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From all public accounts, however, it is clear
that Trump views nuclear weapons as an essential—and usable—component of US military power. He told reporters in October that he wanted
“modernization and total rehabilitation” of the arsenal. Reports that the Trump administration also
favors more usable nuclear weapons with lower
yields align with several public statements suggesting his willingness to resort to the nuclear option under a variety of circumstances. Whatever
ultimately happens with stockpile modernization,
Trump’s threats to rain down “fire and fury like
the world has never seen” and “totally destroy”
North Korea have many people worried.
These concerns over a potential lack of presidential restraint prompted the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to begin a series of hearings
in November on the authority to order the use of
nuclear weapons. Senator Chris Murphy, Democrat of Connecticut, said, “We are concerned that
the president is so unstable, is so volatile, has a
decision-making process that is so quixotic, that
he might order a nuclear weapons strike that is
wildly out of step with US national security interests.” According to the committee chairman, Tennessee Republican Bob Corker, Congress had not
held a hearing on this topic since 1976.
Others are worried about attacks on the United States. One recent poll (for Investor’s Business
Daily) found that 73 percent of Americans were
“very concerned” or “somewhat concerned”
about the possibility of a nuclear strike by North
Korea against the United States or its allies. At
least three North Korean missile tests in 2017
demonstrated enough range to hit the US mainland, though there is still some uncertainty about
their payloads and reliability. Within Washington
policy circles, concerns about nuclear attacks are
not limited to North Korea. They also extend to
Russia’s nuclear modernization program, its violations of the INF treaty, and the perception that
Moscow may now be more inclined to use tactical nuclear weapons to offset its inferiority in
conventional forces, stealing a page from NATO’s
Cold War playbook.
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he past year was one of extremes for nuclear
disarmament.
At the United Nations, more than 120
countries negotiated a nuclear weapons ban in record time. The chief negotiator, Costa Rican Ambassador Elayne Whyte Gómez, hailed the new
legal norm that will in principle prohibit the use
and threat of use, testing, development, production, possession, transfer, and stationing of nuclear weapons. On the heels of this milestone, in
October, the Nobel committee awarded the Peace
Prize to the International Campaign to Abolish
Nuclear Weapons for its efforts to draw attention
to the “catastrophic humanitarian consequences
of any use” of nuclear arms, which helped build
momentum for the ban treaty.
In the same year, however, North Korea tested a
hydrogen bomb and steadily advanced its program
to develop missiles capable of delivering nuclear
warheads. US President Donald Trump and North
Korean leader Kim Jong-un indulged in alarming
rhetoric about their ability and willingness to destroy each other’s country, presumably with nuclear weapons.
Even “safe” agendas like nuclear arms control and nonproliferation seem off-limits for the
moment for the United States and Russia, which
previously cooperated in those areas. Stockpile reductions beyond the 2010 New Strategic
Arms Reduction Treaty (New START), if they
are contemplated, must await completion of the
Trump administration’s Nuclear Posture Review
and resolution of noncompliance allegations
under the landmark 1987 US-Soviet treaty that
eliminated an entire class of intermediate-range
nuclear-tipped missiles (the INF Treaty). Even if
the Trump administration wanted to pursue nuclear arms control, the current anti-Russian sentiment within Congress on so many issues could
make ratification of any new treaties difficult if
not impossible.
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leapfrog the “step-by-step” process still frozen afIt’s not clear whether greater anxiety about nuter two decades and go for a catchall ban treaty.
clear weapons will lead to more arms control and
The nuclear agenda for the Conference on Disarserious pursuit of disarmament or to more arms
mament in Geneva has lain fallow for more than
racing. Although the world has five times fewer
twenty years, blocked by the impossibility of
nuclear weapons than it did during the Cold War,
achieving the required consensus for decisions.
the optimism that followed the end of the superOther than the convening of groups of scientific
power confrontation has vanished. Russia’s actions
experts, little else has happened in that forum.
in Crimea and eastern Ukraine have rekindled
It’s not hard to see why the ban treaty, with its
Cold War anxieties, while the potential risks of
novel (and some might say dangerous) approach
nuclear terrorism and a nuclear arms race in Asia
to negotiations was attractive to states frustrated
have added new twists.
by the standoff in Geneva. States without nuclear
Quite apart from all this, virtually all of the nuweapons refused to be put off by objections from
clear weapon states (with the possible exception of
the countries that possess nuclear arsenals. In the
Israel) are either modernizing or expanding their
end, this meant they could draft and adopt a treaarsenals. New technologies and capabilities (for
ty quickly, in a process utterly devoid of nuclear
example, greater precision for ballistic missiles
weapons expertise. None of the nuclear-armed
and long-range firing capability for air-launched
nations participated in the negotiations, and their
cruise missiles), as well as new doctrines, could
consent is not required for the treaty to take effect.
foment greater instability.
In practice, the treaty will do remarkably little
The ban treaty emerged in spite of these trends
as long as nuclear weapon states remain beyond
rather than in response to them. It is the natural
its reach. Of course, US allies that now station US
nuclear weapons on their
extension of decades of
soil could trigger the profrustration among countries that believed the nuhibition on deployment if
The real question is whether the treaty
clear weapon states in 1995
they join the treaty. So far,
ban will ever graduate from symbolic
when they said they would
none has been willing to
prohibition to actual elimination.
make concrete progress
do so. The real question is
on disarmament. The exwhether the treaty ban will
plicit bargain a generation
ever graduate from symago was that nations that did not possess nuclear
bolic prohibition to actual elimination.
weapons would commit to never acquire them unThe text contains no details on how nuclearder the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) in
armed nations would disarm once they join the
exchange for real progress toward disarmament.
treaty. It simply states that they are required to
Unfortunately, real progress has been halting.
proceed “in accordance with a legally binding,
While the United States and Russia managed to
time-bound plan for the verified and irreversible
implement two strategic nuclear arms treaties,
elimination” of their nuclear weapons. If any of
other milestone efforts have languished—the 1996
them ever join, the process of disarmament will be
Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty and a proverified by a “competent international authority”
posed treaty to ban production of fissile material
to be named or created later. One thing is certain:
for nuclear weapons. The Test Ban Treaty has not
nuclear weapon states have a greater incentive to
yet entered into force; North Korea’s continued nunegotiate disarmament among themselves than
clear testing both validates the monitoring system
through the ban treaty.
developed for the treaty and calls into question the
In the meantime, it should be possible to limit
ultimate project of nuclear disarmament. As for a
the potential damage that the ban treaty could do
treaty to ban production of fissile material (highly
to existing disarmament efforts. Nuclear weapenriched uranium and separated plutonium) for
on states that are parties to the Nonproliferation
nuclear weapons, negotiations have never gotten
Treaty should be working now to ensure a positive
off the ground. Those two steps were considered
outcome at the 2020 review conference, which
essential to further progress on the path to nuclear
will mark the NPT’s 50th anniversary. North Korea’s abrogation of the NPT will be a serious issue,
disarmament.
Under these circumstances, it is entirely unbut so will the unmet promises made by the nuderstandable that many countries would seek to
clear weapon states in 1995. A positive but small
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toward nuclear weapons shifted, leading him to declare in 1984 that “a nuclear war cannot be won
and must never be fought.” At a summit meeting in
Reykjavik, Iceland, in the fall of 1986, Reagan and
Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev discussed practical proposals for eliminating nuclear weapons on
a timetable.
Here is where the “ban the bomb” movement
could have an impact. Buoyed by the treaty and
the Nobel Peace Prize, civil society advocates
could amplify their voices and their demands,
using the same social media so deftly employed
by Trump and his administration. Whether they
can create a Reykjavik moment for the leaders
of nuclear-armed nations is uncertain, but they
need to try.
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step would be for China and the United States to
work together with North Korea toward all three
of them ratifying the Comprehensive Nuclear Test
Ban Treaty. Other steps should include extending
New START and addressing ballistic missile defense
issues in US-Russian strategic stability talks. All
nuclear-armed nations ought to demonstrate that
they are taking steps to reduce their reliance on
these weapons.
Could greater anxiety about nuclear weapons actually boost the cause of nuclear disarmament? After all, nuclear freeze movements in Europe and the
United States in the 1980s helped bring about the
“zero option”—the removal of intermediate-range
nuclear missiles from Europe—under the 1987 INF
Treaty. Over time, Ronald Reagan’s cavalier attitude

