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The most recent stage 
in the great nuclear debate, which has now kept the strategic studies com- 
munity busy and perplexed for a full decade, reflects disillusion with the 
more ambitious strategic concepts promoted by the Reagan administration 
and an attempt to come to terms with the new political situation created by 
the revival of arms control and the improvement in East-West relations. The 
tendency at the moment is to cut nuclear deterrence down to size, shifting 
the emphasis from nuclear to conventional strategy. 

The basic policy question is increasingly becoming one of how far this 
process can go. Are we to dispense with nuclear weapons altogether, as in 
different ways Reagan and Gorbachev have both advocated, or are we to 
stop short of that ultimate solution? Those who favor the general trend but 
recognize its limits have tended to argue that nuclear weapons now have no 
other role but to deter the use of those of the adversary. In particular, the 
United States can no longer with credibility promise its allies that it will 
initiate nuclear war on their behalf-even if they face a potentially mortal 
conventional attack. Advocates of this position comfort themselves with the 
observation that there is no reason why the allies need be unable to cope 
with conventional needs if only they would devote the necessary resources 
to the task. 
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It may be that the political and intellectual climate is ready for such an 
approach, but there is nothing new in it.1 It was proposed with as much 
passion and rigor in the 1960s as in the 1980s, and its most persuasive 
advocates are often the same people. In this review I will consider recent 
books by two formidable advocates who fall into this category. My intention 
is to focus on the narrow but critical question of the utility of nuclear weap- 
ons. As a result I will not do full justice to either book, which both offer a 
range of historical and strategic insights and make proposals that go beyond 
the concerns of this article. In particular I will not examine their arguments 
in support of the view that a conventional NATO response to a conventional 
attack is feasible, although this is clearly central to their overall case. 

First Use and the History of Flexible Response 

In 1962 in the early stages of a memorable career as U.S. secretary of defense, 
Robert McNamara informed a rather startled NATO audience that: 

the US has come to the conclusion that to the extent feasible basic military 
strategy in general nuclear war should be approached in much the same way 
that more conventional military operations have been regarded in the past. 
That is to say, our principal military objectives, in the event of a nuclear war 
stemming from a major attack on the Alliance, should be the destruction of 
the enemy's military forces while attempting to preserve the fabric as well 
as the integrity of allied society. 

He argued that by providing incentives to the Soviet Union to plan for 
discriminating attacks (essentially "no-cities"), Western fatalities in a major 
nuclear war, though still high, could be substantially reduced. The U.S. was 
seeking to create a "controlled and flexible nuclear response in the event that 
deterrence should fail." Among the high-priority military targets identified 
were "the major Soviet nuclear forces threatening the United States." 

Although he spoke of a U.S. nuclear attack as being "retaliatory," he did 
not suggest that this could only follow a Soviet nuclear strike. He was quite 
clear that first nuclear use could well still be necessary if faced "with a massive 
commitment of Soviet force." He was however troubled by the thought that 

1. The argument that the basic ideas in the strategic debate, including those discussed in this 
review, have remained "remarkably steady in the face of major technological and political 
change" is made with some force by Robert Levine, The Strategic Nuclear Debate (Santa Monica, 
Calif.: RAND Corporation, 1987). 
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"in the most likely contingencies, NATO, not the Soviets, would have to 
make the momentous decision to use nuclear weapons, and we would do so 
in the knowledge that the consequences might be catastrophic for all of us." 
The basic objection was to "sole dependence on nuclear power" as a response 
to Soviet attacks that involved a less-than-massive commitment of conven- 
tional strength. 

Under the conditions prevailing in 1962, McNamara did not preclude the 
possibility of quickly halting "a Soviet advance into Western Europe by 
unilateral application of nuclear weapons on or near the battlefield." But 
with the growth of the Soviet tactical nuclear arsenal, NATO must expect 
retaliation should it use its tactical nuclear weapons first. Limited use of 
weapons designed to demonstrate resolve might work as a "next-to-last 
option." However, a local nuclear exchange would be immensely painful for 
Europe, would achieve little militarily, and could well lead to a general 
nuclear war.2 

When McNamara's views were first made public, in an address at Ann 
Arbor in Michigan just after his NATO presentation,3 the general line of 
criticism was that a capability to destroy Soviet nuclear assets would be most 
tempting to use before rather than after a Soviet strike.4 In one of the few 
articles at the time to offer a sympathetic interpretation of the Ann Arbor 
speech, Morton Halperin, then a young research associate at Harvard's Cen- 
ter for International Affairs, argued that the new strategy was essentially 
about controlling, to the extent possible, any slide into nuclear war by holding 
substantial strategic forces in reserve and by reducing the role of tactical 
nuclear forces. However, he admitted, the refusal by the president to agree 
to the renunciation of a no-first-use option5 had allowed the administration's 
critics to argue that the "no-cities" doctrine was tantamount to preparations 
for a first strike.6 It was therefore not good enough to rule out first nuclear 

2. Remarks by Secretary McNamara, NATO Ministerial Meeting, May 5, 1962 (Restricted Ses- 
sion), declassified August 7, 1979. 
3. Secretary McNamara, "Defense Arrangements of the North Atlantic Community," Department 
of State Bulletin1, July 9, 1962. For a further elaboration of McNamara's views at this time, see 
William W. Kaufmann, The McNamara Strategy (New York: Harper & Row, 1964). 
4. On this debate see Lawrence Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy (London: Macmillan, 
1981). 
5. The crisis over Berlin made it very difficult for the president to consider a formal no-first-use 
announcement. Stewart Alsop reported in an interview Kennedy's belief that "Khrushchev must 
not be certain that, where its vital interests are threatened, the United States will never strike 
first." "Kennedy's Grand Strategy," Saturday Evening Post, March 31, 1962, pp. 11-16. 
6. As McNamara discovered that the Air Force interpreted "no-cities" in the same light, he 
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use for everywhere but Europe. The critical issue for the future would be the 
question of how to respond to all-out challenges by the Soviet Union in 
Western Europe. Halperin's own view was clear: "It is time now for the US 
to move into the position where it feels and asserts that it is prepared to 
defend all of its vital interests against conventional attacks by conventional 
means."7 

When he left office,8 McNamara had not moved from his original formu- 
lation. First nuclear use was unacceptable as a response to all but the most 
extreme of contingencies, but had to be retained for those. In December 1967, 
just before he retired from the Pentagon, NATO adopted the strategy of 
flexible response. At issue had been the extent to which "we should plan on 
the use of nuclear weapons as the main response to non-nuclear aggression." 
McNamara made plain his belief that such a response was incredible and 
therefore ineffective as a deterrent. NATO leaders knew the enormous risks 
involved in the use of tactical nuclear weapons, and Warsaw Pact leaders 
knew they knew-despite the desire of some West European leaders to avoid 
even talking about such matters in the belief that the incredibility of the use 
of nuclear weapons as a "universal deterrent" was a secret. In McNamara's 
formulation, "Soviet leaders probably would not believe that the nations of 
NATO would agree to run the great risk of using nuclear weapons to counter 
a limited form of political or military aggression." If that was the only re- 
sponse NATO had available, then any probing action by the Soviet Union 
would simply lead to a row within NATO over how best to respond. How- 
ever, McNamara did not dispute that NATO must retain an effective tactical 
nuclear capability to "deter the Warsaw Pact from any attempt to seize 
Western Europe by an all-out conventional attack or by using its own tactical 
nuclear weapons." Thus his strictures on the incredibility of tactical nuclear 
weapons for the purposes of deterrence were not absolute and fell short of 
a declaration of no-first-use.9 

began to back away from it. In the book under review he quotes a memorandum he wrote to 
the President in 1962 opposing the USAF's first-strike inclinations: "The Air Force has rather 
supported the development of forces which provide the United States a first-strike capability 
credible to the Soviet Union, as well as to our Allies, by virtue of our ability to limit damage to 
the United States and our Allies to levels acceptable in the light of the circumstances and the 
alternatives available." Robert McNamara, Blundering into Disaster: Survivinig the First Century of 
the Nuclear Age (New York: Pantheon Books, 1986), p. 51. Subsequent references to this book 
will be included parenthetically in the text. 
7. Morton Halperin, "The 'No Cities' Doctrine," The New Republic, October 8, 1962. 
8. By which time Halperin was working for him in the Pentagon. 
9. Robert S. McNamara, The Essence of Security (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1968), pp. 37- 
39. 
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McNamara made no other pronouncements on these matters until he 
retired after thirteen years as President of the World Bank. Then in 1982 he 
co-authored, with three other former senior policymakers, a call for an explicit 
policy of no-first-use.10 The next year he published an article suggesting that, 
in practice, during his tenure in office the United States had been following 
a de facto no-first-use policy: "In long private conversations with successive 
Presidents-Kennedy and Johnson-I recommended, without qualification, 
that they never initiate, under any circumstances, the use of nuclear weap- 
ons. "11 

This claim is repeated in his most recent book which elaborates the position 
taken in this article. Now flexible response has to be recognized as bluff. 
McNamara proposes not only an explicit policy of no-first-use, but that this 
declaration be backed up by reducing nuclear forces to no more than 500 
strategic nuclear weapons with nothing at all to be based among America's 
allies. His central proposition is that war plans and arms control agreements 
should be based on the "belief that nuclear weapons are not usable weapons" 
(p. 111). Halperin, though at the same time more cautious and ingenious in 
his proposals, puts at the center of his book a challenge to the "assumption 
that nuclear warheads are . . . weapons that can be used to fight and win 
wars." He accepts that they "might possibly serve as demonstrations of 
military will and determination," but "they are not weapons because they 
cannot be used to any real advantage on a battlefield without destroying 
what they are intended to defend." They must therefore be called "nuclear 
explosive devices," thus highlighting their lack of military utility. 12 

Before we examine this proposition, two tensions in McNamara's argument 
can be noted. In both cases these arise through interpretation of historical 
experience. First, although he now claims that a de facto no-first-use policy 
was in operation during the early 1960s, he also stresses the subsequent 
growth of Soviet nuclear capability in explaining the need for a de jure policy 
now. It was this that underlined the danger of the retaliatory threat to the 

10. McGeorge Bundy, George F. Kennan, Robert S. McNamara, and Gerard Smith, "Nuclear 
Weapons and the Atlantic Alliance," Foreign Affairs, Vol. 60, No. 4 (Spring 1982), pp. 753-768. 
11. Robert S. McNamara, "The Military Role of Nuclear Weapons: Perceptions and Mispercep- 
tions," Foreign Affairs, Vol. 62, No. 1 (Fall 1983), p. 79. He adds, "I believe they accepted my 
recommendations. " 
12. Morton H. Halperin, Nuclear Fallacy: Dispelling the Myth of Nuclear Strategy (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Ballinger, 1987), pp. xii-xiii. "Devices" seems to me more of a euphemism than "weap- 
ons." What about the honest old phrase-"weapons of mass destruction"? Subsequent refer- 
ences to this book will be included parenthetically in the text. 
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United States and emphasized the unwisdom of the initiation of nuclear 
war. 13 

He does not explain why it required the Soviet nuclear buildup to under- 
mine thoughts of first use. While discussing the October 1962 Cuban missile 
crisis, he argues that qualitative parity is more important than quantitative: 

the "width" of the "band of parity" is very, very great. In 1962 it would have 
made no difference in our behavior whether the ratio had been seventeen to 
one, five to one, or two to one in our favor-or even two to one against us. 
In none of these cases would either we or the Soviets have felt we could use, 
or threaten to use, nuclear power to achieve a political end. (p. 45) 

The relevance of U.S. nuclear superiority to the Cuban missile crisis has been 
a continuing controversy.14 Whatever he may have thought at the time or 
later, McNamara felt it politic to claim only a few months later that U.S. 
superiority had made a difference.15 His sensitivity to appearances while in 
office can be further illustrated by his stress on the value of multiple warheads 
as a method of sustaining U.S. numerical superiority in the face of the Soviet 
strategic buildup of the 1960s.16 

All this perhaps should alert us to a political utility of nuclear weapons 
quite separate from any military utility. The Soviet gain of quantitative parity 

13. It is of note that McNamara is able to call in aid Dr. Henry Kissinger, who was as influential 
during the Nixon/Ford administrations as McNamara was in the Kennedy/Johnson administra- 
tions. In a much-publicized speech in 1979 Kissinger complained that: "The European allies 
should not keep asking us to multiply strategic assurances that we cannot possibly mean, or if 
we do mean, we should not want to execute because if we execute, we risk the destruction of 
civilization." Henry A. Kissinger, "NATO Defense and the Soviet Threat," Survival, November/ 
December 1979, p. 266. If, for the sake of completeness, one includes Secretary of State Christian 
Herter's April 1959 observation: "I cannot conceive of any President engaging in all-out nuclear 
war unless we were in danger of all-out devastation ourselves" (quoted in Alfred Grosser, The 
Western Alliance: European-American Relations since 1945 [London: Macmillan, 1980], p. 173), we 
have an unbroken line taking us through the great days of U.S. nuclear superiority suggesting 
that the U.S. nuclear guarantee to Europe, as elaborated by Herter's predecessor John Foster 
Dulles, meant substantially less than Europeans liked to believe. 
14. As Richard Betts has observed' the central assumption behind U.S. policy at the time testifies 
to the "political salience of change in the balance of nuclear power," and there is evidence that, 
whether consciously or subconsciously, U.S. policymakers sensed that nuclear superiority 
strengthened their hand and that this could well have influenced Soviet policy. Richard K. Betts, 
Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance (Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 1987), p. 122. 
15. He testified to Congress that Khrushchev "knew without any question whatsoever that he 
faced the full military power of the United States, including its nuclear weapons." Cited in Marc 
Trachtenberg, "The Influence of Nuclear Weapons in the Cuban Missile Crisis," Initernatioinal 
Security, Vol. 10, No. 1 (Summer 1985), p. 141. 
16. See Lawrence Freedman, US Intelligence and the Soviet Strategic Threat (London: Macmillan, 
1977), p. 119. 
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encouraged explicit calls in the West for a formal no-first-use declaration in 
the 1980s. If merely by building up numbers the Soviet Union was able to 
persuade the United States that initiating nuclear use would be foolhardy- 
and gave the Soviet leadership confidence in that belief-then it is hard to 
say that those extra Soviet weapons suffered from any law of diminishing 
marginal returns.17 

A second historical observation concerns McNamara's lack of confidence 
that, despite what he says about the inadvisability of first use, the relevant 
decisions will be taken on the basis of prudent judgment. After reviewing 
the Berlin, Cuban, and Middle Eastern crises of the 1960s, he warns that 
while in no case did either side wish to act in such a way as to lead to 
military conflict, in each "lack of information, misinformation, and misjudg- 
ments led to confrontation." Furthermore, as the crises evolved, "tensions 
heightened, emotions rose, and the danger of irrational decisions increased" 
(p. 13).18 We shall return below to the implications of this observation. 

Assessing the Military Utility of Nuclear Weapons 

Is it the case that nuclear warheads have no military utility? It is certainly 
not inevitably true in all circumstances. Existing nuclear munitions could 
destroy critical military targets so as to impede enemy operations severely. 
Mass use of such munitions inevitably creates risks not only of localized 
collateral damage but also of widespread fallout punishing the instigator. 
This is stressed by both McNamara and Halperin. However, the effects from 
a relatively small number of weapons might well be deemed tolerable if, for 
example, an invading force was stopped in its tracks. 

The basis for the proposition that nuclear weapons have no military utility 
is the expectation of retaliation in kind. An exchange of nuclear weapons 
will not necessarily result in a military stalemate, but in terms of death and 
destruction both sides will be considerably worse off. For this reason, the 

17. This is of course not to argue that further deployments would have the same political effect. 
The importance of the Soviet buildup was to remove the inhibitions that the Kremlin felt as a 
result of American nuclear superiority rather than to gain a practical superiority of their own. 
18. Halperin's review of the historical record is incidentally more sanguine. He considers nine- 
teen cases in which nuclear use has been considered, but where nuclear weapons were not 
central to the outcome of any crisis. This has helped erode the credibility of nuclear threats over 
time. Such threats were considered most seriously when seeking to terminate a conflict by 
coercing the enemy, and have been most credible when that enemy could not respond with his 
own nuclear systems. Niuclear Fallacy, pp. 46-47. 
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military case for initial nuclear use has depended on either using this strike 
to disarm the enemy of his means of retaliation or the hope that the enemy 
might be so stunned by the experience that he might well withdraw. In 
principle the requirements for a successful first strike should be calculable. 
If they cannot be met, then no amount of extra nuclear capability will create 
a decisive superiority. 

The trouble with a disarming first strike, or variations based on the idea 
of "decapitation," is that success cannot be guaranteed. The possibility that 
the enemy would not be able to bring himself to retaliate is real but not one 
upon which it would be wise to depend when contemplating a strike. And 
it is not only the first retaliation that should give pause for thought. If each 
strike is followed by a counter-strike, then a process of escalation is set in 
motion, with the ante being upped each time until the most limited of 
demonstration shots has turned into an all-out war. 

This argues for a stress on the nuclear threshold, pushing it up as far as 
possible in military plans and making it hard to cross. For those nervous that 
this might undermine deterrence, the idea of existential deterrence as devel- 
oped by McGeorge Bundy is proving to be extremely attractive: "As long as 
each side has thermonuclear weapons that could be used against the oppo- 
nent, even after the strongest possible preemptive attack, existential deter- 
rence is strong and it rests on uncertainty about what could happen."'19 What 
is attractive is the suggestion that the deterrent effect is almost wholly im- 
pervious to the location and capabilities of nuclear weapons and the doctrines 
that would notionally govern their use. All that is required is the availability 
of some nuclear weapons that could be used in anger. 

Bundy argues that existential deterrence would only be threatened by a 
true challenge to the survivability of strategic forces. Otherwise it is inde- 
pendent of the actual configuration of forces, although Bundy sees no harm 
in a range of options for a retaliatory response. In these terms deterrence 
works independently of policy or declaration and is universal in its applica- 
tion. It might just as well have been called passive deterrence. 

This has proved to be an immensely seductive notion. Not only is it 
intuitively plausible, reinforced by the experience of superpower crises, but 
it also solves the most perplexing problems of nuclear policy by rendering 
them virtually irrelevant. Forces are to be judged by essentially negative 

19. McGeorge Bundy, "The Bishops and the Bomb," The New York Review of Books, June 16, 
1983. 
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criteria: they should not be vulnerable, provocative, disruptive of arms con- 
trol, or prone to accidental detonation. So long as these criteria are met it 
does not matter what is procured, where and in what numbers it is deployed, 
and against what it is targeted. This approach is widely reflected in the 
contemporary liberal critique of nuclear strategy.20 In the rest of this article I 
want to use the two books under review to explore the strengths and weak- 
nesses of this critique. 

Is Existential Deterrence Enough? 

The initiation of a nuclear attack is irrational because of the risk of retaliation. 
But if there is no reason for the Soviet Union to take seriously a NATO first- 
use threat because of its irrationality, why should NATO take seriously the 
Soviet threat of retaliation? If one side actually launches a strike, despite the 
possibility that the enemy's retaliation will render it catastrophically counter- 
productive, then the same problem of disutility applies to the victim's deci- 
sion on whether to launch the retaliatory strike (unless it is assumed that 
the adversary has kept nothing in reserve after his first strike). As a result, 
second use appears less likely and so first use becomes more rational. If each 
successive nuclear volley equally lacks utility (until one side is physically 
incapable of response), then there is no logical motor to the process of 
escalation. 

The problems this creates are illustrated by McNamara's discussion of first 
use. His argument for the irrationality of initial nuclear use supposes that 
escalation thereafter would be wholly irrational, with decisions hampered by 
poor information and disrupted communications, and driven by "unimagin- 
able pressure to avenge . . . losses," fears of the enemy launching an even 
"larger attack at any moment" and stepping up attacks in the hope of forcing 
the "opponent to capitulate" rather than surrendering oneself (p. 35). Instead 
of providing horrific and sobering evidence of the foolishness of continued 
exchanges, the peculiar conditions of an ongoing nuclear conflict would en- 
courage further exchanges. The motor to escalation is not so much that 
nuclear use becomes rational but that there will be a loss of control-both 
emotional and physical. But while nuclear war is not conducive to rational 
decision-making, it would be possible to remain quite clear-headed while 

20. See, for example, Robert Jervis, The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1984). 
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only conventional war is under way, which is why the nuclear threat is 
incredible. 

Might it not be the case, however, that all these factors making for irra- 
tionality might make themselves felt prior to initial nuclear use? In fact, 
following his review of historical experience cited earlier, McNamara makes 
exactly that point: "It is correct to say that no well-informed, coolly rational 
political or military leader is likely to initiate the use of nuclear weapons. But 
political and military leaders, in moments of severe crisis, are likely to be 
neither well informed nor coolly rational" (pp. 13-14).21 When considering 
the Soviet Union, McNamara does see a fear of being caught by initial nuclear 
use (even though it would make no military difference) propelling Moscow, 
for apparently rational reasons: 

to initiate nuclear war themselves. If the Soviets believe that NATO would 
indeed carry out its nuclear threat once it decided to go to war-whether as 
a matter of deliberate choice or because the realities of the battlefield would 
give the Alliance no choice-the Soviets would have virtually no incentive 
not to initiate nuclear war themselves. (p. 118) 

Moreover, one of McNamara's rare discussions of targeting is of NATO by 
the Soviet Union for the purposes of damage limitation (p. 33). But he never 
suggests that preemptive attacks would make any sense for NATO. Nor does 
he provide grounds for believing that these Soviet preemptive attacks would 
succeed in seriously reducing damage. Unless preemption ensures that the 
damage from the inevitable retaliatory attack would be extraordinarily slight 
compared with what would have happened without preemption, then it has 
no utility. It avoids a possible attack of great severity-but at the cost of 
making an attack of only slightly less severity (and possibly more) highly 
probable. There is no more reason for NATO to be influenced by the credibility 
of Soviet preemption than there is for the Soviet Union to be influenced by 
the risk of Western use in the first place. 

Of course, turning the argument around, there is good reason for both 
sides to take seriously the possibility that in the intensity and uncertainty of 
conventional war the enemy might resort to nuclear attacks. This does not 
help the case for a no-first-use declaration. Rather the opposite, for such a 
declaration may obscure the real risks of nuclear tragedy inherent in any 
clash of arms. In a prolonged and intensive superpower confrontation, po- 

21. See also p. 114: "What may look like a reckless gamble in more tranquil times might be seen 
[in a crisis] as a reasonable risk." 
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litical judgment will become steadily warped. Given military moves could be 
influenced as much by considerations of desperation and vengeance as a 
rational assessment of military utility. In a situation getting out of control, 
questions of controlled use become beside the point. Thus while the use of 
individual nuclear weapons may achieve little of immediate benefit, the 
prospect that they just might be used will exercise a substantial influence on 
military policy in the later stages of a crisis or the early stages of a war. 

This, of course, is our old friend existential deterrence. McNamara addresses 
this argument, finding its exposition somewhat easier than its refutation 
(p. 115). One might expect him to favor it, for it creates room to reduce 
arsenals and address the risk of accidental war. For this reason Halperin does 
align himself with the existentialists: "no matter what steps the United States 
takes, there will remain some risk that it will stumble into nuclear war with 
the Soviet Union. This unalterable possibility will induce Soviet caution even 
if the United States redesigns its strategic posture so as to reduce the risk of 
accidental nuclear war" (pp. 85-86). However, this appears as an unavoid- 
able-almost unwanted-bonus. He warns against relying on this possibility, 
and certainly against steps to exacerbate it (p. 107). 

McNamara is even less of an existentialist. He finds it difficult to come to 
terms with this argument, for he recognizes that it creates a deterrent value 
for nuclear weapons beyond that which might be suggested by their notional 
military utility. He is thus more impressed by the 95 percent probability that 
nuclear use would not be authorized than the 5 percent possibility that it 
might,22 which provides the basis for existentialism. McNamara reasserts that 
presidential control means that, whatever is feared, presidential decisions to 
use nuclear weapons remain incredible whether the relevant weapons are 
deployed close to the combat zone or beyond. He then switches the argument 
away from the deterrent effect of making a first use threat to the actual costs 
of implementing it-the consequential death and destruction among those 
being defended and the likelihood of Soviet retaliation and possibly preemp- 
tion; and then on to the costs of preparing to implement it: the divisive 
nature of the issue within the alliance, the reduced preparedness for con- 
ventional war, the special security provisions required, the distortions in 
military planning, and the overhanging risk that it will bring about the very 
nuclear war it is designed to prevent. 

22. No significance should be attached to the 95 percent/5 percent division of probability except 
that one is very large and the other is very small. 
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The more one probes McNamara's analysis, the more the 5 percent risk of 
use looms larger. But he does not draw the deterrer's confidence from this. 
This 5 percent represents a challenge to be reduced through reason and 
policy. McNamara is a rational man who is fearful of the consequences of 
irrationality. The problem in practice is not that nuclear threats are incredible, 
but that they are only too credible, and make it more likely that any war 
would lead to a disaster. 

To the extent that the nuclear threat has deterrent value, it is because it 
increases the risk that nuclear weapons will be used in the event of war. The 
location of nuclear weapons in what would be forward parts of the battlefield; 
the associated development of operational plans assuming the early use of 
nuclear weapons; the possibility that release authority would be delegated 
to field commanders prior to the outset of war-these factors and many 
others would lead to a higher probability that if war actually began in Europe, 
it would soon turn into a nuclear conflagration. (pp. 118-119) 

Thus McNamara cannot follow through his logic. The lack of utility of nuclear 
use means that one might expect that in war nuclear warheads simply would 
not be used and so therefore surplus capacity is simply wasteful. But in 
practice his argument is that we should place less reliance upon them because 
otherwise they might very well get used. 

Halperin endorses McNamara's view that NATO still does not know how 
to win a war with nuclear devices or to continue to fight on the battlefield 
once they are used, without destroying the country being defended in the 
process. The alliance is therefore forced to rely on the threat of escalation. 
This has required the integration of nuclear weapons with conventional 
forces-to the detriment of the flexibility and effectiveness of the latter and 
even increasing the risk of nuclear war in a crisis. 

Accordingly he proposes sharpening the distinction between nuclear and 
conventional forces. Halperin acknowledges that it is consistent with this 
view to still accept the possibility for first use, so long as the intention is 
only to coerce the enemy through fear of future use rather than to achieve a 
military breakthrough. His own inclination is clearly not to use the things at 
all: a "no-first-use policy would be a natural outgrowth of the acceptance of 
this approach" (p. 57). This policy is seen less in terms of a formal declaration 
than a planning assumption: "America should assess its commitments to 
defend allies on the assumption that nuclear devices do not exist and that 
threats of nuclear first use are unlikely to be effective" (p. 57). 
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To facilitate this, the nuclear devices should be held separately from the 
conventional military establishments with their own tight command and 
control arrangements. Those for use in Europe should be in a separate 
specialist structure, directly under SACEUR. This would leave the other 
military services to the business of preparing for conventional wars. In de- 
signing the forces themselves he puts emphasis on survivability and non- 
provocation, which leads to the suggestion of: "a force consisting of small, 
single-warhead ballistic missiles deployed in deep underground silos and in 
both deep- and shallow-water small submarines. This force would be com- 
plemented by cruise missiles deployed on bombers, which cannot penetrate 
Soviet air space quickly, and on submarines" (p. 79). In contrast to Mc- 
Namara, he is prepared for devices to be deployed somewhere in the Euro- 
pean theater, though for reasons of survivability there is a strong argument 
for having them out to sea (p. 95). Several hundred would be enough. Like 
McNamara he is more concerned with reducing the risk of accidental nuclear 
use than sustaining the credibility of the deterrent threat. More than Mc- 
Namara he is quite content if, despite his best efforts, a modicum of existen- 
tial deterrence remains. 

Issues of targeting have little place in arguments that depend on either the 
complete lack of utility of any nuclear strikes or on the notorious irrationality 
of war to give credibility to nuclear threats whose implementation would 
otherwise appear wholly irrational. These questions are only central to those 
who believe, unlike these two authors, that the quality of deterrence is a 
function of the quality of nuclear war plans. It is hard to develop a fallback 
position for the failure of a policy designed to avoid fighting a nuclear war, 
and premised on the belief that a nuclear war plan is a contradiction in terms. 
Few of the existentially inclined have improved on the view that, once the 
nuclear exchanges begin, the objective of policy should be to terminate the 
whole dreadful business as soon as possible and that targeting should be 
geared to that end.23 

It is not that those who believe in the need for credible nuclear war plans 
have produced anything more compelling, from which our existentialists 
might draw.24 The tendency has been to encourage the development of 

23. Leon Wieseltier, "When Deterrence Fails," Foreign Affairs, Vol. 63, No. 4 (Spring 1985), pp. 
827-847. 
24. They are unlikely, for example, to get much help from the latest effort in this direction: 

This content downloaded from 82.132.228.222 on Wed, 23 Sep 2015 14:26:12 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



International Security 13:1 | 190 

flexible targeting options, rather than commit future political leaders to a 
particular course of action. This trend reflects in part developments in com- 
mand and control arrangements that extend the range of choice and then 
allow the actual choice to be delayed until the last possible moment. But it 
also reflects an inability to choose in advance because of the difficulty of 
explaining why one particular set of targets will make more sense than any 
other. 

Our authors do not seem bothered by the thought that actual targets might 
have military relevance. While Halperin takes us further than McNamara in 
terms of the design and organization of forces, he has little to say about 
targeting, except that it can involve more than a simple threat to cities: "The 
United States could maintain the capability to attack a range of targets in- 
cluding theater forces, industrial capacity, and even missile silos. All that 
would be eschewed is the ability to attack all or most of the Soviet strategic 
forces quickly" (p. 77).25 In Europe "the most likely targets would be Warsaw 
Pact reserve units and air bases." Even a limited nuclear war might be fought: 
"In order to deal with unexpected contingencies, the separate NATO nuclear 
command should have plans to fire on a variety of targets, including Warsaw 
Pact forces conducting military operations in Europe. It should be remem- 
bered at all times, however, that the sole purpose of firing nuclear explosive 
devices is to signal determination and will, not to fight a tactical nuclear war" 
(p. 111). 

It is hard to believe that this fine distinction will be appreciated in these 
conditions, or that there will appear to be any pressing reason to sustain it, 
once the original intention of avoiding nuclear war has failed. In addition, 
the assumption that counterforce is tolerable only at the theater level stim- 
ulates the standard European anxiety to the effect that Americans only believe 
a nuclear war to have "gone critical" at the point when superpower territory 
is touched. This becomes even more difficult when one starts to describe 
nuclear strikes as a means of signalling determination and will. This raises 
the question "determination and will about what?"-the political objectives 
for which one went to war in the first place. 

"The Report of the Commission On Integrated Long-Term Strategy," Discrimliante Deterrenice 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, January 1988). 
25. If the president ordered an attack in retaliation, he might not find available missile silos or 
command systems but he could still "order attacks on Soviet industrial targets, such as oil fields, 
or on Soviet general deployments. The strategic force planners would be instructed to develop 
a range of options, including strikes on cities" (p. 87). 
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The Problem of Extended Deterrence 

This brings us to the most difficult problem of all. Will the Soviet leaders 
allow the mere possibility of nuclear engagement to govern their actions, 
even if they judge that the United States has more incentive than they do to 
bow out of a confrontation? 

The strategic utility of nuclear threats and attacks depends on the political 
objectives to be served. The side with a higher stake in the outcome of a 
confrontation will be more inclined to take extreme steps. This is why it is 
normally assumed that a greater credibility attaches to threats to use nuclear 
weapons in response to mortal blows directed against one's own country 
than if the blows are directed against allies. For the United States any mortal 
blows would inevitably be nuclear. This creates few problems with the idea 
that nuclear weapons should only deter other nuclear weapons. 

For America's allies the problem is different. They face serious nonnuclear 
threats. Most of them depend on the United States to counter not only these 
but also the nuclear threats. Hence, not only do West Europeans face a 
conventional threat that the United States is spared, but also the nuclear 
threat they face is more troubling. As they depend on another country to 
retaliate on their behalf, there are unavoidable doubts as to whether nuclear 
use would appear rational even though the first nuclear step had already 
been taken. There thus remains a problem with extended deterrence in the 
nuclear area that cannot be solved by demonstrating that an adequate re- 
sponse can be found to the conventional threat. This is why it has been 
argued that extended nuclear deterrence requires the physical presence of 
American weapons in Europe so as to increase the likelihood that some will 
be used, probably despite Washington's better judgment. 

This raises the interesting question of the relationship between existential 
and extenzded deterrence. Bundy does not pretend that existential deterrence 
can do everything. In explaining the importance of not taking the nuclear 
balance too seriously, he points out that other forms of Soviet influence as 
well as the situation on the spot may provide opportunities for Soviet mis- 
behavior. For those dependent upon nuclear guarantees the point at which 
existential deterrence ceases to apply is obviously of some interest. Whether 
or not the location of the weapons constitutes an effective response to the 
problem (our authors argue that it is not), there is clearly a problem in that 
the geopolitical stakes for the Soviet Union in Central Europe are naturally 
considered to be higher than those for the United States, and this creates an 
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asymmetry in the risks that the respective countries might be expected to 
run in the event of an armed clash in the region.26 

McNamara's response to the view that West European leaders may feel 
reassured about the U.S. commitment because U.S. nuclear weapons are 
based in Europe is that there is no logical reason why they should (in that 
any decision on use would be the same decision to the same U.S. president 
wherever they were based). However even if they do make NATO leaders 
feel more comfortable this is still a policy of unacceptable risk: "surely we 
have not become so sanguine about the risks of the arms race that we can 
afford to convey political signals with weapons of mass destruction" (p. 75). 

Halperin acknowledges that the credibility of the U.S. nuclear deterrent 
might be reduced by these proposals, but argues that there are other ways 
of deterring Soviet attack, and even if this were not the case it is quite 
unacceptable, "given that the survival of the planet is at risk, to rely on a 
doomsday machine linked to a roulette wheel to defend American interests" 
(p. 85). West Europeans should not object to measures designed to prevent 
accidental war, or to reduce Soviet incentives to preempt or strike first to 
gain advantage. Unfortunately, "some Europeans (including some political 
leaders) regard the nuclear devices there as a kind of 'security blanket.' They 
believe their safety depends on the Soviet belief that an invasion of Western 
Europe would automatically lead to a nuclear attack on the Soviet homeland" 
(p. 89). The reluctance to relinquish this blanket he suggests results from an 
assumption, which he does not share, that the Soviet Union has strong 
political incentives to invade Western Europe, with a confidence in its ability 
to win a quick victory which is only frustrated by the credibility of NATO's 
threat to use nuclear weapons. 

However unwarranted the fears of NATO, it is better to pander to them 
in the form of maintaining a large military establishment in Europe than to 
sustain a doomsday machine. This leads to a critical conclusion: "the first 
debate about altering NATO strategy and deployments must occur in the 
United States. If America is to have any hope of moving the Europeans to 
accept the posture suggested here, it must first come to grips with the need 
to commit itself to stationing substantial numbers of its forces in Europe for 
the indefinite future. It must accept that Europe will not be able to defend 
itself against the Soviet Union" (pp. 113-114). 

26. Bundy deals with this problem by arguing that peace in Europe is maintained by the whole 
range of consequences that would follow from aggression. 
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Although Halperin has interesting things to say about the European polit- 
ical scene, especially with regard to the special position of Germany, his 
presentation of NATO orthodoxy tends to caricature. The reason why many 
Europeans have been relaxed about nuclear deterrence is precisely because 
they do not feel that it is about to be subjected to any dire challenge, and 
that its logical flaws do not matter desperately. Existential deterrence is 
functioning satisfactorily. If Europeans get nervous with the trend in Amer- 
ican thinking, represented as much these days by the Reagan administration 
as by the authors discussed here, it is that the key to this form of deterrence 
is seen to be less in the quality of any guidelines for nuclear operations than 
in the link between possible nuclear use and the security threat. It is therefore 
perfectly acceptable to seek to reduce the risk of accidental nuclear war 
through stronger command and control structures, to which there can be 
few objections in principle. The concern is with any attempt to reduce this 
risk by qualifying security commitments-leading to the detachment of 
American military power from Europe. 

It may not therefore be the case that the first debate about altering NATO 
strategy and deployments should take place in the United States. First must 
come a reassessment by Europeans of exactly what is required to sustain 
confidence in the U.S. security commitment. It may be that the limits to 
existential deterrence can be defined by formal treaty commitments and the 
stationing of American troops in Europe. Halperin is undoubtedly correct 
that withdrawal of those forces would be taken as tantamount to a loss of 
strategic interest in Europe. But this still leaves the problem of the U.S. 
response to the Soviet nuclear threat to Europe, and a policy that seems 
driven by the desire to reduce the risk of nuclear war to the United States at 
all costs is hardly going to be comforting to Europeans. In this sense the 
problem of irrational retaliation, which is skated over by McNamara and 
Halperin, is a serious one for West Europeans.27 

Conclusions 

Robert McNamara has long argued that one cannot fashion a credible deter- 
rent out of an incredible action. Fle said this in the 1960s, and he has said it 

27. It is fair to point out that the continuing stress by West Europeans on the conventional 
threat posed by the Warsaw Pact in justifying nuclear deterrence has tended to obscure the 
nuclear threat. One can also note that if Halperin is prepared to station troops in Europe 
indefinitely for reasons that have as much to do with symbolism as actual defense, then why 
not station nuclear forces for similar reasons? 
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again more recently.28 The same view has been taken by those who believe 
that credible nuclear options do exist, and that we eschew them at our peril. 
If we have nothing sensible to do should deterrence fail, then deterrence will 
surely fail. The difference is that McNamara has long been convinced that 
there can be no sensible nuclear answers to this problem-only conventional 
answers. 

Yet deterrence is about risk rather than certainty. It can operate even if the 
possibility of nuclear use is extremely small, given that the consequences of 
use would be so horrendous. Risk is unavoidable in that the circumstances 
in which the relevant decisions would be taken would not be conducive to 
rational decision-making. This encourages the existentialist conclusion: the 
mere existence of nuclear weapons constitutes sufficient risk. 

The existentialist conclusion is not wholly reassuring. Concern that the 
risk might be faced because of a failure of control systems rather than a 
failure of deterrence has led to a recent stress, reflected in the work of both 
McNamara and Halperin, on the threat of accidental nuclear use. This has 
led to proposals for tightening up control procedures and reducing the scope 
for fatal misunderstandings at time of crisis. It is, however, only the threat 
of loss of control or the creeping irrationality of decision-making that gives 
existential deterrence its credibility. 

The same tendency is relied upon to render first use foolish in that it gives 
weight to the presumption of retaliation. Otherwise retaliation can be por- 
trayed as being equally foolish. It is arguable that decisions on whether to 
use nuclear weapons or not, first or second, would be governed by assump- 
tions regarding the resolve of the belligerents and their stakes in the outcome 
of the conflict. Hence the concern that retaliation on behalf of an ally might 
well appear as being more foolish than an initial attack against those allies. 

If existential deterrence is to be extended to allies, it therefore depends on 
more than risk but also a clear security commitment to the area of conflict. 
It may not be that location of a nuclear system is itself logically so important 
(although it is hard to argue that it is wholly irrelevant), but at the very least 
the political authorities controlling the nuclear weapons/devices must be 
wholly committed to the conflict. In this sense Halperin is correct to suggest 

28. "The United States has been firmly of the view that the threat of an incredible action is not 
an effective deterrent." McNamara, The Essenice of Security, p. 37. "One cannot build a credible 
deterrent on an incredible action." Bluniderintg into Disaster, p. 114. 
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that the critical requirement for deterrence is substantial U.S. forces in Eu- 
rope, not simply to ensure that there is no pressure to resort to first use 
because of conventional disaster, but because only participation in a major 
conventional war on the continent could create the conditions in which U.S. 
nuclear use would be at all conceivable. If existential deterrence is to be 
extended, then the deterrent must be seen to exist. 
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