as effective as British defense planners might hope to deter an authoritarian
Russian leadership.3%> The Kremlin has shown considerable willingness to absorb the
costs of a prolonged war, including economic contraction, international isolation,
and mass casualties among populations whose losses carry little political cost for
the regime, without retreating from its strategic objectives. This challenge becomes
particularly acute if the British arsenal needs to be able to inflict unacceptable
damage upon two nuclear peers.

Underlying this concern is a more fundamental assumption: that the assets
Britain holds at risk—Moscow and key political-economic centers—represent
damage no adversary leadership would regard as tolerable. This may well be the
right threshold; the problem is that British planners cannot be certain it is. Prudence
requires accounting for the possibility that the threshold sits elsewhere. Russia’s
willingness to absorb punishment at scale in a conflict of choice over Ukraine—a
war that is not threatening the existence of the Russian state—has made this
question more pressing.

365 Ilbid.
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Fifth, it is also unclear how the Russian leadership perceives British nuclear
forces. On the one hand, recent scholarship has substantiated anecdotal reports
of Russians viewing Britain’s nuclear arsenal as a mere extension of the American
arsenal.?®® According to this narrative, Britain has little nuclear autonomy. On the
other hand, some quarters in the Russian strategic community have more recently
lamented that they may have underestimated Britain’s nuclear deterrent.3¢’

This inconclusiveness appears to call into question the extent to which Moscow
perceives credible dilemmas from Britain’s independent nuclear force—though it
is worth noting that the relevant independence is political and decisional: Britain
retains sovereign command authority and can fire without Washington’s consent,
regardless of where the missiles were manufactured.

Stated succinctly, the third nuclear age creates novel roles for the British nuclear
deterrent to complement the legacy functions from the first and second nuclear
ages (Table 3). These novel roles imply the need for a visibly higher profile for
Britain’s nuclear deterrent to shape Russia’s perception and, possibly, that of other
nuclear challengers.

366 Zsofia Wolford, Elizabeth Moisan, Thomas Kenchington, Catherine Galley, and Clara Le Gargasson,
Evolving Russian perceptions of the British and French nuclear deterrents, RAND Europe, RR-A3900-1
(2025), pp. 7-9. https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA3900-1.html.

367 lbid., pp. 6-7.
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Table 3. Burgeoning demands upon the British nuclear deterrent

Legacy roles Novel roles

Complicate adversary Complicate adversary decisionmaking
decisionmaking

Implement European nuclear Implement European nuclear targeting
targeting preferences preferences
Hedge against abandonment Hedge against abandonment or the degradation

or the degradation of extended | of extended deterrence credibility
deterrence credibility

Influence U.S. nuclear thinking | Influence U.S. nuclear thinking

Create sufficient nuclear risks to deter
an opportunistic or coordinated Russian
aggression—unilaterally if needed

Cover a greater number of NATO targets

Deter (un)coordinated nuclear threats from
China, North Korea, and potentially Iran

Note: Legacy roles persist in the third nuclear age; novel roles (bold) are additive.

To facilitate these functions, Britain has long-term (declaratory, posture) and
short-term (reactive signaling in a crisis) signaling options; the former facilitate the
latter. Signaling further consists of software (declaratory policy) and hardware (force
structure) elements.

On the software side, some observers have pointed out that Britain’s “piecemeal
approach of as much as Parliament can manage to the maintenance of its
nuclear weapons capability (with the submarine, missile and warhead dealt with
separately)”3®® cast doubt on Britain’s long-term nuclear capability and resolve. “The
as much as Parliament can manage” approach may stem in part from weariness
of nuclear deterrence among some senior political figures and the general public.
As John Gower noted, “since the debates in 1977-78 to replace the Polaris SLBM
system, successive governments have repeatedly reviewed whether the UK should
retain nuclear weapons. ... This continual and cyclical scrutiny has made delivery of

368 John Gower, Nuclear Signalling Between NATO and Russia, Euro-Atlantic Security Report (London:
European Leadership Network, 2018), p. 5. https://europeanleadershipnetwork.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/10/Nuclear-Signalling-NATO-Russia_Gower_Final.pdf.
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a coherent and credible declaratory policy difficult.”*¢ This continual scrutiny may
have reflected the diverse preferences of the British public. Thirteen polls conducted
between 2005 and 2016 found that, on average, just 39.4% of the public supported
Trident renewal (with 44.4% opposed).3”° Although a poll around the time of the
2016 Parliamentary vote suggested a slim majority (51%) now backed Trident,*"
these figures suggest that the public remained divided. Changing the public and
adversary perception of Britain’s nuclear force requires proactive political leadership
that goes on the offensive, engaging the public and Members of Parliament across
political divides with a persuasive narrative about why the deterrence mission
mitigates nuclear risks. Indeed, the 2025 Strategic Defence Review highlighted

the importance of public support, recommending that the government “deliver

a ‘National Endeavour’ public communications campaign that conveys the
fundamental importance and necessity of the deterrent.”3”2 Although recent polling
found that two-thirds of respondents supported replacing Trident in June 2025,3”
public opinion can be susceptible to disinformation campaigns. As such, the Prime
Minister should offer deterrence leadership through regular public speeches. One
option is to emulate the French presidential tradition of opening each term with a
major nuclear speech, highlighting the enduring commitment to nuclear deterrence
as an integral aspect of national security. The government bureaucracy at all levels
should amplify the message. Doing so would lend British nuclear signaling greater
credibility and continuity.

369 Ibid.

370 Harry Hayball, “Does the British Public Support Trident? Opinion Polls Say No,” Stop the War
Coalition (January 26, 2016). https://www.stopwar.org.uk/article/does-the-british-public-support-
trident/.

371 Andrew Grice, “Trident: Majority of Britons back keeping nuclear weapons programme, poll shows,”
The Independent (January 24, 2016). https://www.the-independent.com/news/uk/politics/trident-
majority-of-britons-back-keeping-nuclear-weapons-programme-poll-shows-a6831376.html.

372 Ministry of Defence, Strategic Defence Review (2025), p. 103. https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/media/683d89f181deb72cce2680a5/The_Strategic_Defence_Review_2025_- Making_Britain_
Safer_-_secure_at_home__strong_abroad.pdf.

373 “British attitudes on if they should keep their nuclear weapons 2019-2025,” Statista (July 14, 2025).
https://www.statista.com/statistics/310697/britains-nuclear-weapons-attitudes-in-great-britain/?srslt
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Building this sustainable public support for the deterrence mission is crucial
for enabling Britain’s signaling flexibility. One “low-hanging” fruit in this respect is
resuming references to Britain’s sub-strategic nuclear capability. In 2006, Britain
ceased mentioning this capability in its public documents. This decision was made
to signal that Britain’s nuclear weapons no longer had “a warfighting role” and to
create strategic ambiguity to enhance deterrence by keeping adversaries in the
dark about the precise nature and circumstances of a British nuclear use.>”* In
2021, when asked about tactical nuclear use, the British government responded
that “None of the United Kingdom’s nuclear weapons are designed for tactical use
during conflict.”*”®> London has, however, not ruled out a sub-strategic (limited strike)
capability as distinct from a tactical (battlefield use) capability. Russia has achieved
superiority in nonstrategic nuclear weapons. An adversary believing he has such
an advantage may be tempted to use nonstrategic nuclear weapons to deter NATO
nuclear first use or to regain the initiative in a conventional fight he is losing. As the
link between conventional and strategic nuclear forces, Britain could highlight its
nonstrategic capability in public speeches and exercises to deter Russian first use.

In practice, however, Britain’s force structure restrains its signaling options.?’®
A fleet of four submarines only guarantees a single boat at sea. Surfacing this
submarine or firing a nuclear payload for signaling purposes in a crisis risks
disclosing the submarine’s location. An adversary could thus believe that it could
destroy Britain’s second-strike capability—a situation that would likely prompt an
adversary to up the ante.

Having two submarines on continuous patrol is one option to enhance Britain’s
signaling flexibility. A second submarine would permit signaling by means of 1)
surfacing a submarine near a crisis theater and 2) firing a sub-strategic (limited)
shot without jeopardizing the credibility of the strategic deterrent. With two boats
at sea, using one submarine for signaling purposes leaves that boat vulnerable but
creates a new dilemma for an adversary. (A second submarine on continuous-at-
sea deterrence—CASD—patrol would also ensure the availability of a second-strike

374 lan Davis, “The British Bomb and NATO: Six Decades of Contributing to NATO's Strategic Nuclear
Deterrent” (Stockholm: SIPRI, November 2015), p. 23. https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/files/
misc/NATO-Trident-Report-15_11.pdf.

375 House of Commons, “Written Parliamentary Answer: Nuclear Weapons: Questions for the Ministry
of Defence,” UIN 170597, tabled on March 17, 2021. https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/
written-questions/detail/2021-03-17/170597.

376 John Gower, Nuclear Signalling Between NATO and Russia, Euro-Atlantic Security Report (London:
European Leadership Network, 2018), p. 5. https://europeanleadershipnetwork.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/10/Nuclear-Signalling-NATO-Russia_Gower_Final.pdf.
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capability if one submarine became unavailable due to loss or malfunction.) To

this end, the United Kingdom could coordinate SSBN patrols with France under the
Northwood Declaration to ensure that one SSBN is available for signaling purposes.
London could also invest in a fifth SSBN for greater signaling autonomy in the long
term.

One counterargument to this option is that it may be difficult for an adversary to
distinguish UK Trident’s sub-strategic from its strategic role and therefore facilitate
enemy miscalculation: “Russia may misinterpret it [the sub-strategic launch of a
Trident Il missile] as a strategic one aimed at its national centres of gravity, leading
it to respond in kind.”*”” That risk exists, but it applies equally to any nuclear-armed
state employing SSBN-based sub-strategic options, including the United States, and
has not been treated as disqualifying in allied nuclear planning.

There are other possibilities for enhanced signaling flexibility worth assessing as
the security environment evolves. These options would have the advantage of also
providing Britain with an additional nuclear capability:

* Develop or procure a sovereign airleg with a long-range stand-off capability.
Although Britain’s announcement to join the NATO DCA mission strengthens
deterrence, having F-35As, which could be equipped with U.S. B61-12s, may
not allow for sovereign nuclear signaling. Putting an F-35A armed with U.S.
B61-12s on alert in a crisis would require U.S. approval. By contrast, devel-
oping or procuring a long-range standoff capability would give Britain an
autonomous signaling option and an enhanced deterrent.

* Develop or procure a sea-launched nuclear-armed cruise missile (SLCM-N)
as a highly dispersible and survivable option.?”®

* Develop or procure ground-launched IRBMs.

377 James Rogers and Mac de Vore, “The case for a British sub-strategic nuclear deterrent,”
Britain’s World, the Council on Geostrategy (April 7, 2025). https://www.britainsworld.org.uk/p/the-
memorandum-15-2025?utm_campaign=post&utm_medium=web.

378 William Alberque and Artur Kacprzyk, “More Pillars Needed: Ten Options for Europe to Improve
NATO’s Nuclear Deterrence,” Stimson Center (October 2, 2024). https://www.stimson.org/2024/
more-pillars-needed-nato-nuclear-deterrence/#:~:text=French%20and%20British%20nuclear%20
forces,weapons%20t0%20defend%20its%20allies.
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Under the Northwood Declaration, Britain and France could also explore
the following coordination options to build out the regional nuclear deterrence
architecture:

* Equip British Eurofighter Typhoons with French ASMP missiles.

* Coordinate SSBN patrols, including the patrol routes and the number of
SSBNs on patrol.

* Establish SSBN port calls to each other and joint exercises for signaling.

* Assign conventional escorts to protect each other’s SSBNs before they be-
come untraceable at sea.

* Share intelligence on Russian SSBN activities.

Any one, or a combination, of these options would give a British prime minister
greater flexibility and NATO an opportunity to build out the regional nuclear
deterrence architecture. Although these measures represent steps in the right
direction, it remains uncertain if they suffice to meet all the novel demands of the
third nuclear age.

3.3.2. France Adapts to the New Security Environment

France, too, is rising to the challenge. The 2013 Defense White Book confirmed the
erosion of the international security environment anticipated in 2008.3” For the
Hollande administration, nuclear deterrence remained “the ultimate guarantee

of our sovereignty.”*® Echoing language from the 2008 Defense White Book, the
2013 version asserted that “Nuclear deterrence protects France from any State-led
aggression against its vital interests, of whatever origin and in whatever form. It
rules out any threat of blackmail that might paralyse its freedom of decision and
action.”3® The 2013 Defense White Book further reaffirmed that France would only
use nuclear weapons in self-defense, that strict sufficiency remained the sizing

379 French Government, French White Paper on Defence and National Security 2013 (2013), p. 9.
https://ccdcoe.org/uploads/2018/10/White-paper-on-defense-2013-1.pdf.

380 Ibid., pp. 20, 67.

381 lbid., pp. 67, 127.

86 | MAXIMILIAN HOELL


https://ccdcoe.org/uploads/2018/10/White-paper-on-defense-2013-1.pdf

principle, and that France possessed less than 300 nuclear warheads.?®* On February
19, 2015, President Frangois Hollande reaffirmed this stockpile ceiling, explaining
that “it corresponds to our assessment of the strategic context. If the other arsenals,
notably the Russian and American ones, dropped to several hundred one day,
France would draw the consequences, like she has always done. But today we are
still far from that.”38

President Macron’s strategic documents—the 2017, 2022, and 2025 National
Strategic Reviews—reiterated many of the same themes. Omnidirectional nuclear
deterrence remained essential to “protect us from any aggression against our vital
interests emanating from a state, wherever it may come from and whatever form
it may take. It rules out any threat of blackmail that might paralyze its freedom
of decision and action.”3® Furthermore, France’s nuclear “deterrent is strictly
defensive. The use of nuclear weapons would be conceivable only in extreme
circumstances of legitimate self-defence, a right enshrined in the UN Charter. In this
respect, nuclear deterrence is the ultimate guarantee of the security, protection and
independence of the Nation.”3%

In 2022 and 2025, a revised National Strategic Review noted that the security
environment was eroding much more rapidly than initially anticipated due to the
advent of “a more deregulated form” of “nuclear multipolarity,” consisting of a
breakdown of arms control, China’s nuclear buildup, Russia’s embrace of nuclear
coercion, and fresh proliferation pressures.3® The new threat environment, the
Macron administration concluded, was such that there was “a high risk of a major
high-intensity war in Europe...by 2030.”3%” At the same time, there was a “a hew
cycle of U.S. disengagement from European security” as the United States not

382 Ibid., p. 73.

383 “Déclaration de M. Frangois Hollande, Président de la République, sur la dissuasion nucléaire,
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declaration-de-m-francois-hollande-president-de-la-republique-sur-la-dissuasion-nucleaire-a-istres-le-19-
fevrier-2015.

384 The 2017 National Strategic Review, p. 69. https://franceintheus.org/IMG/pdf/defense_and_
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386 The 2025 National Strategic Review (2025), pp. 5-6, https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/
Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf; The 2022 National Strategic Review (2022), p.
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Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf.
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only perceived China as “its only major competitor, or ‘one peer competitor,”
but also “assert[ed] differences in views and values with the Europeans.”3 As
such, in this new strategic environment, Europe had to grapple with “the risk of
war and strategic isolation.”*® As the only nuclear-armed state in the European
Union, this meant that France “is to be the driving force behind European strategic
rearmament”3% and the source of a deepening of “European autonomy and
sovereignty.”3%

In this third nuclear age, the Macron administration outlined several roles for
France’s nuclear deterrent:

Our freedom to act and the protection of our fundamental
interests are ensured first and foremost by the credibility of
nuclear deterrence, the keystone of our defence strategy. The
fundamental aim of deterrence is to prevent a major war that
would threaten the survival of the nation by protecting France
against any state-sponsored aggression against its vital interests
and against any attempt at blackmail. In a more uncertain and
complex world, where some countries are on a worrying trajectory
of opacity plus rapid growth of their nuclear arsenals, or even
raising the spectre of using nuclear weapons for intimidation or
blackmail, maintaining the credibility of our deterrent over the
long term remains essential.?

To defend France’s vital interests, France’s arsenal is designed to inflict “instant

and unacceptable damage” upon an aggressor, “impos[ing] a level of risk that far
outweighs any potential gains an aggressor might hope to achieve.”**® The 2025
National Strategic Review reiterated that France would employ its nuclear weapons

388 Ibid., p. 17.
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“only in extreme circumstances of self-defence, and not for the purposes of
conquest, aggression, coercion or consolidation of a military advantage.”3**

Another “optional” role of the French deterrent is “a singular and non-
repeatable” nuclear warning shot against an aggressor to signal “that the nature
of the conflict has fundamentally changed and to restore the logic of deterrence
by compelling them to abandon their ongoing acts of aggression against our
country.”*% This final warning “is not intended to achieve military dominance over
an adversary, as the French nuclear weapon is in no way a battlefield weapon.”3%

The 2022 National Strategic Review further suggested one role the French
nuclear force played was that of “a crucial asset for strategic dialogue.”?%”

French nuclear forces also play a distinct role in European security. They
epitomize “the existence within the [NATO] Alliance of multiple independent
decisionmaking centres, complicating the calculations of any potential aggressor.”3%
“The unique nature of European integration and the unwavering solidarity it has
created between France and its European partners” means that France’s vital
interests have a European dimension.3%

Echoing language from 2017 and 2022, the 2025 National Strategic Review
reaffirmed that the force sizing principle remained strict sufficiency; that is, “the
ability of France’s nuclear forces to inflict unacceptable damage on any state that
threatens France’s vital interests” rather than the offensive weapons of other
states.*® To meet the strict sufficiency criterion in the new security environment,
French strategists seek to provide the French president with “multiple and diverse
options...to ensure the credibility of deterrence in all circumstances.”** As such,

394 Ibid., p. 33.
395 Ibid., p. 34.
396 Ibid., p. 34.

397 The 2022 National Strategic Review (2022), p. 8. https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/rns-
uk-20221202.pdf.

398 The 2025 National Strategic Review (2025), pp. 35-36. https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/
Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf.

399 Ibid., p. 35.

400 Ibid., p. 34; The 2022 National Strategic Review (2022), p. 22. https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/
rns-uk-20221202.pdf.

401 The 2025 National Strategic Review (2025), p. 35. https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/
Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf.
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France has embarked upon a modernization program of its complementary
seaborne and airborne nuclear capabilities, comprising all three nuclear forces.

The Strategic Oceanic Force (FOST) presently comprises four Triomphant-class
SSBNs (Les sous-marins nucléaires lanceurs d’engins nouvelle génération, or SNLE
NG): Le Triomphant, Le Téméraire, Le Vigilant, and Le Terrible.**? In February 2021,
France announced that a fleet of four third-generation nuclear-powered SSBNs
(Les sous-marins nucléaires lanceurs d’engins de troisieme génération, or SNLE
3G) will replace the current second-generation SSBNs from the mid-2030s.%% This
modernization will enable FOST to keep at least one SSBN on continuous patrol until
the end of this century.**

France’s SSBNs are equipped with successive generations of the M51 SLBM.

The current second-generation Triomphant class SSBNs carry 16 M51 SLBMs. The
M51.1 SLBM, introduced in 2010, was capable of carrying TN-75 thermonuclear
warheads.*® From 2015 onward, France has deployed the upgraded M51.2

SLBM, which carries the next-generation oceanic nuclear warhead (téte nucléaire
océanique, TNO).*% On November 18, 2023, France successfully tested the upgraded
M51.3 SLBM, which it had been developing since 2014.4” The M51.3 SLBM is
“designed to extend its range by several hundred kilometers,” permitting the SLBM
“to counter future anti-missile defense capabilities effectively.”*® While FOST began
taking delivery of the upgraded M51.3 capability in October 2025, France is already

402 Brandon J. Weichert, “France’s M51 SLBM: A Possible First Strike Doomsday Weapon?,” The National
Interest (August 6, 2025). https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/frances-m51-slbm-possible-first-strike-
doomsday-weapon-bw-080625.

403 “Lancement de la construction du premier sous-marin nucléaire lanceur d’engins de 3e génération
[Construction starts on the first third-generation ballistic missile submarine],” Ministére des Armées
(March 20, 2024), https://www.defense.gouv.fr/dga/actualites/lancement-construction-du-premier-
marin-nucleaire-lanceur-dengins-3e-generation; “SNLE 3G Programme, France,” Naval Technology (May
23, 2024), https://www.naval-technology.com/projects/snle-3g-programme-france/?cf-view.

404 “Lancement de la construction du premier sous-marin nucléaire lanceur d’engins de 3e génération,”
Ministere des Armées (March 20, 2024). https://www.defense.gouv.fr/dga/actualites/lancement-
construction-du-premier-marin-nucleaire-lanceur-dengins-3e-generation.

405 Brandon J. Weichert, “France’s M51 SLBM: A Possible First Strike Doomsday Weapon?,” The National
Interest (August 6, 2025). https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/frances-m51-slbm-possible-first-strike-
doomsday-weapon-bw-080625.

406 Ibid.

407 Clement Charpentreau, “France’s DGA qualifies M51.3 nuclear-capable ballistic missile,” AeroTime
(November 19, 2023). https://www.aerotime.aero/articles/frances-dga-qualifies-m51-3-nuclear-capable-
ballistic-missile.

408 Ibid.
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working on a successor version, the M51.4, which will likely be deployed on both
the present SNLE NG and the third-generation SNLE 3G in the 2030s.%%®

The Strategic Air Force (FAS) comprises nuclear-capable Rafale B fighter jets
and operates at the Saint-Dizier, Istres, and Avord air bases.**° France replaced the
Mirage 2000N jets with the Rafale B between 2011 and 2018.4** On March 18, 2025,
President Macron revealed that FAS would increase by two additional squadrons
of next-generation Rafale F5 aircraft, which will be based at Luxeuil-Saint-Sauveur
air base from the mid-2030s.%*2 Since 2009, these fighter jets reportedly carry the
improved medium-range air-to-surface cruise missile (ASMP-A) with a range of
500 km or 310 miles.** The ASMP-A carries the new TNA warhead (téte nucléaire
aéroportée), which the French Sénat describes as providing the French president

409 Ibid.; Clement Charpentreau, “France awards ArianeGroup contract for new M51.4 nuclear
ballistic missile,” AeroTime (September 15, 2025), https://www.aerotime.aero/articles/france-awards-
arianegroup-contract-for-new-m51-4-nuclear-ballistic-missile.

410 “Les Forces aériennes stratégiques, piliers de la dissuasion nationale [The Strategic Air Force, pillars
of national deterrence],” Ministére des Armées (October 17, 2024). https://www.defense.gouv.fr/
actualites/forces-aeriennes-strategiques-piliers-dissuasion-nationale.

411 Xavier Pintat, Jeanny Lorgeoux, André Trillard, Pascal Allizard, and Claude Haut, “Rapport
d’information fait au nom de la commission des affaires étrangeres, de la défense et des forces armées
(1) par le groupe de travail « La modernisation de la dissuasion nucléaire » [Information report produced
on behalf of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defense and Armed Forces (1) by ‘the Modernization

of Nuclear Deterrence’ working groupl,” Sénat Rapport, no. 560 (May 23, 2017), p. 32, https://www.
senat.fr/rap/r16-560/r16-5601.pdf; Cédric Soares, “Le Mirage 2000N part a la retraite aprés 30 ans de
service [The Mirage 2000N retires after 30 years of servicel,” L’Usine Nouvelle (June 20, 2018), https://
www.usinenouvelle.com/article/en-images-le-mirage-2000n-part-a-la-retraite-apres-30-ans-de-service.
N709264.

412 “Retour de la dissuasion nucléaire a Luxeuil-Saint-Sauveur [Nuclear deterrence returns to Luxeuil-
Saint-Sauveur],” Ministére des Armées (March 19, 2025), https://www.defense.gouv.fr/air/actualites/
retour-dissuasion-nucleaire-luxeuil-saint-sauveur; Clement Charpentreau, “France to boost Rafale orders
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(March 23, 2025), https://defence-industry.eu/france-to-expand-rafale-fleet-and-nuclear-forces-in-wider-
defence-modernisation-plan/.

413 Xavier Pintat, Jeanny Lorgeoux, André Trillard, Pascal Allizard, and Claude Haut, “Rapport
d’information fait au nom de la commission des affaires étrangéres, de la défense et des forces armées
(1) par le groupe de travail « La modernisation de la dissuasion nucléaire » [Information report produced
on behalf of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defense and Armed Forces (1) by ‘the Modernization of
Nuclear Deterrence’ working group],” Sénat Rapport, no. 560 (May 23, 2017), p. 31, https://www.senat.
fr/rap/r16-560/r16-5601.pdf; Clement Charpentreau, “French Strategic Air Forces launch first upgraded
nuclear cruise missile,” AeroTime (May 28, 2024), https://www.aerotime.aero/articles/french-strategic-
air-forces-launch-first-upgraded-nuclear-cruise-missile.
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with an unrivaled “penetration guarantee.”*** France successfully used an upgraded
version, the air-sol moyenne portée-amélioré rénové or ASMPA-R, in its POKER
nuclear exercise in May 2024, suggesting its operational deployment.**> France is
also already developing a hypersonic successor to the ASMPA-R, known as the air-
sol nucléaire de 4e génération or ASN4G, which will reportedly become available in
the mid-2030s.4

The Naval Nuclear Air Force FANu reportedly consists of circa 10 Rafale MF3
fighter jets, which can deliver nuclear strikes from the Charles de Gaulle aircraft
carrier.*” This capability is unique to France; France is the only NATO country with a
nuclear-capable surface vessel.**® Since France only has one aircraft carrier, requiring
an 18-month-long maintenance every 10 years, FANu cannot be permanently
available.*® Although FANu is deployed upon presidential decision only, FANu
provides the French president with significant signaling flexibility.*?
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France’s nuclear toolkit is more diverse than Britain’s, having substantial
signaling flexibility due to a nuclear-capable aircraft carrier strike group, Rafales
aircraft, and at least one SSBN on continuous patrol. French doctrine also provides
Paris with the option to 1) either fire a single nuclear warning shot to signal to an
adversary that the conflict has changed in nature and that it is about to threaten
France’s vital interests without inflicting unacceptable damage upon the adversary*?
or 2) to engage in strategic nuclear first use.*”2 There is also some evidence to
suggest that Moscow may perceive this aspect of French doctrine as concerning
(read: complicating Russian decisionmaking). According to a PIR Center study,

the Russian official side does not agree with the term last warning
or preemptive strike, which France uses when, in fact, itis a
question of first strike.

Indeed, France allows the use of nuclear weapons not only in
response to the threat of the use of nuclear weapons against

it, but also in the case of any other threat to its vital interests.
Thus, it can be used in response to an attack using biological and
chemical weapons ... [and] technological threats, in particular
cyberattacks that will affect the vital interests of the Fifth Republic

What is the difference between a last warning and a first strike
in France’s opinion? The fact [is] that in the case of a preemptive
strike, we are talking exclusively about a strike using a low-power
nuclear warhead. ...

In fact, the French idea of the last warning is similar to the idea
of a limited nuclear war developed by the United States in the
1960s and 1970s. The main similarity between them was that
both ideas assumed the use of TNW [tactical nuclear weapons],
in case it was impossible for the enemy to win with conventional

421 Jean-Louis Lozier, “French Nuclear Policy,” Brief, International Centre for Defence and Security
(2023), pp. 1-2; The 2025 National Strategic Review, p. 34, https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/
Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf.

422 The 2025 National Strategic Review (2025), p. 34. https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/
Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf.

SECOND CENTERS OF NUCLEAR DECISIONMAKING | 93


https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf
https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf
https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf
https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf

weapons. However, during the Cold War, France, unlike the United
States, allowed the use of TNW only in the event of a threat to

its own territory, sovereignty, and not the territory of the entire
alliance. Now this threshold is rather lowered, since in October
2022, President Macron confirmed his thesis that French nuclear
weapons are designed to meet common European interests:
“Today, more than yesterday, France’s vital interests have a
European dimension.”*?

But although France’s warning shot is useful for signaling, it implies the need for
NATO—and particularly the Europeans—to understand French doctrine, including
the likely circumstances of a warning shot, and the expected allies’ role pre- and
post-delivery. For example, does the Cold War scenario of a French nuclear warning
strike blunting a Warsaw Pact invasion remain a plausible use case, particularly
if the nuclear warning hit invading enemy troops on allied territory?*** Without
coordination and consultation among allies in peacetime, the efficacy of the nuclear
warning in a crisis may diminish as some allies could criticize French nuclear use,
particularly on allied territory—a circumstance that the adversary may perceive as a
lack of Alliance unity. To mitigate these challenges, France could brief its European
allies on its nuclear doctrine, coordinate its routine nuclear exercise POKER and
strategic communication, and deploy French DCAs and SSBNs to Allied bases.*?

Like the British deterrent, the French nuclear force faces many of the unique
challenges of the third nuclear age discussed in the previous section. The one
theoretical caveat, perhaps, is that French nuclear forces will not need to threaten
a growing number of NATO targets in Russia since France does not assign its nuclear
forces to NATO. But like Britain, France will need to create sufficient nuclear risks to
deter Russia in the event the United States is preoccupied in another theater. France
will also need to deter potential novel nuclear threat scenarios involving China,

423 Alexandra Zubenko, “Role of Nuclear Weapons in the Modern Strategic Culture of France,” Security
Index, no. 5 (39), PIR Center (2023), pp. 13-14. https://pircenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/
SIGLO-5-39-Zubenko.pdf.

424 On the evolution of the nuclear warning concept, see Alexis Baconnet, “Les mutations du concept
d’ultime avertissement [Changes in the concept of the final warning],” Revue Défense Nationale 749, no.
9 (2016), pp. 116-120.

425 William Alberque and Artur Kacprzyk, “More Pillars Needed: Ten Options for Europe to Improve
NATO’s Nuclear Deterrence,” Stimson Center (October 2, 2024). https://www.stimson.org/2024/
more-pillars-needed-nato-nuclear-deterrence/#:~:text=French%20and%20British%20nuclear%20
forces,weapons%20t0%20defend%20its%20allies.
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North Korea, and potentially Iran. From that perspective, it is unclear how France’s
interpretation of sufficiency might evolve in a world in which the possibility of a
two-front war involving Russia and the PRC cannot be dismissed. Indeed, in a crisis,
having one SSBN with a maximum of 16 missiles on continuous patrol might limit
targeting options. As per the previous section, the Northwood Declaration opens
many options for coordinating the British and French nuclear forces.

A more fundamental challenge, however, concerns the doctrinal foundations
of French deterrence itself. Proportional deterrence rests on the premise that an
aggressor can be deterred by the threat of damage disproportionate to whatever
gains it might achieve, even if the deterrer’s arsenal is vastly smaller than the
aggressor’s. Strict sufficiency, as French doctrine defines it, is calibrated not
against the adversary’s forces, but against France’s ability to inflict “unacceptable
damage” on an aggressor’s political, economic, and military nerve centers. The
logic is internally coherent, but it rests on an assumption: that what France
considers unacceptable damage, the adversary will also consider unacceptable.
During the Cold War, when the Soviet leadership presided over a centralized state
apparatus concentrated in a handful of cities, this assumption was plausible.
Destroying Moscow and a dozen major urban centers would likely have eliminated
the command structure on which Soviet power depended. The assumption is less
self-evident today. Russia’s war against Ukraine has demonstrated a willingness to
absorb economic contraction, international isolation, and casualties on a scale that
few Western analysts anticipated—and this is a war of choice, not one threatening
the survival of the Russian state. If Moscow’s threshold of unacceptable damage
in a discretionary conflict is higher than expected, the question arises whether
France’s arsenal, sized for strict sufficiency, could credibly threaten damage that
an adversary in an existential confrontation would regard as intolerable. President
Macron’s 2020 formulation—that French forces can inflict unacceptable damage
upon an aggressor’s “centres of power: its political, economic, and military nerve
centres”*?*—suggests that Paris is attentive to this problem, seeking to hold at
risk the assets that the Russian leadership values most rather than population per
se. But the adversary’s own assessment of what it cannot afford to lose remains,
by definition, outside France’s control. This is not an argument that proportional
deterrence fails; it is an argument that its credibility depends on assumptions about

426 Emmanuel Macron, “Speech on Defence and Deterrence Strategy,” Ecole de Guerre, Paris (February
7, 2020). https://www.elysee.fr/femmanuel-macron/2020/02/07/discours-du-president-emmanuel-
macron-sur-la-strategie-de-defense-et-de-dissuasion-devant-les-stagiaires-de-la-27eme-promotion-de-
lecole-de-guerre.
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adversary decisionmaking that are subject to greater uncertainty in the current
threat environment.

In March 2026, President Macron’s speech at fle Longue announced several
significant adaptations: a warhead increase, the introduction of a “forward
deterrence” framework (encompassing four elements: allied participation in French
deterrence exercises; signaling beyond French borders; conventional participation
of allied forces in French nuclear operations; and “the temporary deployment
of elements of our strategic air forces to allied countries”), and the opening
of structured consultations with willing European partners.*?” These represent
meaningful steps toward addressing the challenges identified above. But in a
deteriorating security environment, these measures should mark a starting point for
adaptation rather than the endpoint.

427 Emmanuel Macron, “Visit to the Tle Longue Operational Base,” {le Longue (March 2, 2026). https://
www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2026/03/02/visit-to-the-ile-longue-operational-base.
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4. Second Centers of Nuclear
Decisionmaking in the Indo Pacific

The preceding sections traced how the logic of acquiescence developed in Europe
and how the propositions underpinning second centers were tested across
three nuclear ages. This section examines whether that logic extends to the
Indo Pacific, where the conditions that shaped it (wartime nuclear collaboration,
NATQO’s institutional infrastructure, and a single peer adversary) are largely absent.
Historically, the United States acquiesced to second centers in Europe but resisted
their emergence in the Indo Pacific. What is the basis of this distinction, and does
it still hold? The answer, as will become clear, is not a simple transposition of the
European model but a case for adaptation: the deterrence deficit in the Indo Pacific
may be more acute than the one that gave rise to European second centers, even as
the institutional preconditions for replicating them do not exist.

One reason for the lack of second centers in the Indo Pacific is history. In Europe,
Anglo-American nuclear cooperation originated in World War Il. After the war,
the United States dialed down nuclear cooperation, expressing doubts about the
effectiveness of a small British and French nuclear arsenal. President Eisenhower
amended the Atomic Energy Act to resume nuclear cooperation with Britain only
after Britain had shown real nuclear “competence.”*® Although the United States
begrudgingly supported Britain, it did not support the French nuclear effort until
President Nixon assumed office.*?® By that point, France, too, had achieved an
operational deterrent and the United States had recognized France’s nuclear status
under the NPT.

By contrast, South Korean President Park Chung-hee initiated a clandestine
nuclear weapons program in 1971—a year after the NPT had entered into

428 Michael Quinlan, “The Future of United Kingdom Nuclear Weapons: Shaping the Debate,”
International Affairs 82, no. 4 (2006), p. 627.

429 William Burr, “U.S. Secret Assistance to the French Nuclear Program, 1969-1975: From ‘Fourth
Country’ to Strategic Partner,” Wilson Center (July 13, 2011). https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/
us-secret-assistance-to-the-french-nuclear-program-1969-1975-fourth-country-to-strategic.
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force.**® Driving South Korea’s push for an independent deterrent were a suite

of considerations: “U.S.-China rapprochement, increasing North Korean military
provocations, and growing concern over U.S. resolve and commitment in the

face of looming defeat in Vietnam.”**! The Guam Doctrine heightened the fear of
abandonment, signaling the administration’s intention to shift a greater share of
the defense burden onto allies. In 1971, Nixon reduced the number of U.S. troops
deployed to South Korea by nearly one third, from 63,000 to 43,000.%*2 Park viewed
this withdrawal as the de facto end of the U.S.-ROK alliance, advising his aide Kim
Seong Jin that it was “a message to the Korean people that we won'’t rescue you if
North Korea invades again.”**

Park’s response was to pursue a sovereign nuclear capability in secret. Known as
“Project 890,” the clandestine program was initiated in the early 1970s and formally
authorized by Park, who reportedly instructed South Korean scientists to develop
atomic bombs by 1977.%3* Washington discovered the program only in late 1974.%%
Declassified U.S. embassy cables and a subsequent 1978 CIA assessment revealed
the extent of Park’s ambitions. As Hayes and Moon conclude from these documents,
Park’s nuclear program made him “an unpredictable and even dangerous client who
needed restraint in the eyes of U.S. policymakers.”*** The Ford administration used
a combination of threats (to suspend bilateral nuclear cooperation) and promises
(to stabilize U.S. troop levels) to compel Park to both cancel his purchase of a French

430 Stephan Friihling and Andrew O’Neil, Partners in Deterrence: US nuclear weapons and alliances

in Europe and Asia (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2021), p. 129. See also Rebecca K.C.
Hersman and Robert Peters, “Nuclear U-Turns: Learning from the South Korean and Taiwanese Rollback,”
Nonproliferation Review 13, No. 4 (November 2006), pp. 539-553.

431 Ibid.; see also Leon Whyte, “Evolution of the U.S.-ROK Alliance: Abandonment Fears,” The Diplomat
(June 22, 2015). https://thediplomat.com/2015/06/evolution-of-the-u-s-rok-alliance-abandonment-
fears/.

432 Leon Whyte, “Evolution of the U.S.-ROK Alliance: Abandonment Fears,” The Diplomat (June 22,
2015). https://thediplomat.com/2015/06/evolution-of-the-u-s-rok-alliance-abandonment-fears/.

433 Quoted in ibid.

434 Winston Lord and Martin Packman, “Second Alert Report,” declassified diplomatic cable (November
20, 1974), p. 6. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/22669-document-04-winston-lord-director-policy.

435 |bid.; U.S. Embassy Seoul telegram 8023 to Department of State, “ROK Plans to Develop Nuclear
Weapons and Missiles” (December 2, 1974), p. 1. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/22670-
document-06-u-s-embassy-seoul-telegram-8023.

436 Peter Hayes, Chung-in Moon, and Scott Bruce, “Park Chung Hee, the US-ROK Strategic Relationship,
and the Bomb,” Asia-Pacific Journal 9, no. 44 (2011), p. 1. https://apjjf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/
article-2860.pdf.
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reprocessing plant in 1975-1976 and suspend the weapons program by December
1976.% Yet as a declassified CIA report later revealed, covert proliferation activity
continued after the formal suspension.*® Park’s assassination in October 1979
ultimately ended the effort, though the episode left a lasting mark on the alliance:
the United States had learned that abandonment fears, left unaddressed, could
drive even a treaty-bound ally toward nuclear breakout.

The Park program is perhaps the closest Indo-Pacific analogue to the British
and French cases examined in Section 2, and the parallels are striking.** All three
programs were driven by fear of abandonment: Truman’s curtailment of nuclear
cooperation for Britain, Suez and the failure of Anglo-American solidarity for France,
and Nixon’s troop withdrawals for South Korea. In each case, a great-power patron
attempted to manage proliferation through a mix of coercion and reassurance. And
in each case, the tension between alliance cohesion and independent nuclear action
proved difficult to resolve: Britain chose interdependence, France chose autonomy,
and South Korea was forced to abandon its program before it could make that
choice. The critical difference is that Britain and France succeeded in establishing
operational deterrents before the NPT entered into force, whereas South Korea’s
program was suppressed. Whether the conditions that led to its suppression—
American leverage, a comparatively more stable deterrence balance, and Park’s
eventual removal from power—would hold today, given the severity of the two-
peer-plus problem, is unclear.

A different alliance culture further explains the lack of second centers in the Indo
Pacific. Whereas in Europe the United States consulted allies, Washington did not
consult South Korea. In the words of Frihling and O’Neil,

Washington’s political treatment of Seoul, particularly during the
1970s, revealed a disdain for South Korean preferences, which was
at odds with the close nature of the military relationship. Until

the 1980s, the U.S.-ROK alliance could therefore be described as

a military rather than security alliance; that is, one prepared to
wage war, but ill-equipped to provide assurance and thus security
for its junior member. Not until the 1990s did the alliance’s

437 lbid., p. 2.
438 Ibid.

439 South Korea is selected here as offering the most direct structural parallel to the British and French
cases. Other Indo-Pacific cases lie beyond the scope of this paper.
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political-security consultation and coordination mechanisms
start to replicate the institutionalized nature of the military
relationship.**°

To illustrate, when South Korean President Park ordered an illicit nuclear
weapons program in response to a reduction in the number of U.S. forces, the
United States issued an ultimatum: end the program or the alliance will end.**
Nixon also did not consult South Korea on the withdrawal decision;*? nor did the
United States consult South Korea on nuclear planning.*® Under the Presidential
Nuclear Initiatives of 1991, the United States removed 100% of its forward-deployed
nuclear assets from the Indo Pacific in part to incentivize North Korea to exercise
nuclear restraint.*** The consultation gap persisted well into the 21st century. Even
as North Korea conducted its first nuclear test in 2006 and subsequent tests in 2009,
2013, 2016 (twice), and 2017, the United States and South Korea lacked a dedicated
bilateral mechanism for nuclear planning and consultation comparable in scope
and authority to NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group.** It was not until April 2023 that
Presidents Biden and Yoon issued the Washington Declaration, establishing the
Nuclear Consultative Group (NCG) to provide South Korea with a greater voice in

440 Stephan Frihling and Andrew O’Neil, Partners in Deterrence: US nuclear weapons and alliances in
Europe and Asia (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2021), p. 144.

441 Ibid., p. 126; Leon Whyte, “Evolution of the U.S.-ROK Alliance: Abandonment Fears,” The Diplomat
(June 22, 2015). https://thediplomat.com/2015/06/evolution-of-the-u-s-rok-alliance-abandonment-
fears/.

442 Stephan Frihling and Andrew O’Neil, Partners in Deterrence: US nuclear weapons and alliances in
Europe and Asia (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2021), p. 129.

443 |bid., p. 126.

444 John Lancaster, “U.S. Troop Cut Halting Over N. Korea Arms,” The Washington Post (November 20,
1991). https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1991/11/21/us-troop-cut-halting-over-n-
korea-arms/7e253d4e-0666-4c68-8424-2ec2530a9f35/. See also Susan J. Koch, The Presidential Nuclear
Initiatives of 1991-1992 (Washington, DC: National Defense University, 2012).

445 The United States and ROK did establish the Extended Deterrence Policy Committee (EDPC) in 2011
and upgraded it to the Extended Deterrence Strategy and Consultation Group (EDSCG) in 2016, but
neither body matched the NPG’s institutional depth, continuity, or decisionmaking authority. See Katrin
Fraser Katz, Christopher Johnstone, and Victor Cha, “America Needs to Reassure Japan and South Korea,”
Foreign Affairs (July 13, 2023). https://www.foreignaffairs.com/japan/america-needs-reassure-japan-and-
south-korea#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20enabled,cooperation%20among%20the%20
three%20allies.
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U.S. nuclear planning and employment deliberations for the peninsula.**® The NCG
represented an important step toward closing the consultation deficit, but South
Korea’s discussions through the NCG “remain at the conceptual level.”*’ Critics in
Seoul argued that consultation without capability remained insufficient: the NCG
gave South Korea a seat at the table but not a hand on the lever. The subsequent
political crisis surrounding President Yoon’s December 2024 martial law declaration
further complicated the consultative framework, raising questions about the
continuity of nuclear decisionmaking on the South Korean side. The contrast with
Europe is instructive: NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group, established in December 1966
and first convened in April 1967, has operated continuously for nearly six decades,
and NATO’s nuclear-sharing arrangements position U.S. gravity bombs for delivery
by allied aircraft in wartime, embedding allied forces in the nuclear mission in a way
that has no parallel in the Indo Pacific.**® In sum, regional nuclear capabilities “have
never been operationalized in Asia, reinforcing Allies’ views that the legacy U.S.
extended deterrence was tailored solely to the needs of Europe.”**®

Japan'’s relationship with nuclear weapons has also followed a different
trajectory. Alone among U.S. allies in Asia, Japan possesses the full suite of latent
nuclear capabilities: advanced missile technology, a sophisticated civilian nuclear
infrastructure, and a stockpile of separated plutonium sufficient for a substantial

446 “Washington Declaration” (April 26, 2023). https://kr.usembassy.gov/042723-washington-
declaration/.

447 Laurel Baker, Sadie Bengs, Candace Huntington, and Sarah Sobalvarro, “Nuclear Order and Global
Disorder,” CGSR workshop summary (2025), p. 14. https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2025-09/
Nuclear%200rder%20Disorder%20Workshop%20Summary_Final.pdf. The same workshop noted that
for Japan, “keeping and strengthening the extended deterrence dialogue is important,” but that Tokyo
“remains uncertain about which conditions would necessitate that the United States use nuclear options
in the event of a regional conflict.”

448 NATO, “Nuclear Planning Group (NPG)” (May 9, 2022), https://www.nato.int/en/about-us/
organization/nato-structure/nuclear-planning-group-npg; Jacek Durkalec, “U.S. Extended Deterrence

in Europe and in the Asia-Pacific: Similarities, Differences, and Interdependencies,” CGSR workshop
summary (2018), p. 7, https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/Summary_Report_ED_JAN2018final.
pdf.

449 Jacek Durkalec, Charlotte Henderson, and Lindsay Rand, “Extended Deterrence and the Two-

War Problem,” CGSR workshop summary (2022), p. 11. https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/
Workshop_Extended_Deterrence_and_Two_War_Problem_CGSR_Summary.pdf. For an overview of
U.S. extended nuclear deterrence commitments to the Indo-Pacific, see Paige Gasser, Toward a New
Strategic Approach to U.S. Extended Nuclear Deterrence, Livermore Papers on Global Security No. 15
(Livermore, CA: Center for Global Security Research, August 2025), ch. 3. https://cgsr.lInl.gov/sites/cgsr/
files/2025-12/forweb-cl251210-Toward%20a%20New%20Strategic%20Approach%20t0%20U.S.%20
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arsenal.*? Yet Japan has also maintained the strongest normative commitment to
non-nuclear status of any nuclear-latent state, enshrined in the “three non-nuclear
principles” (not possessing, not producing, and not permitting the introduction of
nuclear weapons) declared by Prime Minister Sato in 1967 and formally adopted
by the Diet in 1971.%! This commitment, however, has coexisted with periodic
internal reassessments. A 1969 Foreign Ministry internal policy study concluded
that, even while forgoing nuclear weapons, Japan should “maintain always and not
restrict the economic and technological potential to produce nuclear weapons.”*>?
More recently, Japan’s nuclear debate has shifted. North Korea’s accelerating
missile and nuclear tests, particularly its demonstration of ICBMs capable of
striking the U.S. homeland, have eroded confidence in the U.S. extended deterrent
among Japanese strategists.**® Former Prime Minister Abe Shinzo publicly called
for a discussion of NATO-style nuclear-sharing arrangements in 2022, breaking a
longstanding taboo.** Although the Japanese government quickly distanced itself
from these remarks (Prime Minister Kishida called the idea “unacceptable given

450 Timothée Albessard, Japan’s Nuclear Latency: A Dual-Use Diplomatic Lever?, Report No. 93 (Paris:
Institut de Recherche Stratégique de I’Ecole Militaire, May 2022), pp. 11, 18-19, 83-87, 91-93, https://
www.irsem.fr/storage/file_manager_files/2025/03/etude-irsem-93-albessard-japan-en-v2.pdf; Richard
J. Samuels and James L. Schoff, “Japan’s Nuclear Hedge: Beyond ‘Allergy’ and Breakout,” Political Science
Quarterly 130, no. 3 (Fall 2015), pp. 479-480, 500.

451 Statement by Prime Minister Eisaku Sato at the Budget Committee in the House of Representatives
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(2007), p. 311.

453 For an argument connecting the DPRK’s ICBM development to the decoupling problem, see Ankit
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Allies,” The Diplomat (September 4, 2017). https://thediplomat.com/2017/09/how-north-koreas-icbm-
and-new-thermonuclear-bomb-might-decouple-the-us-and-its-allies/. For an overview of “a growing
sense of unease among Japanese analysts about the extent to which Japan can rely on the U.S. alliance
to manage these threats,” see for example International Crisis Group, Embracing Arms: Securing Japan
in a New Era of Crisis, Asia Report No. 351 (December 2025). https://www.crisisgroup.org/sites/default/
files/2025-12/351-japan-embracing-arms.pdf.

454 Jesse Johnson, “Japan Should Consider Hosting U.S. Nuclear Weapons, Abe Says,” Japan Times
(February 27, 2022), https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/02/27/national/politics-diplomacy/
shinzo-abe-japan-nuclear-weapons-taiwan/; Sayuri Romei, “The Legacy of Shinzo Abe: A Japan Divided
About Nuclear Weapons,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (August 24, 2022), https://thebulletin.
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our country’s stance of maintaining the three non-nuclear principles”*%), the
episode reflected a broader undercurrent. A March 2022 Sankei Shimbun/Fuji News
Network poll found that nearly 85% of respondents supported discussing nuclear
sharing, even if few endorsed outright acquisition.**¢ A January 2026 lJiji Press poll
found that 16.7% of respondents agreed Japan should possess nuclear weapons

(a minority, but a notable shift from historically negligible levels of support), while
20.7% were unsure.*’ Survey experiments have further suggested that Japanese
nuclear aversion erodes significantly under scenarios of worsening regional threats
or diminished U.S. commitment.**® Unlike South Korea, Japan has not pursued a
clandestine weapons program, but its technical latency means that any decision to
weaponize could be executed relatively quickly. The absence of a Japanese nuclear
weapons program thus reflects political choice rather than technical constraint, and
the durability of that choice may not be taken for granted as the regional threat
environment deteriorates.

Indeed, the NPT’s ineffectiveness in curbing vertical and horizontal proliferation
in the Indo Pacific has created volatility. Both the PRC and the DPRK have drastically
increased their nuclear forces over the last decade, fueling demand signals for
U.S. extended nuclear deterrence. Although the United States has responded by
instituting new consultation mechanisms with both Japan and South Korea and by
nuclear submarine visits, the United States has not created NATO-style nuclear-
sharing arrangements with allies in the Indo Pacific.

However, the two-peer-plus problem could be perceived as more manifest in
the Indo Pacific than in Europe. Russia is thus far the “only” nuclear challenge in
Europe. By contrast, U.S. allies in the Indo Pacific are facing the PRC, the DPRK, and
Russia. In Europe, the United States has continued to forward-base nonstrategic
nuclear weapons, albeit it removed 97% of its forward-deployed nuclear assets from
the region after the Cold War. In the Indo Pacific, the United States ceased forward-

m
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Studies 23, no. 1 (March 2023), pp. 23-44.
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basing nonstrategic nuclear assets altogether,**° in part to incentivize the DPRK to
enter denuclearization negotiations. Although this strategy has failed, the United
States has resisted calls for new nuclear forward deployments. Given the PRC’s

and the DPRK’s drastic nuclear buildups in recent years, the net result is a nuclear
imbalance in the region that may be emboldening revisionist behavior. Finally, unlike
in Europe, the ties between U.S. allies in the region are less strong.

Against this backdrop, it is unsurprising that demand signals for nuclear
deterrence have increased among U.S. allies in the region. For example, South Korea
has started debating the necessity of an indigenous nuclear weapons capability.*°
Whereas conventional wisdom warns of the destabilizing effects of such a
development, the severity of the new security environment is such that all options
for addressing the nuclear imbalance merit consideration. So, what is the case
for second centers in the Indo Pacific? What is the case against? To evaluate the
case for, it is worth testing whether the strategic propositions that justified second
centers in Europe—complicating adversary decisionmaking, reducing the feasibility
of a disarming first strike, implementing regional targeting preferences, and hedging
against abandonment or the degradation of extended deterrence credibility—hold
in the Indo Pacific.

Complicating adversary decisionmaking. It is difficult to see how even a
small South Korean or Japanese nuclear arsenal would not complicate adversary
calculations. A second center in the Indo Pacific could create new dilemmas for
nuclear-armed adversaries. An adversary contemplating aggression would need
to deter not only U.S. nuclear use but also the independent nuclear response of a
regional state whose survival is directly at stake—a state that, precisely because it
faces an existential threat, may have a lower threshold for nuclear use than a distant
superpower. It would also help to address the nuclear imbalance in the region,
increasing the risks for the aggressor (rather than seeking to reduce the losses of
the defender). For example, a second center would be better placed to deter an
opportunistic or coordinated aggression when the United States is preoccupied in a
NATO-Russia crisis or war in Europe. Whereas an aggressor might speculate that in a
NATO-Russia crisis, the United States might be less inclined to run nuclear risks in a
second theater, a second center would ensure that an aggressor will need to expect
nuclear use. A nuclear-armed ROK, for example, might eliminate whatever doubt

459 Susan J. Koch, The Presidential Nuclear Initiatives of 1991-1992, WMD Case Study #5 (Washington,
DC: National Defense University, 2012).

460 Avi Kirpekar, “South Korea’s National Security Debate Goes Nuclear,” Nuclear Threat Initiative (April
26, 2023). https://www.nti.org/risky-business/south-koreas-national-security-debate-goes-nuclear/.
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the DPRK might have about U.S. nuclear intervention in a conflict on the Korean
Peninsula, providing the ROK with a nuclear first-strike option for coercive leverage
against DPRK provocations. In such a crisis, a South Korean nuclear signal vis-a-vis
the DPRK might be more compelling than the rhetoric of a distracted and distant
U.S. leadership.

Even without an extra-regional crisis demanding U.S. attention and resources, a
nuclear-armed ROK and/or Japan would create new risks for a PRC seizure of Taiwan
or a DPRK seizure of the ROK irrespective of U.S. (in)action. Given the present
security arrangements, it is plausible that a PRC seizure of Taiwan might entail PRC
strikes against U.S. forces in the ROK, in an attempt to deter U.S. involvement. If
the ROK possessed nuclear weapons, the PRC leadership could not dismiss outright
the agency of South Korea’s leadership in this scenario. In like manner, a DPRK
aggression against the ROK would likely entail nuclear threats against Japan and the
U.S. homeland in an attempt to deter support for the ROK, including U.S. nuclear
use. In this scenario, too, an independent South Korean nuclear capability would
visibly increase the nuclear risks for Pyongyang.

Reducing the feasibility of a disarming first strike. This proposition is weaker
in the Indo Pacific than in Europe. Britain and France each developed sea-based
deterrents with at least one SSBN on continuous patrol. This posture makes a
disarming strike extremely difficult. A nascent South Korean or Japanese nuclear
force would almost certainly begin with land-based or air-delivered systems on a
small, densely targeted geography. The ROK’s limited geographic depth creates a
liability: it means that the force-structure requirements for a credible Indo-Pacific
second center may be more demanding than those that Britain and France faced. At
a minimum, an Indo-Pacific second center would need to invest early in survivable
delivery systems (whether submarine-based, road-mobile, or hardened) to avoid
presenting the adversary with a viable counterforce option.

Assuming survivability can be achieved, a regional nuclear force would also
implement regional targeting preferences. In Europe, second centers ensured that
Soviet targets threatening Europe most directly could be struck even if Washington
prioritized different targets. The same logic applies in the Indo Pacific. A South
Korean deterrent, for example, could hold at risk DPRK leadership targets and
military concentrations along the demilitarized zone (DMZ). These targets may be
of existential importance to Seoul but potentially lower priority for U.S. strategic
planners managing a global target set across two peer adversaries. Likewise, a
Japanese capability could threaten Chinese staging areas and missile bases relevant
to a Taiwan or East China Sea contingency. The question of sufficiency, however, is
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more complex than in the European case. Whereas Britain and France face their
most acute deterrence challenge from a single primary adversary, a South Korean
force might need to deter both the DPRK and the PRC, whose nuclear arsenals and
risk tolerances differ markedly.

Underpinning all three propositions, however, is a more fundamental concern:
what happens if the United States is unwilling or unable to act at all?

Hedging against abandonment. The abandonment hedge is arguably more
acute in the Indo Pacific than it was in Cold War Europe: the United States has
already withdrawn 100% of its forward-deployed nuclear assets from the region,
alliance consultation mechanisms remain less institutionalized than NATQ’s, and U.S.
strategic attention is divided across two peer competitors. A regional second center
would provide a sovereign insurance policy that does not depend on the contingent
willingness of a distant guarantor.

Moreover, the ROK’s small geography means that even a modest North Korean
penetration might threaten the very existence of the South Korean state. In this
environment, the South Korean leadership may prefer deterrence by punishment
over deterrence by denial. Nuclear armaments have far greater firepower than
conventional means alone; an independent South Korean nuclear deterrent could
maximize this threat of punishment for the aggressor.*¢*

Like in Europe, the emergence of second centers would thus facilitate
deterrence-enhancing signaling toward the adversary. Although several other
options to this end exist, neither the deployment of American nonstrategic
nuclear weapons to the region, nor the creation of NATO-style nuclear-sharing
arrangements nor sporadic port visits of U.S. SSBNs would increase the risk of
nuclear first use for adversaries in the same manner as the emergence of regional
second centers of nuclear decisionmaking. This is not to suggest that the United
States would be unwilling to run nuclear risks on behalf of its allies in a crisis. But
even with visible enhancements to the regional extended deterrence hardware,
an adversary might still miscalculate that it could succeed in deterring U.S. nuclear

461 Henry Kissinger made this argument in the early 1960s about Europe:

To the allies on whose territory such a war would be fought, however, a Soviet
penetration of even a hundred miles might well spell the end of their national
existence. They have compelling incentive to strive for a strategy that poses the
threat of maximum devastation for the Soviets. Europeans are almost inevitably
more concerned about deterrence than with defense. They will prefer a strategy
that seems to magnify the risks of the aggressor rather than reduce the losses of
the defender. Henry Kissinger, “NATO’s Nuclear Dilemma,” The Reporter (March 28,
1963), p. 296.
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use—or U.S. involvement altogether—in its attempts to revise the regional status
quo by limiting the actual use of nuclear weapons to South Korea or Japan. Because
any decision to employ U.S. nuclear weapons rests with the U.S. president, an
adversary may seek to blackmail the American leadership by threatening nuclear
use against the U.S. homeland. A second center would mean that adversaries must
deter allied and U.S. nuclear use. Moreover, the finite nature of U.S. resources

and the strains of a two-peer world may cause tradeoffs regarding the quantity,
allocation, and frequency of U.S. nuclear deployments and visits.

Finally, the emergence of second centers might end concerns among Indo-Pacific
allies, especially the ROK, that they are “second-tier” allies.*

Objections to new second centers focus on three fears: the fear of provoking an
adversary decapitating first strike, the fear of ceding nuclear escalation control, and
the fear of wrecking the NPT.

To be sure, a small South Korean or Japanese nuclear force may be vulnerable
to a preemptive first strike. North Korea or China could seek to stop South
Korea and/or Japan from developing their own deterrents through sabotage or
kinetic strikes, as some analysts have argued. This objection reinforces the force-
structure vulnerability identified under the second proposition: without early
investment in survivable delivery systems, a nascent Indo-Pacific nuclear force
could invite precisely the attack it seeks to deter. But if an adversary contemplated
a counterforce strike, it must consider the possibility that it will not destroy
South Korea’s nuclear force entirely. Even if it were confident in this regard, the
overarching U.S. security guarantee would still extend nuclear deterrence. If South
Korea and the United States signal appropriately, might the North Korean leadership
not conclude that a disarming strike would cause a nuclear war that would end the
Kim regime?

A second counterargument highlights the risk that the emergence of new
second centers would increase nuclear risks by ceding escalation control to new
states. From this perspective, a nuclear-armed ROK and/or Japan might feel
emboldened to take excessive risks in containing the DPRK or PRC. Such behavior
could spark or escalate a crisis in ways the United States might find irrational and
undesirable. Given its conventional superiority over the DPRK, might a nuclear-
armed ROK leadership in the future believe that it could win a unification war? In

Iu

like manner, might the mere existence of additional “nuclear buttons” increase the

462 For a discussion of the ROK’s self-perception as a lesser important ally, see Stephan Friihling
and Andrew O’Neil, Partners in Deterrence: US Nuclear Weapons and Alliances in Europe and Asia
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2021), pp. 142-143.
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probability that one of these nuclear forces will be used, whether unintentionally or
intentionally, in an irrational or rational manner?

Though this risk cannot be eliminated, effective political coordination of national
deterrent forces may mitigate this problem somewhat. As Henry Kissinger noted
in the 1960s about European nuclear ambitions, U.S. allies with small independent
nuclear arsenals,

must know—perhaps better than we—that using their forces
independently would be a desperate last resort, though we can
hardly expect them to advertise this fact. Whatever they may say
now, they will learn that they must think of their nuclear forces
much as Sweden and Switzerland think of their armies. Neither
country is able to withstand a full-scale attack by a major power.
Both would prefer allies in such a case. Their military forces do
give them the possibility of posing risks that an aggressor may
consider out of proportion to the objectives to be achieved. And
they may gain time for allied assistance to be effective.

After all, one of two things is likely to happen with respect

to European nuclear power: either our allies will realize the
importance of coordinating their forces with ours, or they

will assume the major burden of their own defense, which is

what we have always said we wanted. All considerations of
technology, strategy, and policy indicate that the former is by

far the more likely outcome. Our allies—if they understand their
own interests—will always prefer the assistance of our enormous
nuclear arsenal. This has been our experience with Great Britain. It
is likely to be our experience with France, if we ever get away from
scholastic arguments over the relative merits of “integration” and
“coordination” and face practical issues of how to relate a French
nuclear force to the common defense.*%?

463 Henry Kissinger, “NATO’s Nuclear Dilemma,” The Reporter (March 28, 1963), pp. 298-299.
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Could Kissinger’s argument apply with equal force to U.S. allies in the Indo
Pacific? Perhaps. If South Korea and/or Japan defied U.S. nonproliferation
objectives, it may not be to have a new weapon of choice in a crisis but to
have a weapon of last resort. Additionally, the United States could push for any
independent nuclear forces to be assigned to the alliance to ensure political
coordination in the pursuit of a common end: deterrence. A duplication of the
nuclear deterrence effort rather than an undesired or irrational escalation of a crisis
might thus be the result.

But Kissinger’s scenario might be the best case. Historically, even though Britain
strived for nuclear interdependence with the United States, France sought nuclear
autonomy, deliberately defying U.S. preferences within NATO and elsewhere. For
example, in the 1970s, France had entered into negotiations to provide South Korea
with the technology to produce plutonium for its clandestine nuclear weapons
program.*®* Whether a nuclear-armed South Korea would emulate British-style
coordination or French-style autonomy remains a matter of speculation, but the
historical record offers reasons for caution. South Korea’s own clandestine nuclear
weapons program under Park Chung-hee—pursued without U.S. knowledge until
1974, when Washington discovered that President Park had ordered scientists to
develop atomic bombs by 19774 —demonstrated a willingness to defy Washington
on the most consequential of security decisions. A U.S. National Security Council
memorandum warned at the time that “ROK possession of nuclear weapons would
have a major destabilizing effect in an area in which not only Japan but USSR, PRC,
and ourselves are directly involved.”*¢® The pattern extends beyond the nuclear
domain. The ROK has experienced repeated ruptures in civil-military relations
and abrupt transitions of power: from the 1979 assassination of Park Chung-hee
and the 1980 military coup, through the impeachment and removal of President
Park Geun-hye in 2016-2017, to President Yoon Suk Yeol’s declaration of martial
law in December 2024. Together, these episodes suggest that the United States

464 Leon Whyte, “Evolution of the U.S.-ROK Alliance: Abandonment Fears,” The Diplomat (June 22,
2015). https://thediplomat.com/2015/06/evolution-of-the-u-s-rok-alliance-abandonment-fears/.

465 Winston Lord and Martin Packman, “Second Alert Report,” declassified diplomatic cable (November
20, 1974), p. 6, https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/22669-document-04-winston-lord-director-policy;
Peter Hayes, Chung-in Moon, and Scott Bruce, “Park Chung Hee, the US-ROK Strategic Relationship, and
the Bomb,” Asia-Pacific Journal 9, no. 44 (2011), pp. 1-19, https://apjjf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/
article-2860.pdf.

466 Jeanne W. Davis, “ROK Plans to Develop Nuclear Weapons and Missiles,” declassified National
Security Council Memorandum (March 3, 1975), p. 1. https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/
us-national-security-council-memorandum-rok-weapons-plans.
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cannot assume predictable allied behavior in a nuclear-armed South Korea. To be
sure, political instability has not historically precluded nuclear possession: France
developed its nuclear weapons program during the collapse of the Fourth Republic
and the early years of the Fifth, and Pakistan has sustained a nuclear capability
through multiple coups and civilian-military standoffs. The relevant question is not
whether instability exists, but whether nuclear command-and-control arrangements
can be made robust against periods of domestic political crisis. A nuclear-armed
South Korea that defied American preferences—whether in pursuing unification

on the Korean Peninsula or in managing crises with the DPRK—could constrain
Washington’s freedom of action in regional security matters.

Other critics contend that friendly proliferation would not only be illegal under
the NPT but also destroy the treaty itself by triggering a wave of proliferation.
Article X of the NPT, however, grants States parties the right to withdraw if they
conclude that “extraordinary events...have jeopardized thel[ir] supreme interests.”*¢’
The symbolism rather than the legality may therefore prove to be the real difficulty
of such a move. Though a real blow to the disarmament obligations contained
in Article VI, which adversary leaders will be quick to exploit, the possibility of
further proliferation to both friendly and unfriendly states cannot be ruled out. For
example, Iran might find a useful pretext in a South Korean breakout to build its own
nuclear deterrent. Others might follow. Indeed, there is no shortage of contenders
in Europe, the Middle East, and the Indo Pacific. Although any attempt to predict
how such a development might play out remains speculative, such a dynamic could
complicate U.S. arms control efforts with Russia and China in the future.

Conversely, the negative repercussions of a South Korean nuclear program need
to be balanced against risks of a nuclear deterrence failure on the Korean Peninsula.
However undesirable the former, it would be preferable to the latter. Indeed, a
South Korean nuclear deterrent might create fresh incentives for North Korea to
return to the negotiating table. Even if a reciprocal denuclearization agreement may
not materialize, a South Korean nuclear program might create prospects for some
limits on nuclear weapons on the Korean Peninsula—a circumstance that North
Korea has thus far evaded. After all, might the South Korean leadership not signal,
however justified or not, that unless Pyongyang signs onto a bilateral arms control
agreement, Seoul could outspend the North—Ileveraging an economy over 50 times

467 “Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons,” opened for signature July 1, 1968, Treaty
Series: Treaties and International Agreements Registered of Filed and Recorded with the Secretariat of the
United Nations 729, no. 10485 (1974), p. 175. https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%20
729/v729.pdf.
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the size of the DPRK’s—in a sustained arms competition that Pyongyang could ill
afford?

In the final analysis, the nuclear imbalance in the Indo Pacific warrants a
thoughtful consideration of all options available to the United States and its allies
to stabilize the regional security environment. The emergence of second centers of
nuclear decisionmaking in the region is one option that should be considered—if
only to satisfy the allies and to be ruled out—alongside enhancements of the U.S.
extended nuclear deterrence architecture. Although enhancing the present security
arrangements may well be the least bad option for the region and nonproliferation
objectives worldwide, new second centers might not be as catastrophic as
conventional wisdom suggests so long as they support rather than defy the U.S.
security guarantee. These considerations suggest several questions that U.S.
policymakers will need to confront as a matter of urgency:

* Which enhancements to the regional extended nuclear deterrence
architecture are the United States willing and able to make?

* Would forward-basing nonstrategic nuclear weapons or NATO-style nuclear
sharing arrangements in the Indo Pacific create sufficient flexibility to deter
present nuclear threats? Would the answer change if, for example, the PRC
decided to push for nuclear superiority or a fully-fledged Russia-PRC-DPRK
alliance formed in the future?

* What is the backup plan/the U.S. response if an Indo-Pacific ally decided
to seek an independent nuclear deterrent (again)? Push back? Criticize but
remain neutral? Assist? Encourage a joint ROK-Japan program?
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5. The Fourth Nuclear Age: Second
Centers of Decisionmaking if U.S.
Extended Nuclear Deterrence Erodes

The preceding sections have demonstrated that second centers derived much of
their deterrence value from operating within a wider alliance backed by American
strategic superiority. This dependency raises an uncomfortable question: if second
centers were always designed to complement rather than replace U.S. extended
deterrence, can they function in its absence? The following section explores this
contingency. It does so not because a fourth nuclear age is inevitable, but because
understanding the limits of second centers without American backing clarifies what
they can and cannot contribute on their own.

5.1. The Prospective Erosion of U.S. Extended Nuclear Deterrence

Since the advent of the nuclear age, successive U.S. administrations have extended
nuclear deterrence to allies in exchange for nonproliferation commitments. De
Gaulle, however, believed that entrusting French—and European security—entirely
to the United States was unwise. France’s indigenous nuclear deterrent thus offered
a hedge against U.S. unreliability in the future.

De Gaulle’s concern, once dismissed as Gaullist idiosyncrasy, has become the
organizing question of European nuclear debates. But the fourth nuclear age could
arise from two distinct dynamics: a failure of political will by a U.S. administration
to sustain extended nuclear deterrence commitments, or a capability constraint
in which a stretched U.S. nuclear arsenal proves insufficient to deter multiple
peer competitors simultaneously. Both dynamics reinforce the case for stronger
second centers: the political scenario by threatening the umbrella’s credibility
and the capability scenario by exposing gaps that allied forces may need to fill
regardless of American intent. The structural conditions for the former have grown
more plausible since early 2025; the capability argument, meanwhile, has gained
traction with the 2023 Strategic Posture Commission’s finding that U.S. nuclear
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modernization is “necessary but insufficient”4¢® against a two-peer threat—a gap
that could widen if Russia or China push for nuclear superiority or if Russia and
China coordinated their nuclear postures, collectively fielding a force the United
States could not credibly deter alone.

The analysis that follows focuses on the political will scenario, as this is the
dimension that is actively debated in European capitals today. That said, a Russian
and/or Chinese push for nuclear superiority, including through full coordination of
their combined arsenals, cannot be ruled out, and warrants serious discussion on
both sides of the Atlantic.

Since early 2025, a greater emphasis on short-term reciprocity in U.S. foreign
policy and messaging about alliance commitments has prompted allied capitals to
consider contingencies that previously seemed remote. Shortly after winning the
2025 German general elections, Chancellor-in-waiting Friedrich Merz called for a
European extended nuclear deterrence backup, spearheaded by France and Britain,
because of concerns that NATO “in its ‘current form’” would not exist by June
2025.%° Even in Britain, some analysts have called upon Prime Minister Starmer to

|lr

prepare for a “terrifying strategic betrayal” should the United States cease providing

Britain with the Trident missiles, on which London’s nuclear deterrent depends.*’°
Although Washington has not announced any changes to U.S. security
commitments to treaty allies, its intermittent suspension of new military aid to
Ukraine and rhetoric from senior officials continue to fuel speculations about an
impending revolution in U.S. foreign policy. Some analysts envisage two different
geopolitical outcomes.** The first possible outcome is a Kissingerian scenario,

468 America’s Strategic Posture: The Final Report of the Congressional Commission on the Strategic
Posture of the United States, Institute for Defense Analyses (2023), pp. 51, 101. https://www.ida.org/-/
media/feature/publications/A/Am/Americas%20Strategic%20Posture/Strategic-Posture-Commission-
Report.pdf.

m

469 “Likely next German chancellor Merz questions NATO's future in ‘current form,”” Reuters (February
24, 2025), https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/germanys-merz-questions-longevity-natos-current-
form-2025-02-23/; Sarah Marsh and Matthias Williams, “German election victor Merz plans pivot from
US as coalition talks loom,” Reuters (February 23, 2025), https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/
gloomy-germans-vote-election-which-conservatives-are-set-win-2025-02-22/.

470 James Saunders, “Starmer told to plan for ‘terrifying strategic betrayal’ as Donald Trump could end
Trident missile partnership,” GBnews (March 6, 2025). https://www.gbnews.com/politics/keir-starmer-
donald-trump-trident-nuclear-missile.

471 Asmeret Asghedom, Anthony Blevans, Ryan Christenson, Maximilian Hoell, Rupal Mehta, Anna
Peczeli, and Caroline Wesson, “A New Axis? Bloc Rivalry and the Future of Conflict?,” CGSR Workshop
Summary ( 2025), p. 21. https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2025-03/Axis%20Workshop%20Summary_
Feb%202025_Final.pdf.
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where the United States manages to separate Russia from China, leading to

arms control agreements and renewed cooperation. This would allow Russia to
emerge from isolation and enable the United States to concentrate its efforts on
deterring China. The second potential outcome is a Hemispheric scenario, in which
Washington negotiates agreements with Russia regarding Ukraine and possibly
with China concerning Taiwan. In this case, Washington could narrow its immediate
national security focus to the Western Hemisphere, prioritizing border control,
counterterrorism, counternarcotics efforts, and homeland ballistic missile defense.
Both outcomes are feasible but could put pressure on existing alliance structures, as
the United States might adopt a layered defense strategy, relying on European allies
to maintain stability in Europe with a reduced American presence. Similarly, the
Indo Pacific could experience a scaled-back U.S. presence. Nuclear proliferation to
allies might ensue.

The possibility that a U.S. administration might drastically reduce its extended
nuclear deterrence commitments thus merits some consideration. If the United
States relapsed into isolationism, several outcomes seem plausible. In the author’s
judgment, the first and least likely outcome is acquiescence to Russia, the PRC, and
the DPRK. Absent U.S. extended nuclear deterrence and in light of growing domestic
divisions about how to deal with revisionist neighbors and nuclear weapons in
several allied countries, acquiescing to an authoritarian-centric security architecture
may well appear to be the path of least resistance. This could take the form of
accepting the kind of coerced neutralization Moscow has historically sought to
impose on its neighbors (“Finlandization”), potentially including accession to the
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons—a step Russia may calculate would
erect a legal barrier to any future return of U.S. extended nuclear deterrence or the
initiation of sovereign nuclear programs. However, unless anti-establishment parties
win elections throughout Europe and the Indo Pacific, such an outcome seems
unlikely.

A push to multilateralize nuclear deterrence in Europe, either through a French
and/or British extended deterrence guarantee or a joint “Eurodeterrent,” is another
possibility. Both options have received growing attention in recent months. For
example, Bruno Tertrais could envisage a lean French nuclear-sharing arrangement
that forward-deploys a handful of French nuclear weapons to allied territory, an
indigenous European/French support of nuclear operations with conventional air
tactics (SNOWCAT) equivalent, or a European nuclear maritime task force (i.e.,
European navy vessels could accompany a French aircraft carrier, from which
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European DCAs could deliver French nuclear weapons).*”> Maximilian Terhalle

has proposed “a large, integrated and sea-based European nuclear force, initially
spearheaded by the UK and France, but complemented by Germany and Poland
within reasonable time.”#* And Jacques Lanxade, Denis MacShane, Margarita
Mathiopoulos, and Klaus Naumann have argued that “Europe needs a credible
nuclear deterrent of its own, under NATO command. Only a trilateral British,
French, and German nuclear umbrella, combined with a U.S. umbrella, all under the
command and control of the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) will be a
credible deterrent for Russia.”4*

Although these options may have some appeal, they are fraught with practical
difficulties. To name only a few, will there be lasting political momentum for these
propositions? Although Polish and German officials have expressed an interest in a
French and/or British extended deterrence guarantee,*’> would these countries—
and Russia—find such arrangements credible in the long term given the disparity
between the French and/or British and Russian nuclear arsenals?

The answer to this question might depend in part on how explicit a French or
British extended nuclear deterrence arrangement will be. Whereas Britain already
extends nuclear deterrence to all of NATO because it explicitly assigns its nuclear
force to NATO, France has stopped short of stating unequivocally that it would use
nuclear weapons in defense of its allies. Successive French presidents have asserted
that France’s vital interests include a “European dimension” (Table 4).

472 Bruno Tertrais, “Europas nukleare Frage: Realistische Szenarien fir eine europdische Bombe
[Europe’s nuclear question: Realistic scenarios for a European bomb],” Internationale Politik (November
1, 2018). https://internationalepolitik.de/de/europas-nukleare-frage.

473 Maximilian Terhalle, “Keeping the Americans In, the Russians Out and the Chinese in Check:
Germany’s Future Strategy,” RUSI (July 21, 2020). https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/
publications/commentary/keeping-americans-russians-out-and-chinese-check-germanys-future-strategy.

474 Jacques Lanxade, Denis MacShane, Margarita Mathiopoulos, and Klaus Naumann, “Europe needs a
nuclear deterrent of its own,” New Atlanticist (July 11, 2023). https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-
atlanticist/europe-needs-a-nuclear-deterrent-of-its-own/.

475 Jan Cienski and Wojciech Kos¢, “Poland seeks access to nuclear arms and looks to build half-million-
man army,” Politico (March 7, 2025). https://www.politico.eu/article/donald-tusk-plan-train-poland-men-
military-service-russia/.
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Table 4: Presidential Statements about the European Dimension
of France’s Vital Interests since the End of the Cold War

President Statement

Francois “The defense of our vital interests, a phrase that will require
Mitterrand explanation when the time comes. This means that, for now, the
(1981-1995) French nuclear weapon is not at everyone’s disposal or at the

disposal of others. It depends solely on the French decision. This
may be a somewhat narrow view, but for the time being, it is
the only definition | recognize.

In other times, those who will build Europe or continue its
construction may consider, if political developments allow, how
this armament or its use could be shared. Today, that would
seem to me to be a mistake, and | do not intend to make that
mistake. Therefore, it is a matter of ensuring the integrity of the
national territory, which will lead us to some conclusions that |
will address in a moment.”4’®

Jacques Chirac | “The integrity of our territory, the protection of our population,
(1995-2007) and the free exercise of our sovereignty will always constitute
the core of our vital interests. But they are not limited to these.
The perception of these interests evolves with the pace of the
world, a world marked by the growing interdependence of
European countries and also by the effects of globalization. For
example, the guarantee of our strategic supplies or the defense
of allied countries are, among others, interests that must be
protected. It would be up to the President of the Republic to
assess the scope and potential consequences of an aggression,
a threat, or intolerable blackmail against these interests. This
analysis could, if necessary, lead to considering that they fall
within the scope of our vital interests.”*””

476 “Intervention de M. Frangois Mitterrand, Président de la République, sur la politique de défense
de la France et la dissuasion nucléaire [Speech by President Frangois Mitterrand on French defense
and nuclear deterrence],” Paris (May 5, 1994). https://www.elysee.fr/francois-mitterrand/1994/05/05/
intervention-de-m-francois-mitterrand-president-de-la-republique-sur-la-politique-de-defense-de-la-
france-et-la-dissuasion-nucleaire-paris-le-5-mai-1994.

477 “Déclaration de M. Jacques Chirac, Président de la République, sur la politique de défense de la
France, notamment la dissuasion nucléaire [Speech by President Jacques Chirac on French defense
policy, particularly nuclear deterrence],” Brest (January 19, 2006). https://www.elysee.fr/jacques-
chirac/2006/01/19/declaration-de-m-jacques-chirac-president-de-la-republique-sur-la-politique-de-
defense-de-la-france-notamment-la-dissuasion-nucleaire-a-brest-le-19-janvier-2006.
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Nicolas Sarkozy | “Our deterrence also takes into account the evolution of the
(2007-2012) world, our alliances, and European integration.”*®

“As far as Europe is concerned, it is a fact that the mere
existence of French nuclear forces is a key element of its
security. Any aggressor considering challenging Europe must be
aware of this.”47®

Francois “The definition of our vital interests cannot be limited to the
Hollande national level alone because France does not conceive its
(2012-2017) defense strategy in isolation, even in the nuclear realm.”*&

“We participate in the European project, we have built with our
partners a community of destiny, and the existence of French
nuclear deterrence makes a strong and essential contribution
to Europe. In addition, France shares with its European partners
a solidarity of fact and of heart. Who could believe, then, that
an aggression threatening the survival of Europe would have no
consequences?”4

“That is why our deterrence goes hand in hand with the
constant strengthening of European defense. But our deterrence
is our own; it is we who decide, it is we who determine our vital
interests.”*

478 Quoted in Xavier Pintat, Jeanny Lorgeoux, André Trillard, Pascal Allizard, and Claude Haut, “Rapport
d’information fait au nom de la commission des affaires étrangeres, de la défense et des forces armées
(1) par le groupe de travail « La modernisation de la dissuasion nucléaire » [Information report produced
on behalf of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defense and Armed Forces (1) by ‘the Modernization of
Nuclear Deterrence’ working group],” Sénat Rapport, no. 560 (May 23, 2017), p.16. https://www.senat.fr/
rap/r16-560/r16-5601.pdf.

479 Ibid.
480 Ibid.
481 Ibid.
482 Ibid.

SECOND CENTERS OF NUCLEAR DECISIONMAKING | 117


https://www.senat.fr/rap/r16-560/r16-5601.pdf
https://www.senat.fr/rap/r16-560/r16-5601.pdf

Emmanuel “Our nuclear forces play a unique deterrence role, particularly
Macron in Europe. They strengthen Europe’s security by their very
(2017-present) | existence and, in this respect, have a genuinely European
dimension. On this point, our independence of decisionmaking
is fully compatible with unwavering solidarity towards our
European partners. Our commitment to their security and
defence is the natural expression of our ever-closer solidarity.
Let me be clear: France’s vital interests now have a European
dimension.”4&

“In deciding what constitutes vital interests, the interests of our
main partners will be taken into account.”*®

The 2025 Northwood Declaration further states that “France and the United
Kingdom agree that there is no extreme threat to Europe that would not prompt a
response by our two nations.”*®> Although this message is a strong commitment to
European security and although it does not rule out a nuclear response, it does not
state that such a response would indeed be nuclear.

Admittedly, though, France has repeatedly offered its European allies an
opportunity to explore the question of how France’s nuclear weapons might
protect them. In 2008, President Sarkozy “propose[d] to engage those European
partners who would so wish in an open dialogue on the role of deterrence and its
contribution to our common security.”*¢ President Macron renewed this offer in
2020, but the proposal was met with little enthusiasm from European allies who
feared a weakening of the transatlantic link. This may have changed amid growing
European concerns about the future of U.S. extended nuclear deterrence. Indeed,
on March 5, 2025, President Macron

483 Quoted in 2025 National Strategic Review (2025), p. 35. https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/
Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf

484 |bid.

485 “Northwood Declaration: 10 July 2025 (UK-France joint nuclear statement),” Prime Minister’s Office
(July 10, 2025). https://www.gov.uk/government/news/northwood-declaration-10-july-2025-uk-france-
joint-nuclear-statement.

486 “Speech by Nicolas Sarkozy,” Cherbourg (March 21, 2008). https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/
Speech_by_Nicolas_Sarkozy__presentation_of_Le_Terrible_submarine.pdf.

487 “Speech of the President of the Republic on the Defense and Deterrence Strategy” (February 7,
2020). https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/02/07/speech-of-the-president-of-the-
republic-on-the-defense-and-deterrence-strategy.
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announced the opening of a strategic dialogue on the protection
of our European allies through French deterrence. This dialogue

is intended to be fully complementary to NATO’s nuclear

policy, without seeking to replace it. It will be based on three
fundamental principles: (i) the decision to employ French nuclear
deterrence will not be shared (the President of the Republic is

its sole authority), (ii) French doctrine emphasizes the strategic
nature of the nuclear weapon, rejecting any notion of tactical use,
and (iii) the offer made to European allies will not come at the
expense of the capabilities required for our national deterrence.*®®

Amid rising nuclear risks, the credibility of a French or British extended
deterrence guarantee may depend on whether European allies engage substantively
with questions that have so far been deferred: among them, the circumstances
under which French nuclear weapons might be employed in the defense of allies,
and whether France’s conception of proportional deterrence would need to evolve
as the European dimension of its vital interests becomes more explicit. Indeed, even
if there is political momentum for a unilateral French and/or British or coordinated
Franco-British nuclear guarantee, will the Europeans be able to find consensus for
signaling and employment decisions in a crisis? Particularly thorny questions that
this dialogue should address in this regard might be a nuclear warning shot in a war
near or on allied territory, and whether France’s conception of nuclear sufficiency
and proportional deterrence should evolve as the European dimension of its vital
interests becomes more defined.

A third outcome is the emergence of new nuclear-armed states in Europe and
the Indo Pacific. Though the most likely longer-term outcome, questions remain
about the credibility of small nuclear deterrents even if abandoned U.S. allies in
Europe and the Indo Pacific opted for national nuclear capabilities.

5.2. The (In)Credibility of Small Nuclear Deterrents

In the first three nuclear ages, the vastly superior U.S. nuclear umbrella plugged
deterrence gaps in the smaller nuclear forces of Britain and France. French analysts

488 2025 National Strategic Review (2025), p. 36. https://www.sgdsn.gouv.fr/files/files/
Publications/20250713_NP_SGDSN_RNS2025_EN_0.pdf.
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themselves, including officials like André Beaufre and Chief of Defense Staff Guy
Méry, believed that the French doctrine became credible only as part of a wider
NATO front against the Soviet Union.**° In a bilateral Franco-Soviet conflict, however,
“dissuasion du faible au fort might not be operative”*°—though this scenario

was deemed highly unlikely to materialize in practice.*! Even de Gaulle himself
reportedly told a press conference on January 14, 1963, that “American nuclear
weapons...remain the essential guarantee of world peace.”*? Indeed, de Gaulle
believed that French nuclear use could “trigger” U.S. nuclear intervention in a war, if
necessary.*%

By contrast, Sir Michael Quinlan notes that “by the time of the pivotal events
of December 1962, serious thinkers both within and outside the government had
come to recognize that the fundamental for UK capability, and indicators for its
character and scale, must be sought in hypotheses of independent action from
which the United States stood aside.”** Yet British government memoranda, such
as the Duff-Mason report, indicate that the British nuclear force was designed in the
knowledge of an overarching U.S. nuclear umbrella.

As a result, it was relatively easy for Britain and France to rely on small nuclear
forces, despite Russia dismissing their deterrent value. For example, Britain’s
deployment of nuclear-capable bombers in the lead-up to the 1956 Suez Crisis
did not deter Soviet Prime Minister Bulganin “from threatening the United
Kingdom with nuclear rocket attack.”**> The Suez case, however, predates the
institutionalization of second centers within NATO and should be read as a data
point about the limits of uncoordinated national nuclear signaling rather than as a
verdict on the second-center thesis as it subsequently developed. More recently,
there are some reports of Russian officials expressing concerns about the nuclear

489 Bruno Tertrais, “‘Destruction assurée’: The Origins and Development of French Nuclear Strategy,
1945-1981,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins and
Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 92.

490 Ibid.

491 Ibid., p. 99.
492 Ibid., p. 94.
493 Ibid., pp. 72-73.

494 Michael Quinlan, “The British Experience,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual
Assured Destruction, its Origins and Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 266.

495 Gregory Giles, Christine Cleary, and Michéle Ledgerwood, “Minimum Nuclear Deterrence Research”
(Washington, DC: Defense Threat Reduction Agency, 2003), p. II-3.
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capabilities of France. For example, in March 2025, Russian foreign minister Sergei
Lavrov described Emmanuel Macron’s willingness to consider extending nuclear
deterrence to Europe as “a threat to Russia,”**® while Dmitry Peskov, a spokesman
for President Putin, called the plan “really extremely confrontational.”*¥” British
Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer has also suggested that the Russians “appreciate
our capability.”*°® These comments notwithstanding, the jury on the effectiveness
of small nuclear deterrent forces against nuclear superpowers is still out absent U.S.
extended nuclear deterrence.

What does the absence of the U.S. umbrella mean for the four strategic
propositions? The first—complicating adversary decisionmaking—retains some
force: even a small independent arsenal confronts an aggressor with incalculable
nuclear risk. But the second proposition inverts. Forces that were designed to
complicate a disarming first-strike under U.S. protection become themselves
vulnerable to one without it: small arsenals on small geographies present precisely
the counterforce target set that a peer adversary’s planners may seek to neutralize.
The third proposition—regional targeting preferences—remains valid in principle
but loses its strategic context, since there is no longer a global U.S. target set from
which to differentiate. And the fourth—hedging against abandonment—is no longer
a hedge but the baseline condition: the scenario it was meant to insure against has
materialized.

“Minimum” deterrence—or small nuclear arsenals—have received no shortage
of criticism in the literature. The first difficulty is that “there can be no way to
determine any exact number of weapons and/or launchers that will suffice for
deterrence or reassurance against attack.”**° Since deterrence operates in the minds
of the adversary, the adversary’s perception is all that matters—and may even seem
completely irrational in the eyes of the deterrer.>®

496 Shane Croucher, “Russia Responds to Macron’s Nuclear Statement: Confrontational,” Newsweek
(March 6, 2025). https://www.newsweek.com/russia-responds-macron-nuclear-statement-2040444.

497 Ibid.

498 Millie Cooke, “Starmer insists Putin fears British nuclear weapons ahead of crunch talks on ‘coalition
of willing,” The Independent (March 20, 2025). https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/
starmer-russia-ukraine-putin-nuclear-weapons-trident-b2718486.html.

499 Stephen Cimbala, “Why Minimum Deterrence is Doubtful,” in Adam Lowther, ed., Guide to Nuclear
Deterrence in the Age of Great-Power Competition (Bossier City, LA: Louisiana Tech Research Institute,
2020), p. 385.
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Another criticism alleges that small nuclear forces do

not provide for flexibility or resilience that political leaders

and their military advisors might need to maintain deterrence
credibility and, in the event that deterrence should fail, an
adaptive capacity for war termination on favorable terms. A
minimum deterrent retaliatory force would be entirely or mostly
targeted against enemy cities and socio-economic values. It
would not provide for selective counterforce attacks against
enemy forces that might limit further damage to U.S. forces or
to the American homeland. From this perspective, a minimum
deterrence force also lacks resilience. A force of several hundred
deployed weapons would be quickly exhausted of any strategic
reserve once its limited second-strike capability became depleted.
The postattack bargaining position of a minimum deterrent
force would be unsupported by sufficient numbers of surviving
weapons, control systems, and nuclear infrastructure. >

Although this critique was formulated with U.S. force-sizing debates in mind,
its logic applies with even greater force to the smaller arsenals of Britain, France,
or any future nuclear-armed ally deprived of the U.S. umbrella. Both countries rely
heavily on countervalue targeting,*® yet Russia has demonstrated a high tolerance
for casualties in its war against Ukraine. Destroying Russia’s social and economic
centers may not inflict damage that Moscow itself considers unacceptable. Stated
succinctly, Russia’s view of unacceptable damage might differ from France’s or
Britain’s.

To be sure, at least France’s countervalue strategy comprises, according to
President Macron, the threat of “inflicting unacceptable damages upon ... [the
aggressor’s] centres of power: its political, economic and military nerve centres.”>%
But even French analysts have acknowledged that France has not needed a U.S.-
style counterforce capability because the United States provided this capability

501 Ibid., p. 386.

502 In like manner, it remains to be seen how effective a small Japanese or ROK nuclear arsenal capable
only of countervalue strikes would be in deterring the PRC or the DPRK.

503 “Speech of the President of the Republic on the Defense and Deterrence Strategy,” Paris
(February 7, 2020). https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/02/07/speech-of-the-president-
of-the-republic-on-the-defense-and-deterrence-strategy (emphasis added).
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for NATO.>%* Moreover, should the United States withdraw its nuclear protection
of Europe, then France and the United Kingdom would need to embrace a
counterforce capability “to credibly deter and defend against a variety of Russian
options, including scenarios of limited nuclear use.”>® A French and British
counterforce capability would be easier to render credible in adversary eyes, even
in a more modest configuration, because “the political credibility of extending
deterrence to Europe from Europe would be seen in a different light by potential
adversaries.”>%

In addition, the size of a nuclear arsenal may matter “at least in policymakers’
and publics’ imaginations. The United States and Russia draw international prestige
and gain military respect by virtue of their uniquely large and capable nuclear
arsenals.”>®” President Putin likes to remind the world that “today’s Russia remains
one of the most powerful nuclear states.”*® Beyond prestige, force sizes matter to
inflict unacceptable damage upon the adversary. In the 1960s, Robert McNamara
defined assured destruction as eliminating close to 50% of Soviet industrial capacity
and about one quarter of the Soviet population.®® Although France came close to
meeting these thresholds in the 1980s,°° the adapted force structures of Britain and
France have remained diminished from their Cold War peaks despite a rapid erosion
of the security environment. This is not to discount qualitative improvements:
modern systems are more accurate, penetration aids more sophisticated, and
SSBNs remain exceptionally hard to track. But whether these gains wholly offset

504 Corentin Brustlein, “Alliance Security and the Role of Counterforce: A French View,” in Brad Roberts,
ed., Counterforce in Contemporary U.S. Nuclear Strategy (Livermore, CA: Center for Global Security
Research, 2025), pp. 168-188. https://cgsr.lInl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2025-05/2025-0529-CGSR-Occasional-
Paper-Counterforce-In-Contemporary-US-Nuclear-Strategy.pdf.

505 lbid., p. 187.
506 lbid.

507 Stephen Cimbala, “Why Minimum Deterrence is Doubtful,” in Adam Lowther, ed., Guide to Nuclear
Deterrence in the Age of Great-Power Competition (Bossier City, LA: Louisiana Tech Research Institute,
2020), p. 387.

508 “Address by the President of the Russian Federation,” Moscow (February 24, 2022). http://
en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67843.

509 Mark Clark, “Small Nuclear Powers,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured
Destruction, its Origins and Practice (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2004), p. 278.
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1945-1981,” in Henry D. Sokolski, Getting MAD: Nuclear Mutual Assured Destruction, its Origins and
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the strategic significance of force size may merit closer examination, particularly as
adversary defenses have improved in parallel.

Another challenge stems from the small geographies of European and Indo-
Pacific allies. A nuclear-armed South Korea or Japan, just like a nuclear-armed
Britain or France or Poland, has only a limited geographic capacity to absorb a
nuclear strike. British government studies recognized this. In 1946, one study
suggested that the United Kingdom faced “collapse” if attacked by 30-120 atomic
weapons.5!t In 1955, the Strath Report suggested that only 10 thermonuclear
weapons could eliminate Britain.>*?

Taken together, these challenges could embolden adversary brinkmanship.
Without an alliance with the world’s most powerful military, the former European
and Indo-Pacific allies would probably need far greater conventional and nuclear
forces to retain the status quo deterrence value against a revisionist Russia, China,
and North Korea. Even if some of these states decided to invest heavily in their
national or in pooled nuclear and conventional capabilities in the fourth nuclear
age, the costs of aggression for a belligerent Russia, China, or North Korea might
seem smaller than before: these adversaries may miscalculate the balance of power
and mistakenly believe that small national deterrents on small geographies are
vulnerable to a decapitating first strike.

In short, absent U.S. extended deterrence, credible deterrence may require a
larger force structure (a triad, a variety of tactical and strategic forces to provide
escalation options), a large stockpile of nuclear weapons, and the capacity to
absorb a first strike in a strategic exchange—critical elements that nuclear powers
with small arsenals and geographies don’t offer.>** These structural limitations
were precisely what McNamara had in mind when he argued in 1962 that
“limited nuclear capabilities, operating independently, are dangerous, expensive,
prone to obsolescence, and lacking in credibility as a deterrent:”>* without the
American umbrella, his specific warnings gain force. Yet his overall conclusion—
that independent forces are not worth having—cannot outlast the assumption on

511 Gregory Giles, Christine Cleary, and Michéle Ledgerwood, “Minimum Nuclear Deterrence Research”
(Washington, DC: Defense Threat Reduction Agency, 2003), p. II-7.

512 Ibid.

513 Heinrich BrauB, “Erweiterte nukleare Abschreckung — zur Glaubwiirdigkeit der NATO-Strategie im
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light of the Russian threat],” SIRIUS 7, no. 3, p. 235.
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which it rests. Where U.S. extended deterrence is absent, the relevant question

is not whether small arsenals match peer competitors but whether they preserve
sufficient uncertainty to raise the costs of aggression. The evidence of the preceding
sections suggests they do—imperfectly, and at growing cost, but sufficiently to
retain deterrent value in precisely the scenario McNamara never contemplated.
How these challenges might be mitigated is the question the next section addresses.

5.3. Mitigating the Challenges of the Fourth Nuclear Age

Achieving “nuclear stalemate” with small nuclear arsenals and small geographies
may thus prove difficult. A Eurodeterrent comprising a nuclear force comparable
to that of the United States in warhead numbers and delivery platforms could
satisfy this criterion. It would also comprise a large geography. Absent full political
integration into a federal Europe, the problem of finding a consensus on nuclear
employment in a crisis would need to be addressed.

There are other challenges that Europeans must consider. First, advocates for
replacing the U.S. nuclear umbrella with a French equivalent seem oblivious to
the practical difficulties. Although President Macron has opened a dialogue with
interested allies, France would need to alter its posture. Indeed, France would need
to state that it would use its nuclear weapons in defense of its allies—a statement
that France has hitherto avoided. Even if a bilateral Franco-German extended
nuclear deterrence agreement were achieved, then the challenge of finding
common ground on use scenarios remains. And even if France agreed to extend
nuclear deterrence to one or several of its European NATO allies, there would likely
be fresh questions over France’s arsenal size and posture. During the Cold War,
France’s countervalue posture relied on proportional deterrence. For its deterrent to
be effective, or so one historical reading suggests, France needed to be able to inflict
as many casualties upon the Soviet Union as Moscow would inflict upon France
in an existential war.5*® If France extended nuclear deterrence to Germany, would
France adjust its arsenal and posture to be able to inflict 152 million deaths upon
Russia (i.e., the equivalent of the combined Franco-German population)? This figure
is an analytical illustration rather than a policy prescription. But the force-planning
logic the figure highlights is precisely why any formal extension of deterrence to a

515 David Yost, “French Nuclear Targeting,” in Desmond Ball and Jeffrey Richelson, Strategic Nuclear
Targeting (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1986), p. 131.
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much larger combined population would raise hard questions about arsenal sizing
that have thus far been unaddressed.

By contrast, Britain’s nuclear deterrent already extends deterrence to all its allies
because its nuclear forces are assigned to the defense of NATO.

Second, proponents of a French nuclear umbrella underestimate the
vulnerability of any such arrangement to domestic political change in France and
elsewhere. France is the only NATO nation not participating in NATO’s Nuclear
Planning Group, a deliberate choice reflecting decades of nuclear unilateralism that
predates the current political landscape. This tradition has a precedent that should
give pause: de Gaulle’s 1966 withdrawal from NATO’s integrated military command
demonstrated that French nuclear unilateralism is not confined to the political
margins but has been practiced by a mainstream president in pursuit of strategic
autonomy. Today, the risk takes a different form. The Rassemblement National has
tabled a motion to amend the French constitution to prohibit the sharing of France’s
nuclear forces with its neighbors.>!® If enacted, this proposal would foreclose
extended deterrence by law. A Rassemblement National presidency, which French
polling has treated as a plausible scenario in recent electoral cycles, could reverse
any nuclear commitments made by the Macron administration before they had
taken institutional root.

Nor is the risk limited to France. Any European nuclear arrangement would
require durable political consensus among all participating states. This may be a
far harder design problem than the current proposals acknowledge. Germany’s
Alternative fur Deutschland, which opposes both NATO and EU defense integration,
performed strongly in the 2025 federal elections. Its inclusion in a governing
coalition is no longer inconceivable and could remove the most important potential
beneficiary of a French nuclear umbrella from the arrangement. Political parties
skeptical of supranational defense commitments have gained ground across Europe
and any of these could, in government, withdraw from or obstruct a multilateral
nuclear framework. The European security order of the fourth nuclear age would
thus need to be resilient to domestic political transitions in every participating state,
a standard that neither a French extended deterrence guarantee nor a consolidated
Eurodeterrent has seriously addressed. Without institutional mechanisms that
survive changes of government—treaty obligations, integrated command structures,

516 Hugo Palacin, “Le Rassemblement national veut inscrire la dissuasion nucléaire dans la Constitution
[The Rassemblement National wants to enshrine nuclear deterrence in the Constitution],” Le Journal du
Dimanche (February 10, 2023). https://www.lejdd.fr/politique/le-rassemblement-national-veut-inscrire-
la-dissuasion-nucleaire-dans-la-constitution-132496.
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and forward-deployed forces that create political facts on the ground—a European
nuclear arrangement would rest on the preferences of whoever happens to hold
power in Paris, a foundation no more durable than the U.S. extended deterrence
commitment it is designed to replace.

Given the practical and political obstacles to a full French or Franco-British
extended deterrence guarantee, a less ambitious option to stabilize deterrence
in the highly fragmented security environment of the fourth nuclear age might
be mini-lateral agreements between neighboring nuclear small powers extending
deterrence to each other. Geographic proximity matters for deterrence and
reassurance credibility. For example, Germany might well feel reassured by a French
extended nuclear deterrence agreement, but would the same be true for Estonia?
Close geographic proximity could ensure that an attack on one state will heighten
threat perceptions in its neighborhood, generating political momentum and public
support for the deterrence mission. In this way, countries A and B could each
develop national dyads, providing a particular theater and strategic capability at a
more affordable cost. Holistically, these forces would create a larger, more diverse
toolkit.

Moreover, mini-lateral pooling could address the counterforce deficit that the
preceding section identified as a vulnerability of small independent deterrents.
Individually, a British or French nuclear force—let alone a nascent Polish or German
one—lacks the warhead numbers, delivery diversity, and intelligence infrastructure
to hold at risk an adversary’s hardened military targets, mobile launchers, and
command nodes. A countervalue-only posture may suffice when backstopped by
U.S. counterforce capabilities, but without that backstop, it leaves the adversary’s
strike forces intact and invites escalation on terms favorable to the larger nuclear
power. By contrast, if neighboring second centers coordinated their targeting—one
state’s submarine-launched weapons assigned to strategic countervalue targets,
another’s land-based or air-delivered systems to theater counterforce missions—
the combined force could approximate the mix of countervalue and counterforce
options that neither could achieve alone. A Franco-British-German arrangement,
for instance, might pair British and French SSBNs (which already constitute the
most survivable element of European nuclear forces) for the strategic countervalue
mission, holding at risk an adversary’s population and economic centers. France’s
air-delivered ASMP-A cruise missiles, launched from Rafales, could provide a theater
nuclear signaling capability. German-hosted delivery systems, developed or adapted
for the arrangement, could furnish a theater counterforce capability against military
targets such as staging areas, logistics nodes, and forward-deployed forces. Such
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an arrangement would require Germany to withdraw from the NPT or renegotiate
its Article Il commitments—a threshold that, while not inconceivable in a fourth
nuclear age, should not be treated as costless. The aggregate posture would offer
escalation flexibility that no single European arsenal could sustain: a signaling rung
below strategic use, a counterforce option to degrade an adversary’s conventional
or tactical nuclear advantage, and a secure second-strike countervalue reserve to
underwrite the entire deterrence architecture. The same logic applies in the Indo
Pacific: a coordinated ROK-Japan force could pair South Korean ground-based
systems targeting DPRK military concentrations with Japanese sea-based assets
holding PRC staging areas at risk, creating a combined counterforce-countervalue
toolkit from individually modest national arsenals. To be sure, such coordination
would require unprecedented levels of trust, intelligence sharing, and joint
targeting. These are challenges that even NATO has struggled with under U.S.
leadership. But the alternative—multiple small countervalue-only forces that an
adversary can dismiss individually—may prove less credible still.

128 | MAXIMILIAN HOELL



Conclusion

Second centers of nuclear decisionmaking are not a fixed instrument of deterrence;
their relevance is contingent on the threat environment and the state of U.S.
extended deterrence. But the historical record supports a core finding: they
strengthen nuclear deterrence. In the first nuclear age, Britain and France shared
the deterrence burden against a single peer adversary, complicating Soviet
calculations about whether a European war could remain limited. The independent
arsenals served multiple functions simultaneously: they created an additional center
of nuclear decision that an adversary could not ignore, implemented European
targeting preferences that Washington might not prioritize, hedged against
American abandonment, and, particularly in the French case, provided a “trigger”
that could draw the United States into a nuclear conflict it might otherwise seek

to avoid. NATO’s own successive affirmations of the deterrence-enhancing role of
independent British and French nuclear forces—from the 1974 Ottawa Declaration
through the 2022 Strategic Concept—reflect a sustained institutional judgment that
second centers strengthen the alliance. So does the adversary’s behavior: Soviet and
later Russian force planning has consistently had to account for British and French
nuclear capabilities as independent variables, precisely the complication effect that
the second-center thesis predicts.

In the second nuclear age, as the salience of nuclear weapons appeared to
diminish and both Britain and France scaled their arsenals down, the independent
deterrents receded into a background insurance function. NATO continued to
affirm their role, but the force structures contracted sharply: Britain retired its
dedicated theater delivery systems, consolidating all nuclear roles—strategic and
sub-strategic—into the Trident submarine system. France dismantled its land-
based IRBMs and ground-launched theater weapons, retaining a dyad. Yet even
in this more benign environment, neither country abandoned its deterrent. The
insurance rationale (that future threats could not be predicted with confidence)
proved durable, and the institutional knowledge, industrial base, and operational
competence accumulated over decades were preserved. This continuity matters:
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it is far easier to adapt an existing capability than to reconstitute one from scratch.
This consideration bears directly on the Indo-Pacific discussion below.

The third nuclear age has reversed the trajectory of declining relevance. The
simultaneous emergence of two nuclear peers, compounded by the DPRK’s rapid
buildup and the possibility of a nuclear-arming Iran, is generating demand signals
that existing force structures were not designed to meet alone. The two-peer-plus
environment creates requirements for second centers—deterring opportunistic or
coordinated Russian aggression unilaterally if needed, covering a growing NATO
target set as U.S. resources may shift to the Indo Pacific, and deterring coordinated
nuclear threats from China, North Korea, and potentially Iran—that sit uneasily
with postures optimized for a single contingency of last-resort countervalue
retaliation against Moscow. On the American side, the more pressing problem, as
the 2023 Strategic Posture Commission found, is not one of commitment but of
capabilities: the American nuclear modernization program of record is “necessary
but insufficient,”>¥” and if U.S. resources flow to the Indo Pacific in a crisis, European
allies must be able to sustain credible nuclear risks for Russia to a greater extent on
their own. Britain and France have responded with the most significant adaptations
to their nuclear postures in a generation. Britain’s 2025 decision to join the NATO
DCA mission is the first expansion of the number of NATO allies participating in
the nuclear-sharing mission since the Cold War. The sovereign nuclear warhead
program, funded at £15 billion over the current Parliament (2024-2029), will deliver
a new warhead alongside a modernized production infrastructure. France has
deployed the M51.3 missile with its new warhead and has already begun work on
its successor. It is expanding FAS by two additional squadrons of next-generation
Rafale F5 aircraft and developing the SNLE 3G submarine fleet. The establishment
of the Franco-British Nuclear Steering Group under the Northwood Declaration
represents an unprecedented coordination of sovereign European nuclear forces.
Although these are not marginal adjustments, the pace of adaptation, however
significant, confronts a security environment that is deteriorating on multiple
axes simultaneously. Novel threat scenarios—a Sino-Russian axis threatening
simultaneous crises, a nuclear-armed Iran, or Chinese and North Korean attempts
to coerce Europe into staying out of Indo-Pacific contingencies—could strain these
forces in ways that Cold War planning could not have anticipated.

517 America’s Strategic Posture: The Final Report of the Congressional Commission on the Strategic
Posture of the United States, Institute for Defense Analyses (2023), pp. 51, 101. https://www.ida.org/-/
media/feature/publications/A/Am/Americas%20Strategic%20Posture/Strategic-Posture-Commission-
Report.pdf.
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The paper has also identified a structural asymmetry between Europe and the
Indo Pacific that bears directly on whether the logic of second centers applies
across theaters. In Europe, decades of institutionalized nuclear consultation—
from the Nuclear Planning Group established in 1966 to NATO's nuclear-sharing
arrangements, which position U.S. gravity bombs for delivery by allied aircraft in
wartime—embedded allied forces in the nuclear mission and created a political
infrastructure through which second centers could complement U.S. extended
deterrence. No comparable architecture exists in the Indo Pacific. The United
States removed all forward-deployed nuclear weapons from the region in 1991, a
unilateral concession intended in part to incentivize North Korean denuclearization
that has manifestly failed. It has not offered nuclear sharing. Meaningful bilateral
consultation on nuclear planning has remained shallow by NATO standards: the
Extended Deterrence Dialogue with Japan dates to 2010 but has not approached
the institutionalization of NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group, while South Korea
gained a more substantive mechanism only with the 2023 Nuclear Consultative
Group. Although a step in the right direction, these mechanisms remain nascent
compared to nearly six decades of allied integration in NATO’s nuclear posture. This
consultation deficit matters because it shapes both the demand for an Indo-Pacific
second center and the political context in which one might emerge. An ally with less
insight into how the U.S. nuclear umbrella operates has less confidence in it and a
stronger grievance that the extended deterrence it receives is thinner than what
European allies enjoy.

The history of how Washington came to accept British and French nuclear
forces offers a partial template but also an important caution. The United States
did not welcome second centers in Europe; it acquiesced to them after the fact,
once Britain and France had demonstrated independent nuclear competence and
once American strategists—Kissinger foremost among them—reframed allied
proliferation as a deterrence asset rather than a nonproliferation impediment. The
reframing depended on a particular strategic logic: that allied nuclear forces with
a countervalue posture could complicate Soviet calculations at acceptable cost,
and that the political imperative of allied coordination would discipline what might
otherwise be reckless autonomy. Whether this logic applies to the Indo Pacific is an
open question. The conditions that facilitated European acquiescence—wartime
collaboration on nuclear technology, a shared institutional framework in NATO, and
a single peer adversary whose threat was existential and unambiguous—do not
exist in the same form in the Indo Pacific. South Korea’s clandestine nuclear program
in the 1970s was met not with gradual accommodation but with an American
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ultimatum: end the program or the alliance will end. The NPT’s entry into force in
1970 further raised the legal and normative bar for friendly proliferation. Yet the
novelty of the two-peer-plus problem is such that received wisdom about second
centers may need to be re-examined. The nuclear imbalance in the Indo Pacific,
where allies face not one but three nuclear-armed adversaries without forward-
deployed American nuclear assets, is arguably more acute than the challenge that
prompted American acquiescence to second centers in the first place. It is worth
acknowledging that any expansion of second centers carries nonproliferation costs:
independent nuclear forces, however allied, lend legitimacy to the argument that
nuclear weapons are indispensable guarantors of security, potentially weakening
the normative foundations of the NPT regime. This tradeoff does not vitiate the
strategic case for second centers, but it should inform the conditions under which
their emergence is accommodated. It bears repeating that, in the judgment of this
author, strengthening the present security arrangements—U.S. extended nuclear
deterrence—represents the least bad option for the United States and its allies.
Should that option fail, a fourth nuclear age may ensue.

Should the fourth nuclear age materialize—a contingency that current
uncertainties have made more plausible than at any point since the advent of
extended deterrence—the credibility challenges facing small nuclear powers would
become acute. The vulnerabilities latent in any minimum deterrence posture
on a small geography would be exposed: limited second-strike survivability,
rapid arsenal exhaustion after even a modest exchange, countervalue strategies
of doubtful efficacy against a casualty-tolerant adversary, and the absence of
escalation options that political leaders would need for war termination. Even
during the Cold War, French analysts recognized that the credibility of dissuasion
du faible au fort rested in part on the wider NATO context, though they considered
a bilateral Franco-Soviet confrontation in which this assumption would be tested
highly unlikely. Without that wider context, the assumption would no longer be
theoretical. Russia’s demonstrated tolerance for casualties in Ukraine underscores
this concern: a countervalue posture sized around Cold War assumptions about
unacceptable damage may not suffice against an adversary whose threshold may
have shifted. None of this means that small deterrents are ineffective; the historical
record demonstrates otherwise, and the risks they impose on an adversary remain
real even at modest force levels. But it does mean that second centers operating
without the complement of American strategic superiority would face a qualitatively
different credibility problem than they have confronted to date.
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These credibility challenges are not, however, insurmountable. One avenue
for mitigating them is the potential for mini-lateral deterrence arrangements
between neighboring nuclear states. Dyadic partnerships in which countries A and
B each maintain a national leg of the deterrent, specializing respectively in theater
and strategic capabilities, could approximate the force diversity, arsenal depth,
and geographic resilience that no single small nuclear power can achieve alone.
Geographic proximity matters: an attack on one partner would directly heighten
threat perceptions in the other, generating political momentum for a nuclear
response in a way that distant guarantees cannot replicate. The Franco-British
Northwood framework gestures in this direction. A more explicit development
of such arrangements, including coordinated targeting, shared early-warning
infrastructure, and agreed protocols for nuclear signaling, could address several of
the vulnerabilities identified in this paper without requiring the political integration
of a federal Europe or the arsenal of a nuclear superpower.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the policy debate should move
beyond the binary question of whether allies should or should not acquire
independent nuclear capabilities. The more appropriate questions concern the
conditions under which second centers enhance rather than undermine deterrence
stability, the institutional arrangements needed to coordinate multiple centers of
nuclear decision, and the force-structure implications of a security environment
that demands more from allied nuclear forces than they were built to provide. In
the Indo Pacific, this means confronting a distinct set of policy choices: whether
to invest in the regional extended deterrence architecture through forward
deployment and nuclear-sharing arrangements, whether to accommodate the
emergence of an allied nuclear capability as Washington eventually did in Europe,
or whether some combination of these approaches offers the most credible
deterrence posture against multiple nuclear-armed adversaries. In Europe, it
means ensuring that the substantial adaptations now underway—Britain’s return
to dual-capable aircraft and the upgrade to the Dreadnought program, France's
FAS expansion and SNLE 3G program, the Northwood Nuclear Steering Group,
President Macron’s strategic dialogue with European allies—evolve into durable
institutional commitments rather than remaining declaratory gestures shaped by
the anxieties of a particular political moment. President Macron’s March 2026 {le
Longue speech—announcing warhead increases, a forward deterrence framework,
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including the temporary deployment of strategic air forces to allied countries®®—
represents the most concrete expression yet of France’s attempt to fill deterrence
gaps without American leadership. These are steps in the right direction, and a
foundation on which more may have to be built. The relevance of second centers is
not diminishing; it is being redefined by a security environment that demands more
of them than they were designed to provide. The question is no longer whether
second centers matter, but how they can matter enough.

518 Emmanuel Macron, “Visit to the Tle Longue Operational Base,” lle Longue (March 2, 2026). https://
www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2026/03/02/visit-to-the-ile-longue-operational-base.
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Appendix A: List of Abbreviations

Anti-Ballistic Missile

Air-Sol Moyenne Portée (Medium-Range Air-to-Surface Missile)

Air-Sol Moyenne Portée Amélioré (Improved Medium-Range Air-to-
Surface Missile)

Air-Sol Moyenne Portée Amélioré Rénové (Renewed Improved
Medium-Range Air-to-Surface Missile)

Anti-Submarine Warfare

Continuous At-Sea Deterrence

Commissariat a I’'Energie Atomique (Atomic Energy Commission)

Central Intelligence Agency

Dual-Capable Aircraft

Direction Générale de 'Armement (Directorate General of
Armaments)

Demilitarized Zone

Department of Defense

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea

Extended Deterrence Policy Committee

Extended Deterrence Strategy and Consultation Group

European Union

Force Aéronavale Nucléaire (Naval Nuclear Air Force)
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Forces Aériennes Stratégiques (Strategic Air Force)

FOST Force Océanique Stratégique (Strategic Oceanic Force)

GDP Gross Domestic Product

HMG His/Her Majesty’s Government

ICBM Intercontinental Ballistic Missile

IRBM Intermediate-Range Ballistic Missile

Ies Joint Chiefs of Staff

MAD Mutual Assured Destruction

MIRV Multiple Independently Targetable Re-entry Vehicle

MRBM Medium-Range Ballistic Missile

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NCG Nuclear Consultative Group

NPG Nuclear Planning Group

NPT Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty

NSC National Security Council

NSNW Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons

PRC People’s Republic of China

RAF Royal Air Force

ROK Republic of Korea

SACEUR

Supreme Allied Commander Europe
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Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile

Sea-Launched Cruise Missile — Nuclear

Sous-Marin Nucléaire Lanceur d’Engins (Nuclear-Armed Ballistic
Missile Submarine)

Strategic Non-Nuclear Weapons

Support of Nuclear Operations With Conventional Air Tactics

Nuclear-Armed Ballistic Missile Submarine (Ship Submersible
Ballistic Nuclear)

Tactical Air-to-Surface Missile

Téte Nucléaire Aéroportée (Airborne Nuclear Warhead)

Téte Nucléaire Océanique (Oceanic Nuclear Warhead)

Tactical Nuclear Weapon(s)

United Kingdom

United States

United Nations

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

WE 177 (British nuclear free-fall bomb)
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