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WWould Morould More Nuclear We Nuclear Weapons Makeapons Make the U.S.e the U.S.
SafSafer?er?
A new report challenges the idea that expanding the arsenal is the best answer to
China’s buildup.

Two locked vaults face each other in a dim room while a submarine silhouette suggests nuclear deterrence and security.

AAccording to reporting by Phys.org, a new re-
port from the Brookings Institution argues that

expanding the U.S. nuclear arsenal could make nu-
clear crises more likely, not less. That conclusion
pushes against a growing concern among some de-
fense experts: that the United States may need
more nuclear weapons as China increases its own
arsenal and Russia remains heavily armed.

The issue matters because nuclear weapons are
meant to prevent war through deterrence, which
means convincing an opponent that an attack
would bring costs so terrible that the attack is not
worth trying. A nuclear warhead is the explosive
part of a nuclear weapon, and a stockpile is the to-
tal supply a country has. For decades, the U.S.
stockpile has stayed at about 5,000 warheads.
Many experts have seen that as enough to con-
vince rivals that any nuclear strike on the United
States would be answered with devastating force.

The classic logic is called mutually assured de-
struction, a phrase that means both sides can still
strike back even if one side attacks first. In theory,
that makes starting a nuclear war irrational. The
new debate is whether that logic still holds if the
United States must deter both Russia and China at
the same time. Russia has a nuclear arsenal rough-

ly comparable to the United States, while China has
far fewer warheads but is building up its forces.
Some experts worry that a U.S. arsenal sized for
the old balance may not look credible in a world
with two major nuclear rivals.

The Brookings report, written by senior fellow
Melanie W. Sisson, takes a different approach. Be-
cause no one can run a real-world test of whether
a larger arsenal prevents nuclear threats, the re-
port looks at past cases in which the United States
either made or received nuclear threats. The exam-
ples include the Cuban Missile Crisis, confronta-
tions with North Korea, and Russian threats involv-
ing nuclear weapons in Ukraine. The report found
that nuclear crises were more common when one
side had a substantial advantage over the other,
usually the United States. They were less common
when the United States and its nuclear adversary
were closer to parity, meaning rough equality in nu-
clear capability.

That finding does not prove that more weapons au-
tomatically create danger. History is messy, and a
crisis can be shaped by leadership, geography, al-
liances, conventional military forces, and plain mis-
calculation. But the report challenges the simple
idea that more nuclear weapons always mean
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more safety. It also found no consistent link be-
tween crisis frequency and some other factors, in-
cluding where warheads were deployed, how many
were placed in particular locations, or the doc-
trines guiding U.S. nuclear policy. A doctrine is an
official idea about when and how a military force
might be used.

The numbers help explain the disagreement. Ac-
cording to the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, cit-
ed in the Phys.org report, the United States has
around 5,000 nuclear warheads, Russia has a little
less than 5,500, and China has around 600. China’s
total is much smaller, but its buildup has changed
the conversation. The Brookings report says the
current U.S. arsenal would still be able to retaliate
if attacked, even if China and Russia acted togeth-
er. If that is right, then adding more warheads may
buy less security than its supporters expect.

Instead of spending billions to expand the arsenal,
Sisson argues, the United States should focus on
making sure its existing nuclear force could survive
an attack and still respond. That includes strength-

ening the nuclear submarine fleet, because sub-
marines can be hard to find and therefore hard to
destroy. It also includes protecting nuclear com-
mand and control systems, the networks leaders
would use to communicate and authorize a re-
sponse, from AI-enabled cyberattacks, meaning
hacking efforts assisted by artificial intelligence
software.

The trade-off is not between caring about national
security and ignoring it. Both sides of the debate
are asking how to prevent nuclear war. Supporters
of expansion fear that a smaller U.S. force could
look weak as China grows stronger and Russia re-
mains a peer competitor. Critics fear that chasing
numerical superiority could make leaders more
willing to threaten nuclear use, or make rivals more
nervous during a crisis. The report’s central chal-
lenge is that strength may depend less on having
the biggest pile of weapons and more on making
the weapons that already exist survivable, con-
trolled, and credible.

Written from reporting by Phys.org.
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THI NK  I T  T H RTHI NK  I T  T H RO UGHOUGH

1.1. If a country alrIf a country already has enough nuclear weapons teady has enough nuclear weapons to ro reetaliattaliate afte after an attack, what arer an attack, what argument couldgument could
still justify building morstill justify building more, and what are, and what argument could justify stgument could justify stopping theropping theree??

2.2. HoHow conw convincing is histvincing is historical eorical evidence frvidence from past nuclear crises when deciding what tom past nuclear crises when deciding what to do abouto do about
ttodaoday’s China, Ry’s China, Russia, and the Unitussia, and the United Sed Stattateses??

3.3. Should nuclear policy fShould nuclear policy focus morocus more on the number oe on the number of weapons or on the sf weapons or on the syyststems that kems that keep themeep them
secursecure and contre and controllableollable? De? Deffend a position.end a position.
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ADVERSARY ARSENAL CREDIBLE DETERRENCE DOCTRINE

PARITY STOCKPILE SUBMARINE SURVIVABLE WARHEAD
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ACROSS

11 Country's collection of military weapons
and equipment

55 Strategy that prevents attack by making
the costs seem too severe

77 Official ideas guiding when and how
military force may be used

99 Nation or group seen as an opponent or
rival

1010 Explosive section of a weapon designed
for a massive strike

DOWN

22 Able to remain usable after an enemy
attack

33 Total reserve supply of weapons or
other materials

44 Rough balance in military strength
between opposing sides

66 Underwater naval vessel that can be
hard for enemies to find

88 Believable as a real capability or promise
to opponents
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WherWhere this came fre this came fromom

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

PhPhyys.ors.orgg
“Could expanding the U.S. nuclear arsenal make Americans less safe?”

Friday, September 18, 2026

Friday, September 18, 2026

https://phys.org/news/2026-09-nuclear-arsenal-americans-safe.html

W HAW HAT  I S  I N  T H IS  PT  I S  I N  T H IS  PAACK ETCK ET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

C O PC OPY I NG AND RY I NG AND REUSEEUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

MorMore where where this came fre this came fromom

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

• Complete units with student and teacher editions
• Worked solutions for every exercise
• Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.comSee the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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