
The Security Times

S E C U R I T Y  S T R A T E G Y

February 2018  11

BMW

Find out more at www.bmw-special-sales.com

THE 7
THE BMW 7 SERIES PLUG-IN HYBRID: 
ON BEHALF OF THE ENVIRONMENT

Kunde: Serviceplan Format: 290 x 260 mm Auftrags-Nr.: 309395

Kampagne/Etat: BMW Beschnitt: 5 mm Operator FZD

Motiv/Name: The 7 Series MBZ/BGE/SF: 0/5 mm Kundenfreigabe   

Conventstraße 1 – 3 | 22089 Hamburg | Germany 
Tel. +49 40 25109-0 | albertbauer.com

Publikation/Art Profil: isocoated v2_eci_GCR65_TAC300 ABC-Geprüft

Kontakt: Stefan Klöpper Trapping: nein Revision 2.2

BMW309395_MSC_AZ_2018_290x260.indd   1 08.02.18   14:54

We are still living in 
the second nuclear 
age. Unlike the first 

nuclear age, which was shaped 
by the bipolar nuclear standoff 
between the United States and 
the Soviet Union, the second is 
far more complex. The spread 
of nuclear weapons has made 
deterrence a multiplayer game; 
Asia has emerged as the region 
with the greatest potential for 
nuclear conflict; and new nuclear 
aspirants can benefit from the 
technological progress made by 
others as well as from the emer-
gence of semi-private nuclear 
supply networks.

Some developments indicate, 
however, that a third nuclear age 
may be approaching. Indications 
range from the rapid progress of 
North Korea’s missile program 
to the treaty aimed at banning 
nuclear weapons. While these 
developments seem contradictory, 
they contribute to the emergence 
of a new nuclear age in which 
nuclear deterrence may become 
more important yet also more dif-
ficult to sustain. Six developments 
could lead to structural changes to 
the global nuclear order that may 
justifiably be termed a “third” 
nuclear age: 

1. Nuclear use. In the summer 
of 2017, North Korea’s foreign 

minister suggested that Pyong-
yang may detonate a nuclear 
device above the Pacific. After 
more than 70 years of non-use 
of nuclear weapons, the actual 
employment of a single nuclear 
weapon – even if it were intended 
only for political posturing and 
would not cause major casual-
ties – would be a game changer 
of tremendous significance. For 
some, it would reinforce the con-
viction that nuclear deterrence 
remains essential for prevailing in 
a nuclearized world, while others 
would see the detonation as proof 
that nuclear weapons have failed 
as a means of inducing restraint 
in international relations.

2. A major accident in the 
nuclear military infrastructure 
of a nuclear weapons state. 
Whether through sabotage or 
simply through insufficiently 
trained staff, a major accident 
could foster the perception among 
the broader public that nuclear 
weapons are a no longer a security 
provider but a security liability. 
Similarly, the temporary loss of 
control over nuclear weapons due 

a cyber attack against the nuclear 
weapons infrastructure of a state 
could fundamentally change the 
perception of the military and 
political utility of nuclear weap-
ons. 

3. Nuclear terrorism. Building 
a nuclear weapon still requires 
elaborate state infrastructure. 
Should terrorists nonetheless 
manage a credible threat of 
nuclear use, or should a funda-
mentalist regime come to power 
in a nuclear weapons state, a new 
nuclear age will have arrived. 
With religious justifications for 
mass murder and the glorifica-
tion of martyrdom entering the 
nuclear equation, the rules of the 
first and second nuclear age would 
become unhinged. Nuclear deter-
rence would remain an essential 
tool for managing interstate rela-
tions, yet its limits in the face of 
non-rational actors could severely 
reduce that concept’s perceived 
value.

4. A nuclear tipping point. A 
new nuclear hegemon emerging 
in a volatile region could compel 
several neighbors to exercise the 
“plutonium option,” i.e. use their 
civilian light-water reactors to 
produce weapons-grade pluto-
nium. As light-water reactors 
continue to spread, the number 
of states that acquire such a 
“breakout” capability will grow 
as well. Should a major change 
in their security environment 

compel them to declare them-
selves nuclear powers, it would 
trigger a “proliferation cascade” 
that would not only invalidate 
most of the non-proliferation 
efforts of the past 50 years, but 
also dramatically increase the risk 
of nuclear conflict.

5. The decline of extended 
deterrence. The degradation of 
the credibility of the US as a 
promulgator of extended deter-
rence could spell the end of the 
successful deal that provides 
American nuclear deterrence to 
allies in exchange for their nuclear 
abstinence. Hence, should the US 
appear to waver on its extended 
deterrence commitments, or 
should a new major challenger 

emerge that the US cannot or will 
not counterbalance, some of its 
allies, particularly in Asia, may 
well conclude that the time has 
come to opt for national nuclear 
deterrence. This would deal a 
major blow to the global non-
proliferation regime, which has 
always been far more dependent 
on US engagement than most 
observers dare to admit.

6. A major change in the legal 
framework for nuclear gover-
nance. A nuclear weapons ban 
treaty, which seeks to stigma-
tize nuclear weapons as illegal, 
is now a foregone conclusion. 
Since a treaty that they persis-
tently oppose cannot bind the 
nuclear weapons states and their 

allies, it will not lead to global 
nuclear abolition. However, the 
ban treaty could seriously under-
mine the Nuclear Non-prolif-
eration Treaty (NPT), the only 
near-universal framework for 
regulating nuclear possession and 
non-possession. Already under 
strain by the structural changes of 
the second nuclear age, the legal 
stigmatization of nuclear weap-
ons could damage the NPT to the 
point of obsolescence. Thus, the 
third nuclear age might well be 
one without any agreed nuclear 
governance.

The return of great power 
competition and the emergence 
of new nuclear weapons states 
such as North Korea point to 
the undiminished importance of 
nuclear deterrence as an inte-
gral part of Western defense. 
However, criticism of nuclear 
deterrence will also grow stron-
ger. Any sound Western security 
policy must therefore explain the 
importance of nuclear deterrence 
without trivializing its risks. It 
must also remind Western publics 
that managing a complex nuclear 
reality requires more than merely 
claiming the moral high ground; 
if proposals such as the ban treaty 
would make major war more 
likely, they do not constitute a 
morally superior alternative. To 
prevent a third nuclear age, West-
ern leaders have their work cut 
out for them.                    

BY MICHAEL RÜHLE

Game changers
Six developments that could lead to structural changes  
to the global nuclear order
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A thing of the past? The US detonates an atomic bomb in the Pacific in 1962.
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