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Timothée Albessard

More Is Not Better: The
Risks of a US Nuclear
Buildup for Extended

Deterrence

As the United States faces the challenge of simultaneously deterring
two “near-peer” nuclear competitors—China and Russia—there has been
ongoing debate within the US strategic community over whether Washington
should develop and deploy additional nuclear capabilities to meet this unprece-
dented deterrence challenge. Several analysts argue that a nuclear buildup is una-
voidable to maintain credible deterrence, with one even describing it as “the new
American nuclear consensus.”! Such calls for the expansion of the US nuclear
arsenal have become even stronger with the expiration of the New START
Treaty in February 2026. While the argument primarily focuses on homeland
deterrence, it frequently emphasizes the need to strengthen extended nuclear
deterrence guarantees for allies in Europe and in the Indo-Pacific. In this view,
expanding the US nuclear arsenal would serve a dual purpose, reinforcing both
homeland and extended deterrence.

This article seeks to contribute to this important debate—which has direct
implications for the security of US NATO and Indo-Pacific allies—by challen-
ging these calls for a US nuclear buildup to sustain extended deterrence in the
emerging context of near-peer nuclear competition. It contends that, given sig-
nificant industrial constraints such as delays and cost overruns in the current
US modernization of its arsenal as well as strategic choices—primarily
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counterforce targeting—such a buildup would undermine both crisis and arms
race stability with China and Russia, rather than strengthening extended deter-
rence. The article instead emphasizes the political dimensions of US extended
deterrence arrangements, particularly allied fears of abandonment compounded
by recent US policy choices, as the main sources of extended deterrence instabil-
ity. While the United States should reaffirm that regional extended deterrence
arrangements are not secondary to its national security, allies should address con-
ventional capability gaps—steps that can strengthen deterrence without worsen-
ing nuclear arms racing with US competitors.

The Case for Expanding the US Nuclear Arsenal

Although the need to strengthen extended nuclear deterrence is frequently cited,
it is not the main argument put forward by proponents of a US nuclear buildup.
Instead, the driving rationale is the increasingly multipolar nature of nuclear
competition. During the Cold War and until the early 2010s, US nuclear strategy
and force posture were primarily focused on the USSR (later Russia), with China

2 However, China’s unprecedented nuclear

treated as a “lesser-included case.
buildup has clearly shifted this dynamic. The US Department of Defense
(DoD) estimates that China has “surpassed 600 operational warheads in its stock-
pile as of 2024” and is likely to approach quantitative parity with US deployed
warheads by 2035 if Washington still abides by the limitations set under New
START.? As a result, the United States will soon find itself competing simul-
taneously with two near-peer nuclear-armed adversaries. Against this backdrop,
Vipin Narang and Pranay Vaddi, both former members of the Biden adminis-
tration, have argued that “never before has the United States had to deter and
protect its allies from multiple nuclear-armed great power rivals at the same
time. For the first time since the end of the Cold War, Washington will need
to develop more, different, and better nuclear capabilities and begin to deploy
them in new ways.”*

Beyond the challenge of near-peer competitors, the rise of regional nuclear
powers with growing capabilities to strike the US homeland buttresses a
second argument for expanding the US nuclear arsenal. As the Biden adminis-
tration’s Report on the Nuclear Employment Strategy of the United States emphasized,
North Korea’s expanding and diversifying nuclear and missile programs add a new
layer of complexity to the US deterrence equation.” The report also highlighted
the potential for “coordinated or opportunistic aggression” arising from growing
collaboration between Pyongyang, Moscow, and Beijing, underscoring the
need for the United States to deter several nuclear-armed states simultaneously.

This serves as another argument in favor of developing and deploying additional
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US nuclear capabilities. For instance, Paul Amato, former director for nuclear
deterrence policy in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, wrote that Pyongyang
poses “unique deterrence challenges to the United States, South Korea, and the
region” in addition to the possibility of opportunistic aggression, therefore requir-
ing more nuclear capabilities “both in terms of quality and quantity.”®

Finally, proponents of US nuclear buildup argue that existing capability gaps
between the United States and its competitors necessitate the development of
new warheads and/or nuclear delivery systems, including to strengthen extended
deterrence.” For example, Russia’s stockpile of over two thousand tactical nuclear
warheads and China’s development of dual-capable conventional-nuclear inter-
mediate-range missiles create dangerous asymmetries, as the United States lacks
comparable capabilities in similar numbers. This reasoning informed support for
the US development of a nuclear-armed sea-launched cruise missile (SLCM-N).
Proponents posit that adding a low-yield, theater-level nuclear option would
enhance flexibility—and therefore deterrence—by ensuring the United States
would not be compelled to respond to limited nuclear use with strategic
weapons such as the Trident II D5 sea-launched ballistic missile (SLBM).®

These three arguments form the backbone of the
case for expanding the US nuclear arsenal, with home-
land deterrence as the primary goal and extended deter-

Three arguments

rence as a secondary objective. They have gained form the backbone

further traction in the context of the expiration of the of the case for
New START Treaty in February 2026, with figures
such as Senator Tom Cotton arguing that this changing

expanding the US

security environment required the United States to end nuclear arsenal

“years of unilateral restraint” and “finally build a nuclear

deterrent for the threats [it] face[s]” by ceasing to abide
by the treaty’s limits.” Several options were put forward, including—beyond the
development of new capabilities—the possibility of uploading nuclear warheads cur-
rently held in storage onto existing launchers, with US Air Force Global Strike
Command stating its readiness to do so.'® Even advocates of this option, however,
have admitted that it would take several years to do so.'!

Nevertheless, while this position seems to have garnered a degree of bipartisan
support within the expert community, it has yet to be adopted at the level of the
US executive, as even some proponents of expanded nuclear capabilities
acknowledge.'” Throughout 2025, President Trump has repeatedly called for dis-
armament negotiations with China and Russia, remarking that “there’s no reason

»l13 and

for us to be building brand-new nuclear weapons; we already have so many
that “it would be great if we could all denuclearize because the power of nuclear
weapons is crazy.”'* Such statements hardly reflect a presidential inclination

toward nuclear buildup—current modernization programs notwithstanding.
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The Risks of This Approach for US Extended Nuclear Deterrence

The proposition that developing and deploying additional nuclear capabilities—
beyond ongoing modernization programs and the SLCM-N—could strengthen
extended deterrence is debatable for both industrial and strategic reasons.

Industrial Feasibility

US nuclear modernization programs are currently plagued by significant delays
and cost overruns. The Sentinel program, designed to replace the Minuteman
[1I intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM), was restructured in February 2025
after assessments revealed projected costs had exceeded initial estimates by 81
percent.” Moreover, the Air Force announced in May 2025 that entirely new
missile silos would be required to mitigate risks associated with reusing the 450
existing Minuteman silos, which is expected to drive further cost increases and
schedule delays,16 As a result, officials now estimate that the Sentinel may not
be flight-tested until March 2028, two years behind schedule.!’

This challenge goes beyond the land leg of the nuclear triad. As the US Navy
transitions from the Ohio-class SSBNs to the planned acquisition of twelve next-
generation Columbia-class SSBNs, the Government Accountability Office
(GAQ) has reported that “the first submarine is estimated to be delivered over
a year late and cost hundreds of millions of dollars more than planned.”'® As
for SLCM-N, which also requires adapting a variant of the W80-4 warhead cur-
rently in development as well as integrating it with existing Virginia-class sub-
marines launch interfaces, it is now not expected to achieve initial operational
capability until 2034."°

Industrial obstacles also extend to the very cores of US nuclear warheads. In
2015, the US Congress directed the National Nuclear Security Administration
(NNSA) to produce at least eighty plutonium pits per year “as close to 2030 as
possible,” noting that the United States had not manufactured new pits in “sig-
nificant numbers” since 1989.2° (Plutonium pits form the fissile cores of US ther-
monuclear weapons, which initiate the fission reaction that triggers the weapon’s
detonation.) Since that mandate, the Los Alamos National Laboratory has pro-
duced only a single plutonium pit certified for use in 2024 for the new W87-1
nuclear warhead.”! Ongoing delays prompted the Deputy Energy Secretary in
August 2025 to commission a “special study” of the pit production program,
citing concerns over the NNSA’s “ability to consistently deliver on nuclear
weapons production capabilities.”*?

Regarding uranium, the NNSA began work in 2004 on a new facility in Oak
Ridge, Tennessee, designed to process uranium for both nuclear weapons and
naval reactor fuel. A report published by the GAO in September 2025 indicates

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY B SPRING 2026




More Is Not Better |

that, due to delays, the facility is not expected to become operational before 2034,
at a total cost of $10.35 billion—$4 billion more than originally projected.?’

The accumulation of these industrial and technical setbacks raises serious ques-
tions about the feasibility of developing new US

nuclear capabilities beyond current programs. This I
issue can be seen as structural given the atrophy of ndustrial and tech-
the US nuclear enterprise, workforce, and defense nical setbacks raise

industrial base over the years, a situation made all the . )
more constraining by the fact that the United States serious questions
is attempting to modernize its entire nuclear triad and about the feasibility

4

enterprise simultaneously.”* As the Congressional

Commission on the Strategic Posture of the United of new US nuclear
States acknowledged in its October 2023 report, “this capabilities

industrial base, on balance, is not able to support the

forces needed in the future.””> Consequently, should
the Trump administration endorse expert calls to expand the US nuclear arsenal,
its response to competitors’ buildup would only fuel a spiral of rhetorically-induced
arms racing without actually strengthening homeland or extended deterrence,
since the industrial capacity to support such developments remains highly uncertain.

Strategic Risks

The development of additional nuclear capabilities would also raise important
issues due to strategic considerations and, more specifically, the targeting
posture associated with these capabilities. Since the Eisenhower administration,
“the same target elements have appeared in every administration’s nuclear war
plans post-Truman: leadership and control capabilities, key military forces both
nuclear and conventional, and war-supporting industry.”’® These elements
form the basis of what is known as counterforce targeting in US nuclear strategy,
although there is no single, universally accepted definition of this concept.
Within counterforce targeting, a particularly controversial dimension is the
notion of striking an adversary’s nuclear forces and command-and-control
(NC2) infrastructure, whether by nuclear or conventional means.

Counterforce targeting is often criticized for its destabilizing consequences.
First and foremost, it risks signaling that the United States is attempting to
escape mutual vulnerability by undermining its adversaries’ second-strike capa-
bilities.”” When coupled with the prospect of deploying a “Golden Dome” over
the US homeland—reminiscent of the old fantasy of an impenetrable missile
defense fortress—it suggests to competitors that Washington rejects the foun-
dations of a balanced deterrence relationship and, in the worst case, may even
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tolerate limited nuclear war out of confidence in the strength of its offensive and
defensive capabilities.

Second, by threatening an adversary’s nuclear assets, counterforce risks placing
them in a use-it-or-lose-it dilemma—prompting early nuclear use in a crisis out of
fear of a disarming strike.?® It could also drive an adversary to adopt a launch-on-
warning (LOW) posture, seeking to ensure retaliation before a US first strike
could detonate. Such a posture could further compress decision-making time,
heightening the risk of unintended nuclear use through technical malfunction
or human misinterpretation. In 2024, the DoD warned that China may be
seeking to adopt such a posture in the coming decade.”’ What counterforce pro-
ponents view as a tool of damage limitation could therefore, in practice, increase
the likelihood of adversary nuclear use.

Finally, counterforce targeting can fuel nuclear arms racing.’® Faced with the
possibility of US counterforce strikes, adversaries may expand and diversify their
nuclear arsenals to restore confidence in their second-strike capability and sustain
deterrence. The underlying logic is straightforward: the more nuclear weapons an
adversary possesses, the harder it becomes for the United States to neutralize
them and escape the prospect of nuclear retaliation. As nuclear expert Austin
Long has aptly observed, undermining first-strike stability through counterforce
targeting risks undermining arms race stability as well.”!

This assumption is confirmed by current dynamics, as Russian and Chinese
perceptions of US counterforce threats have significantly influenced the develop-
ment of their nuclear capabilities. In Russia’s case, the perceived risk of US con-
ventional and nuclear counterforce strikes has been a key driver behind the
development of “exotic” systems such as the Avangard hypersonic glide
vehicle (HGV) and the Poseidon intercontinental torpedo—which can both
be regarded as attempts to hedge against first-strike vulnerability.>

As for China, “the U.S. pursuit of counterforce technology has been a longstand-
ing driver of China’s nuclear modernization ... to acquire a retaliatory capability that
would eliminate the U.S. ability to limit damage from a Chinese nuclear strike.”*?
The military parade held on September 3, 2025—which marked the first time
China displayed a full nuclear triad—was clearly intended to signal that Beijing is
expanding and diversifying its nuclear options, enhancing the survivability of its
arsenal, and strengthening its ability to hold the US homeland at risk.**

In turn, following the characteristically circular logic of arms racing, adversary
nuclear buildups drive US nuclear expansion. This dynamic was exemplified by
the October 2023 report by the Congressional Commission on the Strategic
Posture of the United States, which recommended that, in order to strengthen
both homeland and extended deterrence, “the U.S. strategic nuclear force posture
should be modified to address the larger number of targets due to the growing

»35

Chinese nuclear threat”””—an obvious reflection of counterforce logic at work.
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Consequently, if the United States were to pursue additional nuclear capabili-
ties while sustaining its current counterforce targeting posture, it would exacer-
bate crisis instability and arms race instability, with direct negative
implications for US allies and extended deterrence. Indeed, upsetting crisis stab-
ility could heighten the risk of nuclear use, while undermining arms race stability
would leave US allies confronting rapidly arming neighbors and an expanding
presence of adversary nuclear weapons in their vicinity.

Japan is particularly illustrative in this regard: it is the only US ally simultaneously
facing three revisionist, nuclear-armed states with
which it has historical and territorial disputes, which
are modernizing and expanding their arsenals partly A verbal US com-
in response to US counterforce capabilities, and mitment to expand
which are seeking to erode extended deterrence by .
decoupling the United States from its allies. This chal- its nuclear arsenal
lenge has long been recognized by the Japanese govern- would deepen
ment, which has sought continuous reassurance from ,
the United States to maintain adequate levels of deter- Japan s sense of

rent capability without provoking an arms race.’® A insecurity

verbal US commitment to expand its nuclear arsenal

—particularly absent assurances of corresponding
industrial capacity—would only add fuel to the fire. It would encourage US adver-
saries to adopt even more destabilizing and threatening behavior deepening Japan’s
sense of insecurity, particularly amid fears of a return of a transactional US approach
to extended deterrence, linking security guarantees to trade discussions on tariffs.*’
The original US response to the extended deterrence challenge epitomized by
Japan’s case was to develop and plan to deploy the SLCM-N, as noted above.
However, the evolution of the program itself reflects the difficulty for the
United States in developing and fielding new capabilities as it was initially pro-
posed in 2018, slated for cancellation by the Biden administration in 2022, and
reinstated by Congress, which required the executive to start up the program, in
2024.%® Proposing additional nuclear capabilities to address a perceived gap—
before the impact of the SLCM-N deployment can even be evaluated—
appears to lack justification at this stage.

The Main Challenges to Extended Deterrence

By focusing almost exclusively on nuclear capabilities, advocates of US nuclear
expansion seem to overlook the two main dimensions of the challenge faced
by allies under US extended nuclear deterrence arrangements: attempts by adver-
saries at strategic alliance decoupling and intra-alliance threats.
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Adversary Attempts at Strategic Alliance Decoupling

From an external perspective, US allies are confronted with adversary strategies
designed to decouple them from the United States. While not the primary reason,
it is undeniable that this logic is partly driven by the existence and development
of specific capabilities aimed at deterring Washington from intervening in a
regional conflict to defend its allies.

In China’s case, the expansion of its ICBM force alongside a vast arsenal of
dual-capable intermediate-range missiles signals that, in a Taiwan contingency
—or in disputes with Japan over the East China Sea—China could engage in
regional conventional action, while simultaneously holding the US homeland
at risk and threatening to deny the United States access to the war theater by
inflicting tremendous damage to its forces in the region.”’

In the case of Russia, the depletion of its conventional forces by casualties
in its invasion of Ukraine may drive greater reliance on nuclear weapons, par-
ticularly tactical nuclear weapons in the event of conventional failure or col-
lapse, raising the possibility of limited nuclear use on the European
continent.* Such use would not directly threaten the United States, poten-
tially exacerbating divisions within NATO and increasing the risk of alliance

decoupling.
Finally, in the case of North Korea, its decision in 2022 to adopt a doc-
trine threatening pre-emptive nuclear use,”! while developing ICBM

options to strike the continental United States, also raises potential alliance
decoupling issues. For instance, in the case of conventional conflict on the
Korean peninsula, North Korea could carry out or threaten to carry out a
nuclear strike against South Korea while simultaneously threatening to
strike the US homeland to deter US intervention, thereby significantly
increasing the costs for the United States of upholding its extended deter-
rence commitment.*?

While these developments in terms of capabilities are concerning for US
allies, adversary decoupling strategies ultimately rest on a political assessment
of what is at stake for the United States. By publicly framing their interests as
existential, China and Russia seek to outbid the United States and propagate
the notion that defending allies in these regions would not be worth the costs.
This alleged asymmetry of stakes constitutes the core of their theories of
victory: the belief that “the United States can be persuaded to cede some
important regional interest rather than employ its full military potential
because its stake is not sufficient to engage in sustained brinksmanship and
competitive escalation. Victory need not involve the defeat of U.S. forces.
Rather, it equates with breaking the will ... of the United States to defend

its allies.”®
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As a consequence, adversary alliance decoupling
strategies aimed at undermining extended deterrence
are driven largely by the absence of clear US political Adversary alliance
signaling that the stakes in these regions are of equal

. , , decoupling strat-
importance to Washington. Responding to a compe-

tition in risk-taking by announcing the development egies are driven by

of additional nuclear capabilities—whose industrial the absence of clear

feasibility remains highly uncertain—misses the
point and overlooks the central challenge for US

extended deterrence: the credible political signaling

US political signaling

of US resolve and alliance cohesion.

Intra-Alliance Threats

This points to a greater challenge to US extended nuclear deterrence arrange-
ments, which arises not from external adversaries, but from the United States
itself. This crucial political factor is scarcely acknowledged by the proponents
of a US nuclear buildup cited above, despite its central significance. The distinc-
tive nature of contemporary US alliances lies precisely in their scope, which
extends beyond the mere military dimension. Alongside the hardware—conven-
tional and nuclear capabilities—the software is equally critical. It consists of
established security guarantees and a shared sense of purpose embodied by
what political scientist John Ikenberry called a “political community—a commu-
nity of shared fate.”** Both, however, have been unprecedentedly undermined by
the Trump administration in recent months and years.

Deterrence rests not only on material capabilities but also on the political will
to employ them, expressed through security assurances. In the case of alliances
and extended deterrence, clarity is seminal to reassure allies and deter adversaries.
In this regard, President Trump has repeatedly cast doubt on the US commitment
to NATO’s collective defense, at one point even claiming that “there are numer-
ous definitions of Article 5.”* Although the Trump administration has occasion-
ally reaffirmed US support for NATO, the president’s persistent public
questioning of the alliance’s relevance and of US solidarity in collective
defense since 2016 is enough to potentially weaken the credibility of extended
deterrence in the eyes of both allies and adversaries.

Such issues are not limited to Europe. For instance, in Japan’s case, although
the United States reaffirmed its commitment to extended deterrence in February
2025,* the Trump administration’s response to the ongoing Sino-Japanese crisis
has raised profound doubts about the reliability of US support in a situation of
unprecedented tension with the alliance’s primary adversary. After Prime Minis-
ter Sanae Takaichi stated that a Chinese naval blockade around Taiwan could
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constitute a “survival-threatening situation”—potentially prompting the mobiliz-
ation of the Japanese Self-Defense Forces in support of the United States should
it act’"—Beijing adopted a series of coercive measures against Japan. These
actions did not elicit the expected support from Washington, as President
Trump instead reportedly urged Prime Minister Takaichi to avoid provoking
China.*® This sequence generated strong incomprehension in Japan, particularly
given earlier US requests for Indo-Pacific allies to clarify their position in the
event of a Taiwan contingency.*’ President Trump’s conciliatory stance toward
China, further illustrated by frequent references to a potential “G2” system
where the United States and China jointly manage global issues, has fueled con-
cerns in Japan that it could lead to a weakening of the US commitment to the
alliance and extended deterrence.’®

Furthermore, an alliance’s software is largely shaped by a shared understanding
of the international order, grounded in common interests, values, and threat per-
ceptions that enable coordinated, collective responses to adversarial behavior.
Alliances “function as a narrative system of allegiance directed against those
actors and actions regarded as threatening both the in-group and the type of
international order its members advocate and support.”! The second Trump
administration has significantly undermined this narrative, as well as the collec-
tive sense of “oughtness” that is essential to alliance cohesion.

As exemplified by Vice President Vance’s speech at the February 2025 Munich
Security Conference, the current administration increasingly frames allies as
potential threats in terms of values—the “threat from within” denounced by
the Vice President’’—while simultaneously downplaying the external threat
posed by Russia to NATO (the speech delivered by Secretary of State Marco
Rubio at the same conference in February 2026 made no reference to Russia
either.)’® Several recent events illustrate this shift: the invitation of Vladimir
Putin to Alaska for bilateral discussions on Ukraine without the Europeans and
the Ukrainians in August 2025;>* the termination, in September 2025, of mem-
oranda of understanding designed to foster collective responses to Russian disin-
formation efforts;”’ the withdrawal in October 2025 of an infantry brigade
stationed in Romania, without mplacement;5  or the elaboration, in direct
coordination with Russia, of a “28-point Ukraine-Russia peace plan” in Novem-
ber 2025 which, although not adopted, reflected a markedly concessive stance to
Russia’s maximalist demands.”’

Together, these examples embody three fundamental dangers to alliance cohe-
sion: unilateral political accommodation of the principal adversary by the United
States; the downgrading of military support to allies; and the tacit acceptance—or
even adoption’>—of the adversary’s narratives. Taken as a whole, these trends
send an unambiguous signal that the United States is no longer aligned with
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Europe in its assessment of the Russian threat, which decreases the credibility of
its alliance commitment.

Finally, the United States has adopted a confrontational stance toward its own
allies. Tariffs directed at allied economies in both Europe and the Indo-Pacific—
while sparing Russia—have transformed weaponized interdependence from an ad
hoc instrument to a systematic coercion policy,” amplified by military depen-
dence on Washington. Although these measures have affected allies in both
theaters, the Trump administration’s broader confrontational posture has been
particularly salient in Europe. This dynamic has been most visible in presidential
statements expressing the desire to annex Greenland in the name of national
security. It reached a peak in January 2026, when President Trump again
refused to rule out the use of force to seize Greenland and threatened additional
tariffs against allies supporting Denmark®—an unprecedented rhetorical chal-
lenge to allied sovereignty and territorial integrity emanating from within the alli-
ance and its main security guarantor.

Strategic alliance decoupling and US actions undermining alliance cohesion
are not primarily the result of adversary nuclear buildup, warranting reciprocal
measures. Allied fears of abandonment are now compounded by fears of betrayal,
which constitute the most significant non-nuclear challenges faced by US allies.
Consequently, these issues cannot be addressed merely through the development
of additional nuclear weapons, as the underlying problem is primarily political
rather than technical.

Political and Conventional Alternatives

To respond to these two challenges and strengthen
extended deterrence arrangements and alliances in The primary
Europe and the Indo-Pacific, the primary responses

responses should
should be political and conventional, rather than P

relying on a potential US nuclear buildup. be POlitical and
conventional, not
Reaffirming US Alliance Commitments nuclear

As explained above, China and Russia are wagering

that an asymmetry of stakes produces an asymmetry
of resolve, and that the perceived US reluctance to
commit to regions viewed by the current administration as secondary to its secur-
ity can be exploited to advance their revisionist agenda and weaken alliance as
well as extended deterrence arrangements. Yet, as political scientist Robert
Litwak argues, “For Washington, the stakes of this great power competition are
vital, not peripheral. Ukraine and the outcome of the war are central to the
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future of European security architecture. Taiwan holds a normative interest—
that the territorial status quo should not be changed by force. Moreover, the
credibility of the US extended deterrence commitment to Asian allies would
be undermined.”®! Although the United States continues to participate in mili-
tary drills with allies strengthening interoperability and logistics, which are key
dimensions of alliance credibility, its overall commitment in both regions
remains obscured by persistent uncertainty about its strategic priorities, reinfor-
cing the view that its interests in both regions are peripheral.

This ambiguity is further heightened by the growing emphasis on homeland
security and the Western Hemisphere, raising the possibility of reduced commit-
ment to other theaters. The proposed development of the “Golden Dome,”
advanced without allied consultations and raising concerns about its implications
for the balance between extended nuclear deterrence and homeland missile
defense, reinforces this perception. So too does the January 2026 National
Defense Strategy, which places “homeland and hemisphere” at the top of its pri-
orities.%” Such developments carry important implications for US alliances and
extended deterrence, as they seem to indicate a reorientation toward homeland
deterrence at the potential expense of commitments abroad, effectively
suggesting that the stakes associated with US alliances are regarded as secondary
to US security.

These dynamics worsen a twofold fear of abandonment among US allies: first,
that Washington may prioritize one regional theater over another, fostering a
competitive relationship among allies in Europe and in the Indo-Pacific;®® and
second, that it may prioritize the defense of the homeland over alliance solidarity.
In the event of open conflict, it could even be argued that failure by the United
States to uphold its commitments in one region would generate ripple effects that
undermine credibility in others, signaling to allies worldwide that US guarantees
have become unreliable.

As political scientist Robert Jervis observed, during the Cold War, what was
often at stake in confrontations between nuclear superpowers was “each side’s
image,” and “whether the United States and the Soviet Union [were] seen as
having lived up to their commitments in these disputes may [have been]
crucial.”®* This insight remains highly relevant in today’s context of nuclear mul-
tipolarity—perhaps even more so—as China and Russia deliberately frame their
stakes as exceeding those of the United States and its allies.

In light of these challenges, political reassurances are crucial. Measures such
as reaffirming defense commitments through high-level diplomatic engage-
ments and formal security guarantees can help reassure allies of Washington’s
dedication to collective defense. These efforts must be complemented by the
umbrella states themselves, which must strengthen their own defenses and
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adopt a more proactive role in sustaining the credibility of extended
deterrence.

Shoring Up Conventional Deterrence: The Role of US Allies

Finally, rather than expanding its nuclear arsenal, the United States should
promote and support allied development of conventional capabilities to
close deterrence gaps, especially in relation to China and Russia. In
Europe, significant emphasis has been placed on conventional deep-precision
strike capabilities since Russia’s 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine.®® This is
exemplified by the launch of the European Long-Range Strike Approach
(ELSA) in July 2024, which aims to develop conventional ground-launched
missiles with ranges exceeding 300 kilometers to address a capability gap in
which Russia currently holds an advantage.®® Additional cooperative initiat-
ives in missile development and acquisition have followed, including the
decision by France and the United Kingdom to jointly acquire new
SCALP/Storm Shadow cruise missiles,’’ as well as the announcement by
Germany and the United Kingdom of plans to develop a “new long-range
strike capability with a range of over 2,000 km.”®® This trend extends
beyond Europe: following the release of three strategic documents in Decem-
ber 2022, Japan announced plans to acquire so-called “counterstrike capabili-
ties,” including Tomahawk and upgraded Type 12 cruise missiles, in order to
address the “asymmetry in theater strike capabilities” with China and North
Korea.®”

Although still in their early stages, these developments by nuclear umbrella
states are central to strengthening extended deterrence arrangements. They
enhance flexibility and escalation management options below the threshold
of limited nuclear use, helping to avoid the dilemma between inaction
driven by fear of nuclear reprisal and escalation to nuclear use caused by per-
sistent conventional gaps. They also promote inter-theater cooperation—as
illustrated by growing Polish-South Korean defense collaboration’°—which
ultimately helps strengthen exchanges on threat perceptions and industrial
expertise amid increasingly entangled regional theaters. Pending the develop-
ment and deployment of these capabilities, the United States should sustain
current and planned deployments of comparable systems on allied territories,
as it has done in the Philippines with Typhon launchers’'—which can fire
Tomahawk cruise missiles—and as it plans to do in Germany by 2026.7

However, to avoid upsetting crisis and arms race stability, the United States
and its allies deploying conventional deep-precision capabilities should adopt a
clear declaratory policy rejecting conventional counterforce targeting of adver-
saries’ nuclear assets. Since the 1991 Gulf War and the subsequent Conventional
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Prompt Global Strike (CPGS) program, Russia and China have perceived that
advanced, long-range US conventional capabilities could enable a disarming

The US and its
allies should reject
conventional coun-
terforce targeting of
adversaries’ nuclear
assets

first strike, thereby providing a rationale for
their nuclear buildup.” As nuclear expert
James Acton has argued, targeting adversaries’
conventional military forces and war-support-
ing industrial assets, rather than nuclear
forces and command infrastructure, would
degrade an adversary’s capacity to wage con-
ventional war and reduce the risk of nuclear
escalation—without prompting further US

nuclear buildups and exacerbating a nuclear

arms race.74

More is Not Better for Extended Nuclear Deterrence

The current debate over the necessity of a US nuclear buildup underscores the
unprecedented challenge posed by the emergence of a “two-peer” nuclear compe-
tition, compounded by North Korea’s growing arsenal, for both homeland and
extended deterrence. Yet, this article has shown that structural industrial constraints
severely limit the feasibility of such an expansion in the short to medium term, while
a continued emphasis on counterforce targeting risks undermining crisis and arms
race stability should the United States choose to expand its nuclear arsenal.

Moreover, an excessive focus on nuclear capabilities—particularly when
systems such as the SLCM-N are not yet deployed and their consequences and
lessons for deterrence cannot yet be assessed—obscures the more urgent political
challenges created by recent US policy choices. By alienating allies and implying
that alliance commitments are secondary to its security, Washington risks
eroding the credibility of extended deterrence itself. This challenge cannot be
met simply by producing more nuclear weapons. Instead, it requires greater pol-
itical reassurance and clearer signaling to allies, alongside incentives and support
for their efforts to strengthen conventional capabilities in order to mitigate per-
ceived deterrence gaps vis-a-vis China and Russia.

Beyond Washington’s future posture and policy decisions, it is essential that
US allies understand that the restoration of US political credibility must go
hand in hand with allied investment in conventional forces. Extended deterrence
cannot rest solely on the nuclear guarantee: its long-term viability depends on the
political and conventional revitalization of alliance frameworks, which must now
be treated as the foremost priority in the United States, Europe, and the Indo-
Pacific.
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