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President Nixon’s Decision to Renounce the U.S. Offensive 
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In the first of a new series of case studies, coauthors Jonathan B. Tucker 
and Erin R. Mahan examine President Nixon’s 1969 decision to re-
nounce offensive biological weapons. This renunciation of biological 
and toxin weapons was the first time that a major power unilaterally 
abandoned an entire category of armament. The decision opened the 
way for the 1972 Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention, while 
marking the end of three longstanding assumptions regarding U.S. 
chemical and biological weapons policy: that chemical and biological 
weapons were inextricably linked, that an offensive biological capabil-
ity was required for deterrence, and that the United States needed to be 
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Countering Weapons of Mass Destruction: Looking Back, 
Looking Ahead

In this general assessment of the 20 years since the United States began 
worrying seriously about the risks of regional weapons of mass destruc-
tion (WMD) proliferation, the authors begin by looking back at the 
evolution of the countering-WMD enterprise in the Clinton and Bush 
administrations. Paul Bernstein, John Caves, and W. Seth Carus close 
this section with some observations on why, in fact, America has not 
been attacked with WMD. Turning to the future, they examine such is-
sues as creeping proliferation, the likelihood of a “proliferation cascade,” 
other challenges, and initial observations of the Obama administration. 
They conclude that although investments and other efforts have to some 
extent prevented our worst WMD fears from being realized, much re-
mains to be done to counter the WMD threat of today and as it is likely 
to evolve in the future.
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