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nuclear triad the military strategy of having a three-
pronged nuclear capability, from land, sea, or air

to warn about the growing influence of a military-industrial 
complex in his presidential farewell address in January 1961.

In addition to a huge army, the United States also 
possesses the most sophisticated weapons of war. The 
United States was the first, and currently is the largest, 
nuclear power in the world. America developed atomic 
weapons during World War II and dropped two of the 
bombs on Japan, at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, in August 
1945, bringing an end to the war in the Pacific. American 
scientists quickly developed an even more powerful 
successor: the hydrogen bomb, also known as a nuclear 
bomb.

The U.S. arsenal today still revolves around the notion of 
the nuclear triad. Like three legs of a stool, some nuclear 
weapons are based on land (on intercontinental ballistic 
missiles), some at sea (on missiles on board submarines), and 
some in the air (to be dropped by aircraft like the B-2 Stealth 
bomber). In addition, nuclear warheads can be attached to 
cruise missiles that can be launched from the ground, sea, or 
air. The idea is that even if one of these legs were destroyed 
or disabled by an enemy, the others would still be able to 
retaliate against attack. This swift and assured retaliation is 
meant to deter an attack on the United States from ever 
happening in the first place.

U.S. nuclear weapons, the backbone of a policy of mutual 
assured destruction, or MAD—may actually have helped 
keep the peace between the Americans and Soviets after 
World War II, because the Soviets believed we would use 
these weapons if provoked.62 Even though President 
George W. Bush and Russian president Vladimir Putin 
agreed in May 2002 to reduce each country’s arsenal from 
about six thousand nuclear weapons to about two thousand 
(each state is likely to store many of these weapons rather 
than destroy them, however), and President Barack Obama 
and then–Russian president Dmitry Medvedev agreed to 
more cuts, each country’s goal remains deterrence, espe-
cially in light of increasingly tense relations between Putin 
and the West.

Nuclear weapons, which can seem awesome because of 
their incredible destructive power, are relatively cheap 
compared to more conventional weapons. War on a battle-
field, like the war in Iraq begun in 2003, requires more 
expensive elements: tanks, guns, planes, ships, and troops. 
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