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The role of ideas – understood as roadmaps for policy decisions – is a cornerstone of the ongoing 
debate between reflexivist and rationalist, interest-based explanations of policy making. Cases 
supporting the reflexivist argument often feature crisis events after which new ideas swept away 
old policy ideas and interests alike, the epitome being the rise of Keynesianism after World War 
II. Unlike economic policy, national security policy is a ‖hard case‖ for theorizing as there seems 
to be little or no room for ideas in determining policies that are designed to further the national 
interest. National security seems bureaucratic, materialist, rational and interest-based. 
The field of deterrence strategy offers an interesting exception: faced with the policy vacuum the 
development of nuclear weapons introduced (the nuclear revolution) the US military turned to 
civilian scientists to construct policies that were previously the exclusive domain of soldiers. 
These experts, relying on the authority of the scientific method en lieu of practical knowledge 
proposed concepts that form the backbone of deterrence theorizing. Despite, in Emanuel Adler‘s 
words, the imaginary aspects of nuclear theory, these ideas became reified concepts of traditional 
security thinking as nuclear deterrence strategy gradually became synonymous with security 
policy-making. What is curious is that the naturality of these ideas remains unquestioned after the 
end of the Cold War, and the concepts themselves are transplanted into other issue areas, such as 
cybersecurity. 
The paper reconstructs the taken-for-grantedness of deterrence theory through a selection of 
hallmark RAND research on war limitation in the early 1960s, using a contextual, discursive 
institutionalist framework. It seeks to answer the question of how the specific construction and 
institutionalization of these ideas makes them impermeable to criticism despite a clear lack of 
conformity to the scientific method reified within deterrence theory. 
 
 

 

 
he role of ideas in policymaking is a crucial point of the debate between 

reflexivist and rationalist-materialist explanations of bureaucratic politics. Cases 

supporting the reflexivist argument often feature crisis events after which new 

ideas swept away old policy ideas and interests alike, the epitome being the rise of 

Keynesianism after World War II. Unlike economic policy, national security policy is a 

‖hard case‖ for theorizing as there seems to be little or no room for ideas in determining 

policies that are designed to further the national interest. National security seems 

bureaucratic, materialist, rational and interest-based. The field of deterrence strategy and 

theory, however, offers an interesting exception. Faced with the perceived policy vacuum 

the development of nuclear weapons ushered in the early Cold War, the US military turned 

to civilian scientists who later became known as ―defense rationalists‖, to construct policies 

that were previously the exclusive domain of soldiers.  

 

T 
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Defense rationalists vocally relied on the authority of the scientific method en lieu of 

practical knowledge and figured prominently in the development of the Air Force‘s 

Strategic Air Command‘s (SAC) Cold War strategies, proposing concepts that form the 

backbone of deterrence theorizing to this day. Nuclear deterrence as conceptualized by 

these analysts gradually became synonymous with nuclear strategy making, and it left a 

lasting influence on Strategic Studies as a discipline. Ideas such as second strike deterrence, 

vulnerability or counterforce, i.e. the targeting of enemy forces in a nuclear war, framed the 

strategy debate during the Cold War. Despite, in Emanuel Adler‘s (1992) words, the 

imaginary aspects of nuclear theory, these ideas became reified concepts of traditional 

security thinking. What is curious is that the naturality of these ideas remains unquestioned 

after the end of the Cold War. Meanwhile, the methods developed – or improved – at 

RAND and similar institution, most importantly game theory and systems analysis, 

contributed to the general ―scientific revolution‖ first in economics and subsequently in the 

wider social sciences. (Amadae, 2003) IR is no exception: interdisciplinary conceptual 

contaminations such as ―games‖, ―rationality‖, ―self-interest‖ and ―utility maximization‖ 

are also the buzz words of mainstream security studies. 

Despite convincing arguments about the theory‘s anachronism in the post-Cold War world, 

its ideological roots (Klein, 1994) and even its gender bias (Cohn, 1987), deterrence 

theory‘s logic seems inescapable. Debates are self-referential, conceptual conflicts are 

recreated, outside criticism is marginalized as non-scientific, and contemporary ―re-

thinkers‖ of deterrence ―refine‖ basic ideas rather than exceeding them. Perhaps the most 

prevalent example for the latter phenomenon are the predominantly realist literature on 

deterring rogue states and terrorists (Levi, 2004) and the treatment of the missile defense 

debate. (Glaser & Fetter, 2001) But the prevalence of Cold War deterrence thinking is not 

confined to university halls and academic conferences: it can be found at the negotiating 

table for the New START treaty and in the Nuclear Posture Review of the Obama 

administration, lending these old ideas direct policy relevance. Moreover, the modes of 

reasoning embedded in defense rationalism have been or are being transplanted into other 

policy fields, be it the policies of the World Bank (Allan, 2013) or cyberdefense (Libicki, 

2009). Thus it is not just the concepts themselves: as part of the policymaking tradition in 
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the US, dating back to the McNamara years, defense rationalism also has influenced how 

American decisionmakers construct policies and how they evaluate them. 

Reifying deterrence as the covering law of nuclear conflict and accepting either side of the 

debate as starting points for criticism does not enable us to overcome the mode of 

reasoning inherent to the theory. However, tracing the problems of deterrence theory not to 

its big debates, but to its initial institutionalization through intellectual centers such as the 

RAND corporation, the quintessential defense rationalist hub, draws attention to the 

idiosyncracy and historical contingency of defense rationalist thought, with the pivotal 

question being how a novel and highly abstract approach with often arrogant claims to 

scientific authority could overturn the heavily institutionalized, experience-rooted practices 

of the US Air Force. Deterrence theory to this day seems commonsensical – something just 

makes these ideas ―sound right‖ to us. Yet the mere presence of nuclear weapons does not 

necessitate the strategy of nuclear deterrence, or at the very least, not necessarily along the 

ideas devised by defense rationalism, and indeed, the marriage of these two traditions – 

military and scientific – was not without conflict. Method and language, with all their 

implications, seem to be the key to defense rationalist legacy. Therefore, this paper 

reconstructs the taken-for-grantedness of deterrence theory through the example of the 

interservice rivalry on ―counter-city finite deterrence‖ and ―counterforce/no-cities‖ 

strategies in the late 1950s and early 1960s. It demonstrates how a policy idea, 

counterforce, supplied by defense rationalists, was methodically rendered persuasive for an 

Air Force facing a series of dilemmas that threatened to deligitimize its bureaucratic 

position vis-à-vis its service rivals. The interservice rivalry on counterforce targeting shows 

how the specific construction of defense rationalist policy ideas and the language that was 

used to convey them rendered them exceptionally suitable for discursive coalition-building. 

(Hajer, 1995) The paper conceptualizes defense rationalism as a ―field of knowledge‖ that 

emerged from the need to understand the meaning of the atomic bomb, a technological 

innovation. As such a field, it constitutes a particular discourse which formed claims about 

the nature and meaning of reality, with led to particular policy implications and helped 

constitute the very world it sought to analyze. (Williams 1992)  
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DISCOURSE AND INSTITUTIONS 

Analyzing the persuasiveness of expert ideas in a rigid bureaucratic environment invites a 

discursive institutionalist approach. Discursive institutionalism (DI) shares the humanism 

of interpretative approaches – it delegates a prominent role to agency in its explanation of 

institutional change, thereby challenging the traditional structural and status quo bias that is 

characteristic of new institutionalism. (Schmidt, 2008) It understands institutions as context 

– policy is not just about the ideas and the texts that carriers them, but also about the 

institutional context that shapes their dissemination via discourse. (Schmidt, 2010) For DI, 

institutions are no longer external rule following structures, but are rather simultaneously 

structures and constructs internal to agents whose ―background ideational abilities‖ within 

a given meaning context explain how institutions are created and exist, as actors use these 

abilities to make sense of the world and act upon it. These abilities are not reducible to 

individuals but are intersubjective. Background ideational abilities differ from background 

knowledge understood as unquestioned ways of behaving (Adler & Pouliot, 2011), rather, 

they share their characteristics with traditions in that they are an ―influence on people‖, not 

constitutive of their beliefs. (Bevir, 2010) They guide institutional behavior, but when 

under challenge, they can be adjusted by reflexive agency. 

―Foreground discursive abilities‖ in turn explain how institutions themselves change and 

persist. They refer to peoples‘ ability to reflect on and think outside the institutions in 

which they continue to act, critically approach and problematize them, and to persuade 

themselves as well as others to change their beliefs about their institutions (background 

ideational abilities), and then take action to change them. (Schmidt, 2010: 16) Translated to 

the vocabulary of interpretivism, foreground discursive abilities manifest in discursive 

strategies, ways in which agents ―seek to frame and present particular themes, issues and 

arguments with a view to shaping the context of political debate in a manner that is 

considered to be most conducive to the attainment of their objectives.‖ (Kettell, 2012: 3) 

The representational practices that foreground discursive abilities carry are crucial sources 

of power: they entail power relations and therefore become sites of contestation. (Weldes, 

1998) In this conceptualization, the political power and influence of experts such as 

defense rationalists fundamentally differs from that of ―traditional‖ actors of bureaucratic 
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politics: they primarily exert influence on representational practices through their (expert) 

ideas, which frame the problem itself, construe power relations by assigning policy roles, 

list acceptable policy practices and, of course, define the universe of possible future policy 

problems. Therefore, a discursive institutionalist approach to policy-making also implies 

that experts are not only interested in the success (implementation) of particular policy 

proposals, but also in the dissemination of their policy beliefs, which interpretivism 

captures under the concept of tradition. 

What truly sets DI apart from other forms of institutionalism and makes it suitable for 

denaturalizing expert ideas is the micro-theory it offers for understanding idea-driven 

institutional change. For DI, the selection mechanism of expert ideas is far from automatic 

– ideas that serve as the basis of policies are not necessarily the ―best‖ (most rational or 

normatively preferred). Thus, scientific policies do not necessarily provide a higher level of 

social goods than traditional politics, itself often considered to be ―cynical‖ and 

―ineffective‖. Instead, experts are constantly engaged in a rhetorical struggle for discursive 

hegemony, shaping their own ideas to better fit the policy environment. This struggle for 

discursive hegemony is captured through the concept of persuasiveness (initially 

conceptualized in Hall, 1989): actors need to render their ideas persuasive for relevant 

audiences in order turn them into the blueprints of institutions. Persuasiveness for DI is not 

merely a cognitive aspect (c.f. Adler, 1992) — it entails a fit between the new idea and 

relevant historical experience, existing ideas and policies and the interests (understood as 

subjective beliefs) of key actors in the policy making process.1 Such factors are embodied 

for example in the traditions of relevant audiences, such as those of the policy expert 

community, the bureaucracy or the policymaking/political elite.  

Persuasion in such an environment is never an automatic process: discursive influence has 

a strong rhetorical element. In this realm of constant arguing, bargaining and deliberation, 

the ―modes of reasoning‖ ideas carry is crucial: content and form both matter. Policy ideas 

carried in texts offer certain ways of communicating, measures of validity, causal beliefs 

and so on. They rely on storylines/narratives, symbols, metaphors and other semiotic tools 

to convey meaning. Such tools can be used to argue and persuade (in the rhetorical sense), 
                                                           
1 A similar point is made in by Adler (1992: 124): not necessarily the best ideas are selected but those that fit 
the  interests of policymakers and have ―passed the test of domestic politics.‖  
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but they will also contribute to setting the boundaries of the discourse relevant to a 

particular policy field. Through these elements, previously unproblematized discourses and 

traditions can be invoked, thereby extending the scope of the original policy discourse. A 

correspondence of methods between a policy idea and a respected scientific discipline, for 

example, can thus imbue actors familiar with the new discourse with an epistemological 

edge.  

In the following, I will present the two traditions, the reconciliation of which was a 

necessary requirement for the institutionalization of defense rationalism. 

 

“PEACE THROUGH STRENGTH – VICTORY THROUGH DEVASTATION”2 

The Air Force is the youngest service of the US Armed Forces, gaining its institutional 

independence in 1947. Its creation coincided with the beginning of the Cold War and the 

atomic age, and the service sought to define its own role in national defense within this 

context. The organizational tradition Air Force commanders could draw upon offered 

interpretations of what the Cold War is, what strategy entails, who practices it, how it is 

made, which policy options are possible, and what role civilians and scientists might play 

in strategy making. As its conceptual link, the tradition incorporated common 

Clausewitzian guidelines, but also had its own specific conceptual roots in the theoretical 

work of pioneers of aviation such as Giulio Douhet or Billy Mitchell, most importantly the 

proposition that strategic air power is both the symbol and the embodiment of the 

American way of conducting (nuclear) war. (Gray, 1981: 602)  

The raison d‘être of a strategic air force originates in Douhet‘s Command of the Air where 

he argued that the age of aviation rewrote the means of warfare, rendering the enemy 

hinterland vulnerable to attack even if his land and naval forces are in tact. (Brodie, 1955) 

All strategic concepts developed by the US Air Force reflected this ―one elemental and 

irrefutable truth‖ that ―the most influential element in international conflict is the 

application, or threat of application, of overwhelming destructive power. The aerospace is, 

                                                           
2 Popular slogan of the US Strategic Air Command (SAC). 
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by its nature, the dominant medium for such application.‖3 Theory was married to 

experience in World War II: the Air Force saw the strategic bombing of German and 

Japanese cities as a crucial contribution to Allied victory. Thus the doctrine was beyond 

doubt, ―any weakness and fault [lay] in the manner in which [it has] been applied‖4  

The belief in the effectiveness of strategic bombing in crippling the enemy‘s economy and 

his ―will to fight‖ was one of the major rationales behind the creation of an independent 

organization in the first place. This air of exceptionality not only helped the Air Force in 

securing a leading role in the postwar national security establishment as the service capable 

of delivering the A-bomb, but also defined its understanding of general (nuclear) war and 

the role of air forces in it. In terms of strategy, the Air Force assumed that World War III 

would resemble the previous conflict, an all-out-war that would be primarily fought 

through massive bombing campaigns targeting enemy cities. The nuclear revolution thesis, 

i.e. the argument that atomic weapons have rendered war obsolete and deterrence essential 

(Brodie, 1946), has not entered Air Force thinking until well into the mid-1950s. As its first 

Chief of Staff, General Hoyt Vandenberg put it: the bomb did not ―alter our basic concept 

of aerial warfare. It has given us an additional weapon.‖5 Offense and defense were linked 

in the concept of a dominant force: offense would target the enemy war-making capacity 

(―countervalue‖), while defense would mean the destruction of the Soviet military 

(―counterforce‖).  This destruction would be carried out in a so-called ―Sunday Punch‖, a 

massive retaliatory attack that would hit Soviet cities, military installations and advancing 

troops alike.6 This strategy was presented as the operational translation of containment and 

massive retaliation, and the core of the Air Force‘s approach to fighting a nuclear war.7 The 

requirements of the plan defined Air Force interests by created a massive and expanding 

                                                           
3 The Relationship Between Past and Present Strategic and Tactical Concepts. Prepared by the Doctrine 
Division of the Research Studies Institute, Air University. June 1961. Library of Congress, Manuscript 
Divison, Curtis E. LeMay Papers, Box 185.  
4 Ibid. 
5 The Air Force and Deterrence 1945-1950. Prepared for the USAF Historical Division Liaison Office by 
George F. Lemmer, June 1963. Digital National Security Archives, p. 32. 
6 Sunday Punch involved three sets of targets: BRAVO (military installations), ROMEO (troop 
concentrations) and DELTA (industry i.e. urban centers) with city targeting as the main focus. (Rosenberg, 
1983) 
7 Interestingly, elements of this aspect of the Air Force tradition still remains. Frequent calls for ―bombing 
Afghanistan back to the stone age‖ in 2001 can be traced back to a remark by General LeMay with reference 
to the bombing of North Vietnam 
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need for more and better weapons in order to maintain numerical and technological 

superiority. 

The Air Force‘s Strategic Air Command (SAC) stood out from this institutional structure. 

Charged with carrying out the strategic bombing campaign, SAC spearheaded the postwar 

national defense structure, and it was commonly held that its infamous and charismatic 

commander, General Curtis E. LeMay, had ―without any qualification, the most vital 

military mission of any man in the world.‖8 SAC‘s institutional primacy due to its role was 

further solidified with Truman‘s budget cuts that shifted funds away from conventional 

weapons towards nuclear bombs. Since SAC was the service capable of delivering these 

weapons, it could muster a narrative that depicted the Command as ―the nation‘s and the 

free world‘s main deterrent to war.‖9 This narrative could be turned against the US Navy, 

the major loser of the budget cuts, by arguing that weakening SAC—i.e. not giving SAC 

the weapons it considers necessary—would seriously jeopardize the security of the US and 

its allies. Whereas other services were bound by petty parochial interests, the belief held, 

the Air Force truly catered for national security. 

The Air Force, and SAC in particular, fancied themselves as technologically cutting-edge, 

precise, highly trained elite forces10 that could act as a deterrent force-in-being, but if 

deterrence failed, could also become a ―primary instrument for winning the war.‖11 

Reliance on scientific advice both in applied and basic research was also a crucial element 

in the Air Force‘s organizational tradition. Long range manned bombers, nuclear bombs 

and ballistic missiles were all regarded as engineering marvels, and veteran officers of 

WWII were aware of the scientific community‘s contribution to strategy development, 

most notably in designing the German bombing campaign. The need to keep scientific 

capital with the service motivated General Henry ―Hap‖ Arnold in creating RAND, the 

institutional hub of defense rationalism. As a high ranking Air Force officer put it: ―we are 

engaged today in a race for technological supremacy. To meet this crucial challenge, we 

                                                           
8 Thomas D. White‘s letter to LeMay 21 January 1952. Library of Congress, Manuscript Divison, Curtis E. 
LeMay Papers, Box 61: Personal Correspondence. 
9 History of the Strategic Air Command; History Study 73A: SAC Targeting Concepts, n.d. [circa 1959], Top 
Secret Historical Division, Office of Information, Headquarters Strategic Air Command,  Source: 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/nukevault/ebb336/index.htm 
10 Frequently depicted by a medical metaphor of a surgeon performing delicate operations. 
11 History of the Strategic Air Command; History Study 73A: SAC Targeting Concepts. My emphasis. 
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must seek the counsel and advice of our best engineers, technicians and scientists, many of 

whom work for private firms and universities. To turn our back upon these qualified 

individuals could well jeopardize our national defense program.‖12 

 

THE SCIENCE OF WARFARE 

When plotting doomsday scenarios of nuclear war at institutions like the RAND 

Corporation, defense rationalist relied on a scientific tradition that often clashed with that 

of the military. Coming from academia, analysts brought with them a shared episteme that 

included a belief in the superiority of the scientific method over the often intuitive, 

experience-based approach of the Air Force. Defense rationalism‘s mode of reasoning, the 

rules through which their representation of policy problems is made possible (Weldes, 

1998: 223), claimed exclusive rights to rationality and objectivity. Arguing from the 

position of a nuclear revolution, defense rationalists questioned the relevance of historical 

experience, thereby attacking the core legitimizing element of the military tradition, the 

claim that ―this‖ is the way things have been done since time immemorial. Instead of 

building on historical lessons, defense rationalism employed deductive reasoning for 

developing abstract theories of nuclear war. It imagined possible and impossible scenarios, 

yet often equated the possible with the theoretically permissible, rendering any kind of 

outside criticism mute. Moreover, despite frequent claims to the authority of the scientific 

method, imagined scenarios were subject to manipulation by the theorist, due to the lack of 

concrete evidence and the exclusivity of method and language that spurred the oft-quoted 

nuclear priesthood metaphor. (Hilgartner, Bell, & O‘Connor, 1982) Curiously, despite the 

open rejection of historical experience, defense rationalism heavily relied on historical 

counterfactuals, the most important one being the justification of deterrence as a working 

strategy due to the lack of an actual nuclear war and/or a Soviet invasion of Western 

Europe.  

Nuclear strategy for defense rationalism is conceptual strategy, with ―an ontology that 

confuses metaphorical concepts with real things.‖ (Hirschbein, 2005) Defense rationalism 
                                                           
12 Arno H. Luehman, Major General USAF, Director of Information‘s letter to a Mr John Finney, explaining 
the working of the SAB, 8 Dec 1961. Library of Congress, Manuscript Division, Curtis E. LeMay Papers. 
Box 127, Folder: USAF Chief of Staff‘s Scientific Advisory Board (SAB) and Chief Scientist.  
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thus is essentially metaphorical: its widespread use of metaphors –think of ―games‖ in 

game theory—and analogies enables rationalists to convey meaning to a wider audience by 

drawing on shared background ideational abilities and simplifying formal arguments into 

more readily digestible metaphorical narratives. Metaphors are not only cognitive maps 

that construct what is happening, they also serve teleological and normative functions: they 

indicate why an event is occurring and what should be done, and are therefore 

performative. (Fierke, 1998) This is how the plausibility, commonsensibility and 

legitimacy of these abstract interpretations of the Cold War reality could be established. 

Defense rationalism is not about mathematical analysis of technical problems, but about 

―world-making‖ (Ghamari-Tabrizi, 2000: 11), persuasive narratives and storytelling 

conveyed in a technological, exclusive language the mastery of which elevates the audience 

in the elite group of defense intellectuals. (Cohn, 1987) 

Defense rationalists strongly held the belief that strategy is amenable to scientific treatment 

―in spite of the common belief that (…) ‗experience‘ has been a better guide than ‗theory‘ 

in this kind [military strategy making] of work‖ (Kahn & Mann, 1956: 2) and felt 

―obligated, within its resources, to make a major scientific attack on the whole theory of 

warfare, in the broadest sense of the words.‖ (May, 1998: 23) Experience with non-atomic 

weapons in their view would hinder adaptation to a dynamic and novel threat environment, 

and instead offered an ―objective‖ scientific approach that is not bound by irrelevant 

historical bias. Starting with ―Randites‖, defense rationalists consciously tried to turn this 

approach to a coherent philosophy they termed ―the science of warfare‖, often equated with 

its dominant methods, systems analysis and rational choice/game theory. Rational choice 

theory, the ―rationality‖ of defense rationalism and game theory in particular promised to 

provide means to arrive to sound, scientific strategic decisions and presented its results in 

the rigorous, standardized, and multidisciplinary language of mathematics.  

The other crucial method, systems analysis grew out of wartime operations research 

techniques and dealt with questions such as ―what kind of bombing strategy should be used 

to achieve the destruction of a given set of targets?‖ This fundamentally interdisciplinary, 

complex, formal approach to policy problems came with a near-insatiable appetite for data, 

a strong need for auxiliary research in game theory and programming, as well as an often 

debilitating level of uncertainty. Therefore, not all elements of a system could be analyzed, 
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the analysts needed to simplify, reduce and omit. The success of the study therefore largely 

depended on asking the right questions. As RAND systems analysis Edward Quade put it, 

―the first thing you do, if you are going to do a systems analysis, is to look at that problem 

situation and see whether you can extract the problem out of it. (…) Usually you start with 

what‘s mainly a mess and try to extract a definite problem out of it (…) You have to invent 

the alternatives, and that means you have to synthesize ideas, put them together to find 

something that‘s going to accomplish your objective.‖13 Through systems analysis, defense 

rationalists could single out questions of strategy that they wished to pose or reframe, while 

the method also presented a toolkit that lent scientific authority to the new frame. Crucially, 

the guiding questions of a systems analysis were often changed during the analysis, which 

sometimes changed the results as well. This curious aspect of the method could either be 

seen as a shortcoming –unscientific ―guessing work‖—or a source of excellent flexibility 

when navigating the bureaucratic context of policymaking. In essence, the question, and 

consequently the answer could be changed by a whim without questioning the scientific 

integrity of the method. 

This mode of reasoning can be identified in the defense rationalism construction of group 

identity vis-à-vis the military, its perceived mission, its methods and the language that was 

used to convey old and new ideas alike. The adamant belief in the superiority of scientific 

arguments was coupled with first-hand experience with working with the military in WWII 

where many future defense analysts tackled complex problems from anti-submarine 

warfare to the bombing campaign against Germany. Aiding the ―war effort‖ was a crucial 

goal of defense rationalism during the Cold War years as well, and most analysts shared the 

orthodoxy in thinking that was characteristic of Cold Warriors: the belief that the Soviet 

Union had purely malevolent intentions: it sought to ―communize the world‖ and even its 

seemingly peaceful propositions for e.g. disarmament are only meant to ―gain time to build 

additional strength‖, which gave US preparations a constant air of urgency.  The often 

simplistic mirror-image setups in basic game theory often reflected this thinking. The 

Soviets could simply be assigned a set of goals and preferences that were derived from the 

political orthodoxy. Since, as the popular story behind the prisoner‘s dilemma testifies, the 

                                                           
13 Interview with Edward Quade. Date: February 18, 1988. Interviewer: Martin Collins. Auspices: RAND. 
Smithsonian Archives, RAND History Project Interviews, Box 9. My emphasis. 
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aim in these games was ―not to get tricked‖, game theoretical simulations of the Soviet-

American confrontation could always be framed so that they became games of ―how the 

US could win a nuclear war‖ – Russian history, leadership or culture did not enter into the 

analysis. Naturally, this restrictive view of politico-military preferences reinforced worst-

case scenario thinking while favoring aggressive attitudes. 

Defense rationalists at RAND, taking pride in their perceived intellectual independence did 

not feel they needed to cater for the Air Force‘s needs with good reason. As General 

LeMay famously remarked, ―no one in the Air Force anywhere is to tell RAND what to do 

or what not to do. We want them to figure it out.‖14 Yet RAND‘s funding came from the 

Air Force, and its officers presented a primary audience for persuasion and a source of up-

to-date classified information. Thus, Randites needed to take into account the patron‘s 

perceived interests. But, as Ed Quade mentioned in an interview, systems studies often 

recommended changes ―not only in how the policy maker carries out his activity but in the 

objectives themselves,‖ thus, from the scientific point of view ―it would be self-defeating to 

accept the customer‘s or sponsor‘s view of what the problem is.‖ Hence for defense 

rationalists, to persuade the Air Force meant to ―educate‖ the Air Force. Trying not to upset 

the relationship while treating core Air Force practices as an object of critical analysis, 

Randites sought not only to disseminate their findings in official reports and high level 

briefings, but also an appreciation of the science of warfare through seminars. The 

emphasis is on appreciation, however, not on a thorough understanding.15 As Quade 

himself put it in a rather pretentious metaphor, systems analysis is a form of art, not 

science, and art cannot be taught.16 ―Educating‖ the patron thus involved metaphors and 

analogies as much as tables and statistics. In the words of RAND Director Collbohm, when 

talking to officers, ―you have to have a good story. You have to be able to back it up. You 

have to go to the right places, places where they can make decisions.‖17 These seminars, 

along with briefing tours, could extend the links between analyst and officer, and could 

                                                           
14 Interview with Frank Collbohm Date: July 28, 1987. Interviewers: Martin Collins and Joseph Tatarewicz. 
Auspices: RAND. Smithsonian Archives, RAND History Project Interviews, Box 8. 
15 In Quade‘s (1964) Analysis for Military Decisions the preface states: ―designed primarily for decision 
makers and not for analysts, this course did not attempt to teach operations research but to point out the 
weaknesses and possible abuses, as well as the effectiveness of an analytic approach to long-range military 
planning.‖ 
16 Interview with Edward Quade. 
17 Interview with Frank Collbohm.  
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convey the specific and sexy ―technostrategic‖ (Cohn, 1987) language that offered a sense 

of belonging to the nuclear cabal.  

 

CLASHING TRADITIONS 

Given the centrality of strategic nuclear bombing to US military policy on the operational 

level, targeting became the key practice, i.e. the selection of suitable bombing targets 

within the Soviet Union, given a fixed number of available bombs, planes and aircrews. 

Within the targeting debate, the division of labor was a central issue for contention among 

three services. The US Navy argued that targeting ports was easiest through naval force, 

whereas the Army could launch its bid for the nuclear stockpile arguing that theatre-level 

nuclear weapons (e.g. nuclear artillery) should be used to halt Russian troop movements. 

Thus, even though the Air Force controlled the strategic bomber fleet, its primacy in 

supervising nuclear strategy was not self-evident, nor were its bids for the procurement of 

new and expensive technologies. In order to prevail in these interservice rivalries by 

legitimating and reproducing its social practices the Air Force sought to rely on all of its 

assets, including the scientists at RAND. Though the Air Force did not actively seek out 

RAND‘s advice in specific issues during the initial years of the Cold War, aiding the 

service in the targeting debate also seemed like a natural point of entry for defense 

rationalists. For RAND, the Air Force acted as its primary audience, representing both the 

political (presidential directives and bureaucratic politics among the services) and the 

administrative (existing doctrines, weapons technology) context. Thus, even though 

Randites were aware of both presidential politics and technological constraints –with 

obvious limitations due to secrecy—these factors had to be primarily interpreted through 

the patron‘s point of view. If RAND was to have an influence on nuclear policy making, it 

needed to persuade the Air Force.18 However, the acute need for a scientifically supported 

configuration of Air Force goals and resources only arose at the end of the 1950s due to the 

                                                           
18 Since RAND analysts were free to publish their unclassified research, RAND spoke to a wider audience, 
including politicians, other service members, the academic community and the average reader interested in 
nuclear issues. Though persuasion is a mechanism present with all these audiences with often markedly 
different requirements, since the Air Force posed the strictest constraint on defense rationalist idea production 
in the discussed period, these other audiences will not be treated in the paper. 
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dilemma posed by the missile gap hysteria, Sputnik and the Navy‘s Polaris submarine 

program. 

Reconciling the two traditions was not an easy process. Defense rationalists often displayed 

a kind of elitism that was rooted in their firm belief in the superiority of their methods, 

whereas the military felt that the legitimacy of its professional expertise was under attack 

by an outside group. This kind of antagonism led to a number of strange encounters. For 

example, when presenting preliminary findings commissioned by SAC, the commanding 

general acted as ―though we were a bunch of Congressmen and he was defending the Air 

Force.‖19 In a 1963 article, former Air Force Chief of Staff General Thomas D. White 

openly voiced his and many of his colleagues‘ dismay with the ―pipe-smoking, tree-full-of-

owls type‖ defense intellectuals. (White, 1963) His bitter words demonstrated an obvious 

dissatisfaction with the ―meddling‖ of uninitiated civilian under the McNamara years, but 

also highlighted a common military attitude towards civilian strategists. For White, the 

very term ―defense intellectual‖ conveyed ―a nice, cozy, unwarlike and non-military 

feeling, as though modern war could be settled on a chessboard in an ivy-covered Great 

Hall.‖ He even criticized defense rationalist language, calling the concepts developed 

―‘status words‘ used by amateurs to impress their listeners.‖ For White, ―political 

scientists‖ were defeatists because they compared nuclear war to a bargaining process, 

whereas the military was only interested in victory. Antagonism between the two traditions 

often seemed irreconcilable. 

But nuclear strategy has always been a curious policy field. Even though defense 

rationalists and airmen legitimized their own expertise on different grounds, due to the lack 

of actual expertise with nuclear war, defense rationalists could claim experience purely 

based on laboratory simulations, while Air Force officials continued to invoke their 

experience with conventional bombing. The particular kind of wargaming that relied on 

cutting edge analytical methods such as game theory, for example, offered a convergent 

points for these two claims at experience. Yet the common grammar needed to be learnt. 

Dilemmas that the Air Force faced during the Cold War offered a continuous supply of 

entry points for defense rationalist ideas. Three elements were key to the reconciliation of 

                                                           
19  Interview with Frank Collbohm. 
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the two traditions, and the institutionalization of defense rationalist thought. First, defense 

rationalists needed to demonstrate that the new methods are better in that they produce 

better policies. Second, they needed to show that these same methods would give an edge 

over competitors through the scientific authority they convey. And finally, they needed to 

explain that the new method was not antithetical to existing military traditions. Again, this 

had to be an exercise of translation: often very technical basic research had to be translated 

into a language that the military could understand through simplification, explanation and 

education. 

 

DILEMMAS AND DOOMSDAY SCENARIOS 

Dilemmas arise when material and ideational conditions can no longer be plausibly 

explained by a prevailing worldview. When encountering such a dilemma, actors engage in 

a creative process of reformulation that may involve drawing from other traditions in order 

to construct ―a new and more viable account of events‖. (Kettell, 2012: 2)  Due to its 

primary position in the targeting bureaucracy, the Air Force has always been the object of 

criticism, mostly from its archrival, the US Navy. Dilemmas arising from such challenges 

could either be completely theoretical, such as criticism targeted at Air Force strategies, or 

could result from a need to assign meaning to external changes in technology, like the 

development of the hydrogen bomb, or perceived changes in the Cold War status quo, such 

as the ―bomber gap‖ hysteria in the mid-1950s. These dilemmas, however, could mostly be 

solved by the Air Force. Reaching back to its tradition, the service could frame nuclear 

strategy as one of deterrence. War was assumed to be initiated by a Soviet sneak attack, 

and deterrence itself was closely linked to being able to respond in kind after such a strike 

(second strike deterrence). Not differentiating between the power to hurt (targeting cities) 

and the power to win (targeting enemy forces), operational strategies took all possibilities 

into account: both a Soviet conventional attack that escalates into nuclear war, and the 

aforementioned nuclear sneak attack on SAC. This master frame rested on SAC‘s 

traditional role as the first and last line of defense, which in turn necessitated the 

maintenance of a large bomber force, well-defended bases, a technological arms race in 

missile technology, and a fairly centralized targeting bureaucracy headed by the Air Force 
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with almost exclusive control over the allocation of the nuclear stockpile. Since the Air 

Force could successfully claim that this frame translated Eisenhower‘s massive retaliation 

to operational policy –to strike "at places and with means of our own choosing‖ (Dulles, 

1954), ―regardless of time, place or weather.‖20—the Air Force master frame enjoyed 

political support in budget negotiations. 

The focus of this paper, the counterforce debate at the turn of the 1950s/1960s differed 

from these early bureaucratic parries. It combined both kinds of challenges: theoretical and 

political-material. On the political side, perceptions of growing parity between the two 

superpowers and the Soviet ability to hurt the continental US weakened the trust in the Air 

Force‘s interpretation of nuclear war as a knock-out blow to a nuclear inferior. On the 

technological side, the Navy‘s new Polaris missile –and its newly interpreted wartime role 

through the concept of ―finite deterrence‖—offered a possibility to counteract these 

perceived shifts in the ―balance of terror‖ (Wohlstetter, 1959), while rendering SAC‘s 

entire posture obsolete. This time, critical points raised by the Navy –and partly by the 

Army—proved to be debilitating for Air Force commanders: critics challenged core beliefs 

of airmen such as the superiority of manned bombers to other systems or the precision, 

effectiveness and professionalism of the air corps. The existing tradition that the Air Force 

could draw upon proved to be insufficient to justify policies that were now regarded as 

wasteful, non-credible, inhumane and suicidal.  

For this reason, this particular dilemma necessitated a reinterpretation, mostly in terms of 

the nature of nuclear conflict with the Soviet Union, and the specific mission the Air Force 

should fulfill in the US defense effort. The primarily conceptual nature of the dilemma 

increased the importance of strategic theorizing and forced the Air Force to rely more and 

more on RAND‘s expertise. As the referenced documents will show, Air Force beliefs in 

the superiority of their own arguments was solid, the use of defense rationalist theories 

rather served instrumental goals for commanders like Gen. LeMay: essentially, RAND was 

charged with structuring the conceptual debate, and with devising ―scientific‖ talking 

points that could support, underline and ―prove‖ the Air Force narrative. Despite the 
                                                           
20  Historical Division, Office of Information, Headquarters Strategic Air Command, History of the Strategic 
Air Command; History Study 73A: SAC Targeting Concepts, n.d. [circa 1959], Top Secret Source: 
Declassified in full by Interagency Classification Appeals Panel [ISCAP] 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/nukevault/ebb336/index.htm 
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strategic use of defense rationalism, this Air Force dilemma presented a perfect entry point 

for RAND ideas, since the problem had to do both with the framing of the Cold War and 

the US defense effort itself. 

Vulnerability and the Missile Gap 

With the advent of Soviet nuclear capabilities and the considerably more destructive 

hydrogen bomb technology in the early 1950s, attention shifted from war fighting towards 

deterrence and limitating the destructiveness of nuclear war. Yet war plans changed little. 

General LeMay so defined SAC‘s unchanged mission in front of the 1956 Congressional 

Subcommittee Hearings on Air Power: ―The main object of the Air Force in the past has 

been to maintain a deterrent force (…) that is large enough and effective enough that no 

matter what the enemy does, either offensively or defensively, he still will receive a 

quantity of bombs or explosive force that is more than he is willing to accept.‖ (Quoted in 

Reinhardt, 1958: 5) At the end of the 1950s, the vulnerability/secure second strike narrative 

that the Air Force used to justify its budged requests for hardened silos and bases, as well 

as dispersal and early warning policies, started to backfire. The leaked Gaither report, 

commissioned by President Eisenhower to make sense of the 1957 Sputnik affair, gave a 

pessimistic views about the strategic situation and SAC‘s vulnerability as a deterrent, while 

spurring the ―missile gap‖ hysteria about a supposed gap between the US and Soviet 

nuclear arsenal, favoring the latter. The anxiety Sputnik and the missile gap induced in the 

everyday American strengthened critiques of massive retaliation, the official strategy by 

then considered non-credible due to Soviet offensive forces that could strike the US. Thus, 

emerging parity between the US and the USSR needed to be interpreted along a crucial 

question: what to do when deterrence fails? What should be the new strategic doctrine and 

how should it be translated into operational policy? 

Navy Positions 

The Navy used the missile gap to argue that the Soviets could develop a large enough 

ICBM fleet that could knock out SAC. Therefore, the Air Force was no longer capable of 

fulfilling its mission. The same argument the Air Force previously used in budget 

negotiations could be turned against it: numerical parity and the expansive weapons 

requisitions it implied no longer mattered. Even if SAC could be strengthened, some degree 
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of uncertainty would remain. Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) Admiral Arleigh Burke 

rejected AF strategies arguing that they were excessively costly, potentially dangerous and 

still not credible due to SAC‘s well-known vulnerabilities. Instead of the bomber fleet, a 

small force of Polaris submarines targeting a ―finite‖ number of Soviet cities could stabilize 

deterrence. Polaris was a submarine launched ballistic missile (SLBM) that could be fired 

undetected from a submerged vessel. Since the missile‘s accuracy was rather low, it 

favored counter-city targeting that maximized ―bonus damage‖. As a counter-city weapon, 

Polaris favored minimum deterrence: maintaining a limited nuclear arsenal that could 

survive a surprise attack and then be used to hit enemy cities in retaliation. Admiral Burke 

first called for minimum deterrence as soon as in 1956, famously arguing that ―military 

superiority in unlimited war no longer connotes ability to ‗win‘ – nobody wins a suicide 

pact. Thus all-out war is obsolete as an instrument of national policy.‖21 The Polaris system 

on the other hand could offer security which ―when achieved through mobility and 

concealment‖ could even discourage an arms race.22 This line of argumentation bore huge 

potential political costs for the Air Force since it fit President Eisenhower‘s philosophy 

perfectly: achieving deterrence at the lowest possible costs, and focusing resources on the 

economy instead. 

Initial Air Force Reactions 

The Navy‘s ―alternative undertaking‖, framed as the sole objective of nuclear offensive 

forces, shocked the Air Force echelon. ―There is an all-out battle going on right now‖, 

officers claimed, and the Navy‘s purpose was nothing but to reduce Air Force programs.23 

Air Force commanders quickly realized that the solution to the problem lay in reframing 

deterrence. It was argued that the Air Force needed to be ―much concerned with words if 

we are to defend successfully the concepts which we believe to be fundamental to national 

                                                           
21‖More Advantageous Than Simple Revenge" GSB [George S. Brown] to Air Force Chief of Staff Thomas 
White, 30 March 1959, enclosing "CNO Personal Letter No. 5 to Retired Flag Officers, ‗Summary of Major 
Strategic Considerations for the 1960-70 Era," 30 July 1958. Library of Congress, Manuscript Division, 
Thomas White Papers, Box 28: Navy. 
22 Roy L. Johnson, Chief of Naval Operations, Department of the Navy Subj: Unclassified Summary of 
NAVWAG Study NO. 5 (National Policy Implications of Atomic Parity) Encl: (1) Summary of Major 
Strategic Considerations for the 1960-70 Era (NWG)11-58 22 Jan 1958. National Security Archives, Fred 
Kaplan Papers, Box 1, Folder 53: Air Force vs. Navy/POLARIS. 
23 Maj. Gen. USAF Hewitt T. Wheless‘ letter to Maj. Gen. Charles B. Westover, Director of Plans, SAC, 13 
May 1959. National Security Archives, Fred Kaplan Papers, Box 1, Folder 30: ―No cities‖ Graduated 
Deterrence. 
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security.‖24 Minimum deterrence was called ―purely a bluff strategy‖ (Futrell, 1989: 624) 

and the Air Force strongly emphasized that waging and surviving war is essential for 

deterrence, thus an ―optimum mix‖25 strategy – a combination of military, industrial and 

urban targets that requires a diversified posture – would be required instead of minimum 

deterrence. The Air Force position was already framed in terms of an implicit counterforce 

strategy –presented as ―one leg‖ of an optimum mix, but without a city avoidance element 

because the idea has been available to the military since the mid-1950s. Air Force leaders 

in their speeches tried to depict Navy ideas as risky –through the prolific use of the above 

poker metaphor—for rejecting ―war-winning‖ objectives in a potential nuclear war, 

something that made no sense from the military point of view, actually leading to a 

presidential endorsement of optimum mix. 

The President himself was weary of excessive force levels, yet as a veteran of the previous 

war, forsaking offensive forces made little sense to him. Moreover, influential Democracts 

in Congress like Senator Kennedy or former Secretary of the Air Force Stuart Symington 

criticized the administration for letting US Air power fall behind the Soviets. Kennedy 

even stepped up his defense hawk position as the hysteria intensified to aid his 1960 

campaign. Democrats thus had no interest in constraining the Air Force even though they 

supported Polaris. The endorsed ―optimum mix‖ targeting solution, however, was 

unsatisfactory for both services. The Navy could not unseat the Air Force from its 

hegemony in nuclear targeting, and the Air Force felt more and more uneasy as the Polaris 

project neared completion. The debate raged on in the preparatory process of the 

commissioned single Integrated Operational Plan (SIOP) – a massive war plan that sought 

to coordinate a service-wide general war strategy. (Ball & Toth, 1990; Rosenberg, 1983) 

General White saw the source of the theoretical debate in the black-and-white distinction 

between the Navy and Air Force options. In a May 1959 letter he argued that the 

dichotomy of positions was on the one hand confusing for the ―layman‖ as it presented an 

―all-or-nothing‖ picture, and on the other hand it implicitly validated the Navy‘s restrictive 

position. This could not only lead to the validation of Polaris, White feared, but as the next 

                                                           
24 Ibid. 
25 In essence, a mixed strategy meant a counterforce strategy, but lacked the moral considerations (i.e. a 
complete avoidance of no-cities). 
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step, the elimination of ―everything other than Polaris.‖26 White interpreted the Navy‘s 

challenge though the Air Force tradition: ―To me, the significance of this inter-service 

controversy is the danger it represents to national security. I am convinced that the quickest 

way for the United States to lose its life and freedom would be to adopt the city strategy.‖27 

To challenge the Air Force‘s hegemony still meant to endanger national security. In order 

to gain an upper hand in the ―controversy‖, White and his staff needed a conceptual tool 

that could present a nuanced positions in-between to extremes, one that would still be 

favoring the Air Force. Counterforce, as developed at RAND could fulfill this role, and due 

to the set of persuasive arguments associated with the idea –most importantly its deterrent 

implications, flexibility, and even its ―humanism‖—could shift the interservice debate to 

Air Force ―home base‖, i.e. problematizing the requirements and feasibility of counterforce 

strategies, not the core strategy itself. 

Counterforce at RAND 

At the time when the Air Force encountered the Polaris dilemma, the question of minimum 

vs. maximum deterrence was still an unresolved issue for defense rationalism. For 

Randites, the specific question at hand was quite old: ―thinking about the unthinkable‖ or 

whether nuclear war was ―winnable‖ at all. Counterforce as an idea was first proposed as a 

control mechanism in case deterrence failed. Wars can be limited in many ways, by 

territory, by the size of forces, the type of weapons employed etc. Counterforce specifically 

aimed at limiting damage to the United States by limiting war in terms of the targets struck, 

but the ideas of stabilizing deterrence and offering a war-winning strategy were not yet 

completely reconciled. 

As conceptualized at the RAND Corporation, no-cities counterforce represented the 

epitome of the science of warfare, combining different streams of defense rationalist 

research, and through a decade of conceptual evolution, became the strategic alternative to 

Sunday Punch/massive retaliation. This evolution, however, was not linear: counterforce 

had numerous iterations with diverse strategic implications. The idea‘s intellectual roots 

can be traced back to the research Bernard Brodie conducted before his time at the 

                                                           
26 Targeting Philosophy, Top Secret, Letter, May 11, 1959. National Security Archives, Collection: U.S. 
Nuclear History, Item Number: NH00210. 
27 Ibid. 
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corporation, where he discussed the possibility of discriminate targeting by avoiding Soviet 

cities, but the truly structured conceptual breakthrough came from another Randite, Victor 

Hunt, who proposed counterforce as a way of damage limitation in a 1952 memorandum.28 

Hunt not only suggested that cities should be avoided, but also that enemy forces should be 

targeted instead. The new strategic idea was both aimed to achieve psychological effects 

(city avoidance for pushing the Soviets towards avoiding US cities) and at reducing the risk 

to American cities and nuclear forces in case of a Soviet retaliatory strike (damage 

limitation though counterforce strikes). Hunt also outlined the basics of intra-war 

deterrence by arguing that if the US would avoid cities, elements of deterrence could be 

extended even after war broke out – in essence, Russian cities would be held ―hostage‖ but 

retained US forces. ( for a canonized version see Schelling, 1960) During this early stage, 

however, counterforce was only theoretically explored since it was considered to be 

unfeasible due to problems of weapon accuracy and intelligence performance (i.e. not 

knowing where Soviet missiles and bases were hidden).29 Moreover, it was often 

considered to be antithetical to deterrence.30 (see e.g. Brodie, Hitch, & Marshall, 1954) 

Though counterforce remained part of the internal expert discourse throughout the 1950s, it 

was nevertheless often opposed on grounds of feasibility and desirability 

(provocativeness)31 – counterforce was still seen as primarily a damage limitation strategy, 

not a deterrent or a war-winning strategy.  

In its mature form, counterforce was conceptualized around the primary metaphor of 

necessity: as a strategy that was needed in case deterrence failed, but precisely because it 

was capable of ―winning‖ a nuclear war, it was also essential for credible deterrence. As 

Hirshbein (2005: 141) notes, necessity is one of the most overused terms in deterrence 

theory. It likens scenarios and actions to ―compulsions foisted upon decision-makers‖, i.e. 

situations where they do not have a choice. Logical necessity in counterforce begs the 

question why one would retaliate when deterrence fails? Defense rationalists explain this 

                                                           
28 All copies of this memorandum have been lost. Its content was reconstructed through interviews, personal 
histories and other sources by a number of historians. (Kaplan 1983, Digby 1990, May 1998) 
29 This distrust was not shared by Joseph Loftus, who worked as chief target analyst in the Target Programs 
office in Air Force Intelligence before transferring to RAND. Loftus knew not only that the Air Force was 
capable of locating all targets, but also that the Soviet bases were relatively undefended.  
30 A similar mindset is reflected by Wohlstetter et al.‘s (1954) R-266 basing study. 
31 For criticism see for example the basing and vulnerability studies. 
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problem away through the aforementioned concept of intra-war deterrence, or deterrence as 

a bargaining process (often presented in a chess metaphor). According to this narrative, 

nuclear war would not be ―spasmic‖ (c.f. Kahn, 1960), but would involve a series of 

nuclear exchanges. The ―no-cities‖ element of counterforce gains its importance at this 

juncture. First, avoiding cities in retaliation could communicate consistency in US 

intentions and could persuade the Soviets to avoid US cities in return. Second, by knocking 

out the Soviet military while avoiding cities, SAC could use the remaining cities as 

bargaining chips to end the war on ―favorable terms.‖ Finally, by targeting military forces 

and not cities, counterforce could theoretically be used at any level of intensity of a conflict 

without automatically escalating hostilities to all-out nuclear war. The bargaining primary 

metaphor was almost the exclusive brainchild of Thomas C. Schelling who used his 

knowledge of game theory to codify the concept in essays such as his famous The 

Reciprocal Fear of Surprise Attack (Schelling, 1960), where he used the metaphor of a 

―cooperative, non-zero sum game‖ to conceptualize nuclear war. This nuanced 

conceptualization of deterrence-as-war-fighting delivered what Chief of Staff White 

wanted: something in-between finite deterrence and all-out war. It relied on the kind of 

maximum deterrence and the brand of systems analysis that Albert Wohlstetter developed 

at RAND, one that assumed that the hydrogen bomb was not an ―absolute weapon‖. Since 

its effects could be measured, they were finite and therefore could be limited, so it was 

important how wars would be fought. (Trachtenberg, 1989: 312)  

As historian Marc Trachtenberg (1989) explains, the choice between stability and damage 

limitation was the basic problem in the defense rationalist community. A synthesis of 

damage limitation and war termination was elaborated by Andrew Marshall, Nathan Leites 

and Andrew Goldhamer who co-wrote a study assessing possible nuclear strategies. 

Completed in 1958 and published and briefed the next year, The Deterrence and Strategy 

of Total War, 1959-61: A Method of Analysis argued that ―conflict between the 

requirements for deterrence and those for conducting war is less severe than is sometimes 

assumed. Few measures for increasing deterrence lessen effectiveness for fighting war; and 

few measures for fighting war lessen the effectiveness of deterrence.‖ (Leites, Marshall, & 

Goldhamer, 1959) The study signified the first comprehensive application of the science of 

warfare to the question of counterforce.  
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In order to directly appeal to resistant military commanders, first wave city targeting was 

resisted on rational grounds – the authors stated that ―it is doubtful wisdom for the United 

States to indulge in such luxuries as vengeance and retribution, while leaving SUSAC 

[Soviet Union Strategic Air Command] largely untouched.‖ (Leites et al., 1959: 156) 

Nevertheless, even though counterforce targeting was praised, the authors endorsed the 

mixed strategy in-use in their conclusion. Though a moral step back from no cities due to 

its endorsement of ―bonus damage‖, the study was an important stage in the development 

of counterforce as it dismissed pure city targeting on strategic grounds that were acceptable 

for the Air Force. 

Changes in Air Force’s Discursive Strategies 

Meanwhile, as the Polaris program neared its completion, the Navy took its case to 

Congress, arguing that the land-based forces of the Air Force cost too much yet remain 

vulnerable. In response, the Air Force launched a three-pronged response attacking finite 

deterrence, the invulnerability of Polaris and also making a bid for control over the system. 

The conceptual key to this campaign was to detach counterforce targeting from 

countervalue or countercity targeting as a stand-alone strategy – in essence, giving up the 

Sunday Punch mindset deeply rooted in Air Force tradition. As for defense rationalism, 

communicating counterforce to the Air Force was again a conflictual process, since defense 

analysts had actually praised the merits of Polaris on several occasions. (e.g. Leites et al., 

1959) As a reiteration and summary of RAND thinking, RAND analyst William Kaufmann 

prepared a study entitled The Puzzle of Polaris in February 1960 that, after positive initial 

reactions, was forwarded to General White.32 Apart from explaining RAND‘s position on 

counterforce, Kaufmann argued for Polaris as a possible deterrent, but emphasized its 

vulnerability and its questionable credibility towards European allies, effectively stating 

that a pure Polaris force would be a step back in terms of overall deterrence. Hence 

Kaufmann suggested again a mixed force with a counterforce capacity with Polaris 

submarines threatening Soviet cities for interwar deterrence. (May, 1998: 352-354) The 

subsequent adoption Kaufmann‘s study marks a clear shift in the Air Force‘s discursive 

                                                           
32 Memorandum, William Kaufmann to George Tanham, ―The Puzzle of Polaris,‖ February 1, 1960. Letter, 
Kaufmann to White, February 18, 1960. Library of Congress, Manuscript Division, Thomas White Papers, 
Box 36, Folder: ―Missiles/Space/Nuclear.‖ 
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strategy. Finally in possession of a conceptual framework that could link previous 

arguments, the Air Force could argue on a scientifically authoritative basis. 

Two Air Force commanders played a pivotal role in translating defense rationalist ideas to 

policy: Brigadier General Noel Parrish, wartime commander of the Tuskegee Airmen, and 

Colonel Donald F. Martin. Parrish especially had the necessary bureaucratic power and 

authority to disseminate and retextualize RAND‘s ―no cities/counterforce‖. The two started 

working on the idea and presented it to Air Force commanders, including Gen. White, and 

also to RAND. Parrish and Martin tasked William Kaufmann to evaluate their study and 

present RAND‘s position. Kaufmann‘s evaluation then finally led White to commission a 

study from RAND on the ―feasibility and requirements of counterforce‖33 in July 1960 that 

formed the conceptual basis of the Air Force‘s revamped discursive strategy in the 

interservice debate. Once the study was done, Kauffmann embarked on an ―incredibly 

hectic‖ year of briefings across the Air Force echelon while he met regularly with White 

for updates. (May, 1998: 359) 

Parrish‘s and RAND‘s ideas were disseminated in the form of talking points to 

commanders via the issues of the Air Force Information Policy Letters for Commanders. 

When presenting to Air Force and external audiences, commanders were instructed to rely 

on Parrish‘s presentation and RAND‘s materials ―in a simplified form.‖34 Mature 

counterforce as presented by the Air Force can best be identified in documents used 

throughout the early 1960s, like the widely circulated leaflet This is Counterforce35, that 

were meant to inform commanders of the shift both in strategy and its presentation. These 

documents reiterated RAND arguments in a coherent form, and directly targeted Navy 

points. Counterforce gained both scientific-rational and historical legitimacy. ―Tested‖ 

through countless wargames, it became the ―most rational military approach‖ at every level 

of war, ―essentially sound and fundamental‖, one that is built on ideas as old as the history 

                                                           
33 [RAND's Plans for Counterforce Study; Includes Cover Memorandum and Thomas White's Reply] 
Confidential, Letter, July 25, 1960, 4 pp. National Security Archives, Collection: U.S. Nuclear History, Item 
Number: NH00131. 
34 Memorandum for Gen. White 21 Oct. 1960, by Robin N. Ginsburg. National Security Archives, Fred 
Kaplan Papers, Box 1, Folder 30: ―No cities‖ Graduated Deterrence. 
35 ―This is Counterforce‖, paper prepared by the Office of the Deputy Director of Plans for Aerospace Plans, 
Headquarters USAF, 7 February 1963. National Security Archives, Fred Kaplan Papers, Box 1, Folder 51: 
Air Force and Counterforce. 
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of war, ―as valid un the aerospace  age as it was in the days of the cross bow [sic!] or the 

musket ball.‖ Targeting enemy forces is what the military is supposed to do, therefore 

counterforce is ―traditional and fundamental and with few historical exceptions it has 

always been that way.‖36 This line of reasoning is a clear sign of ideational convergence 

(Hajer, 1995) between the military and defense rationalists in its denial of the sui generis 

nature of the nuclear age.  

According to the new discursive strategy, finite deterrence and city/countervalue targeting 

on the other hand is the product of a specific era, the age of nuclear monopoly. Destroying 

the enemy‘s ―will to fight‖ is no more feasible, whereas destroying his capacity to harm the 

United States is both feasible and reasonable. ―We have come full circle, back to the pre-

strategic era‖ where targeting cities ―constitutes a desperate and illogical attempt to 

achieve deterrence through the threat of destroying organized society rather than achieving 

deterrence through the clear ability to gain military victory.‖ As an illustration, the writers 

invoke the powerful images of Hiroshima and Nagasaki to underline the destructiveness 

nuclear bombing. The Navy thus wants to kill civilians instead of soldiers – something that 

is not only senseless, but inhumane.37 The Navy position, it is argued, assumes that there 

are ―no winners in such a conflict, and that nuclear war is simply unthinkable. (…) to 

enhance deterrent qualities, these strategies dwell on the terror aspects of nuclear 

retaliation against enemy cities and populations, against the very fabric of the enemy 

society. (…) Thus far the logic is sound, but what happens if the opponent has a similar 

capability to devastate American cities, to destroy the fabric of our national society?‖38 

Unlike this non-credible, terroristic approach, counterforce ―produces confidence in our 

strength‖. ―Effective deterrence is very closely linked to war-fighting and war-winning 

capabilities.‖ The latter reinforces the former, and thereby improves credibility. But it is 

not only a substitute for city targeting in the event of general war. ―A military posture 

designed to execute a counterforce strategy would provide the President with the widest 

possible range of choices‖ in case war developed from limited conflict. Cities rarely 

                                                           
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., my emphasis. 
38 Ibid., my emphasis. 
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present the most suitable targets, and systems that are designed for this sole purpose are too 

rigid for the requirements of an age of parity. 

Flexibility is crucial as ―deterrence is never absolute‖, so the superiority of military forces 

is the best way to deal with escalation and to maintain deterrence. This argument of course 

would secure the continued primacy of the Air Force in budget negotiations. Since war is 

―winnable‖ –or at the very least, ―success‖ is possible39—the number of survivors will 

define the victor. Thus, survivability is part of the arms race – ―a program for post-attack 

reconstruction and recovery‖ is an integral part of counterforce. (see Kahn, 1960, 1962) 

Survivability is also synonymous with second strike counterforce: ―the old adage that the 

best defense is a good offense is still valid. In the nuclear era, however, the best offense 

may also be the product of a good defense.‖40 

Polaris also has a place in a counterforce posture. A mixed posture would force the enemy 

to prepare for multiple kinds of attacks (see e.g. Kaufmann, 1956, 1958), and it could play 

a crucial role in intra-war deterrence. Once counterforce strikes are over, it could be used to 

threaten cities as ―hostage insurance‖. Additionally, if the US openly communicates a 

counterforce posture, it could encourage Soviets to do the same – an argument lifted from 

the pages of Schelling‘s (1960, 1966) research on bargaining and signaling. In an absurd 

manifestation of defense rationalist logic, the document even claimed that ―hostages‖ 

would have a higher chance of surviving global nuclear war. 

Finally, the document also invokes Albert Wohlstetter‘s (1959) reasoning about the 

delicate balance of terror, i.e. the apolitical proposition that technological breakthroughs 

alone could upset the balance between the two superpowers, forcing the laggard to launch a 

preemptive attack. To this the Air Force responded that a ―valid military strategy must be 

able to endure even the most spectacular technological breakthroughs and exploit them to 

its advantage.‖ In fact, reiterating its ―humanistic‖ approach, counterforce even constitutes 

special a form of arms control:  

                                                           
39 Air Force Special Film Project 416, "Power of Decision", Produced by Air Photographic and Charting 
Service (component of Military Air Transport Service) Circa 1958, For Official Use Only. Source: Digital 
copy prepared by National Archives and Records Administration Motion Pictures Unit, Record Group 342, 
Department of the Air Force. Accessible at http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/nukevault/ebb336/index.htm. 
40 This is Counterforce. 
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as counterforce capabilities improve, in terms of accurate intelligence, target 
acquisition, and weapon yields tailored to the target, the total megatonnage 
required for a counterforce operation actually declines rather than increases. The 
whole philosophy of avoiding deliberate destruction of civilian populations and 
urban areas and of limiting collateral damage is an important arms control 
measure, especially in view of the mutuality of interest implicit in the 
counterforce strategy.41 

Thus, as the above document shows, RAND ideas could be employed by the Air Force to 

lend legitimacy to its position by collapsing deterrence and war-fighting into an ―in-

between‖ of the two extreme positions. The role of offensive forces thus became simple: 

―We build forces for national defense – to fight. Their deterrent effect is only a peacetime 

by-product of their war waging capability.‖42 To maintain a fighting force equaled 

maintaining deterrence. Therefore, what the Navy proposes would be nothing less than 

tantamount to national suicide: ―it can be easily demonstrated that failure to maintain the 

counter-force capability greatly alters the present power relationship in favor of the Soviet 

Union‖, General LeMay once argued. ―Inability to maintain the counter-force capability 

will inevitably lead toa weakening of US alliances and reduction of the will to resist.‖43 

By the turn of the decade, the Air Force could successfully present finite deterrence 

through an exaggerated version of the previous gambling metaphor, as ―Russian roulette on 

a very grand scale‖. The Navy was depicted as inconsistent, ―riding the conceptual fence‘ – 

ready to go in almost any direction, if it suits their purpose and fits their current weapons 

system.‖44 Counterforce became the rational, historically plausible strategy that appealed to 

the military tradition, to common sense and to moral considerations alike. The Air Force 

could once again present itself as the military‘s most sophisticated force –both in terms of 

its ideas, goals and hardware—that could control the developing dangerous situation of 

numerical parity between the superpowers. This control not only extended to general war, 

but also to limited conflict – an argument that could delegitimize the Army‘s continued 

                                                           
41 Ibid. 
42 C. H. Childre Maj. Gen. USAF, Assistant Deputy Chief of Staff, Plans and Programs. Paper on 
Limited/Conventional War Strategy, 9 Jan 1961. National Security Archives, Fred Kaplan Papers, Box 1, 
Folder 51: Air Force and Counterforce. 
43 The Threat [Includes Air Force Intelligence Estimates on Soviet Threat and Targeting Requirements], 
Secret, Intelligence Report, March 2, 1960, 14 pp. National Security Archives, Collection: U.S. Nuclear 
History. Item Number: NH00418, p. 10. 
44 Presentation to the USAF [United States Air Force] Commanders Conference, Secret, Speech, January 13, 
1961, 21 pp. National Security Archives, Collection: U.S. Nuclear History, Item Number: NH00140. 
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bids for a conventional build-up. Defense rationalists for their part could successfully 

disseminate their ideas on a crucial question of nuclear strategy in a fashion that could 

appeal to both their patron and the political elite. The success of these ideas was the result 

of a careful, gradual process of persuasion, the molding of often contradictory concepts 

along a narrative that made sense to the Air Force. The adoption of counterforce –even in 

its limited, non-exclusive form within an optimum mix—shows the success of defense 

rationalists in establishing links between their own and the military‘s seemingly conflicting 

tradition: the abstract thinking of science arriving to an idea that could be traced back to the 

age of the first wars. General Parrish so summarized the essence of this reconceptualized 

Air Force tradition: 

Only the Air Force has any interest today in an offensive nuclear capability which 
is other than suicidal. Only the Air Force is interested in establishing that it is 
possible to have an improved offensive capability which is not necessarily first 
strike, but above all, would not be last strike. Now that the present budget is fixed 
we can only work to insure that the next will not doom us to creeping 
disarmament after 1965 through failure to improve offensive systems. (…) If we 
fail in this effort we are committed to a post-missile gap which may never be 
closed.45 

The Air Force‘s efforts were eventually honored by the Eisenhower administration: the 

organizational mechanisms for developing the Single Integrated Operational Plan was 

practically put under SAC supervision. (Sagan, 1987) Targets pushed for the Navy were 

included, but also were counterforce targets, and the Navy did not get exclusive control in 

hitting the first group. 

Whiz Kids 

The successful march of counterforce through the military bureaucracy did not end with the 

adoption of a counterforce-heavy ―optimum mix‖ solution in the SIOP. (Sagan, 1987) The 

Air Force also engaged the new Kennedy administration in an attempt to reproduce of 

practices. Counterforce was presented to McNamara as the Air Force‘s response to 

Kennedy‘s forming strategic doctrine against the ―incomplete rationalizations‖ of the 

Navy‘s ―capsule strategies,‖ which were ―gambling some portion of our nation‘s 

                                                           
45 ―Post-Missile Gap and Other Implications of the Current Budget.‖ Gen. Noel Parrish‘s memorandum to 
Gen. White, 7 April 1961. National Security Archives, Fred Kaplan Papers, Box 1, Folder 51: Air Force and 
Counterforce. His emphasis. 
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security.‖46 RAND‘s presentation of the idea by William Kaufmann was especially 

appealing to the secretary. (May, 1998: 73) McNamara – the former president of Ford 

Motor Company – had an exceptional intellect, an appreciation of quantitative methods and 

of efficiency that was reflected in his choice of staff members: from RAND, he recruited 

―whiz kids‖, among others Charlie Hitch, Alan Einthoven and Henry Rowen, who brought 

with them the methods and attitudes that defined defense rationalism. Thus, arguably, 

McNamara shared some of the elements of the defense rationalist tradition, facilitating 

persuasion. 

Convinced by RAND‘s presentation on the topic, in early 1962, McNamara began making 

public statements to promote counterforce and to indicate its possible endorsement as 

official strategy. In the January 1962 budget statement for FY 1963 he already stated that 

deterrence rested on the ―capability to destroy the enemy‘s warmaking capabilitiues‖ and 

that nuclear weapons could be used to encourage the Soviets ―to avoid our cities and stop 

war‖. (Ball, 1980: 195-196) These bits of statements showed the shift in strategic thinking 

in the Kennedy administration: counterforce was endorsed in its no-cities version with 

damage limitation/intra-war deterrence in mind. In his May 5 1962 Athens speech at a 

NATO ministerial meeting – which was written by Kaufmann and Rowen – McNamara 

openly endorsed counterforce in front of US allies to counter European aspirations for 

national nuclear forces. Later that year, McNamara publicly endorsed no-cities 

counterforce at his alma mater in Ann Arbor: 

The U.S. has come to the conclusion that to the extent feasible, basic military 
strategy in a possible 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, 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 forces, not of his civilian population. The very strength and nature of 
the Alliance forces make it possible for us to retain, even in the face of a 
massive surprise attack, sufficient reserve striking power to destroy an enemy 
society if driven to it. In other words, we are giving a possible opponent the 
strongest imaginable incentive to refrain from striking our own cities. 
(McNamara, 1962) 

                                                           
46 Presentation to the USAF [United States Air Force] Commanders Conference, Secret, Speech, January 13, 
1961, 21 pp. National Security Archives, Collection: U.S. Nuclear History, Item Number: NH00140. 
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Note that the Secretary of Defense reframed the essence of counterforce for his new 

audience: the main thrust of the strategy was more moral than strategic — it called upon the 

humanitarian value of avoiding collateral damage in war. This rhetorical turn directly called 

upon sentiments of American exceptionalism, and expanded the discursive coalition around 

counterforce.  

McNamara‘s endorsement of counterforce during the spring and summer of 1962 marked 

―the high point of RAND influence‖. (Digby, 1990: 27) Through the ―McNamara 

revolution‖, the defense secretary reshaped the Department of Defense along policy making 

guidelines supported by RAND. (Kaufmann, 1964) The new decision making guidelines 

reflected the science of warfare, in that they relied on methods employed by defense 

rationalism, such as systems analysis or cost assessment. This methods, bound by the 

tradition, could act as policy making constraints as they got institutionalized, and their 

success lead to a wider dissemination across the bureaucracy. Meanwhile, the Air Force 

celebrated its success and sought to rely more and more on the research supplied by RAND 

– next in the dilemma raised by the ABM negotiations. Other services, starting with the 

Navy, also realized the potential of science-backed policy arguments, and started adopting 

the ―RAND method‖ in similar research institutions. Science and military tradition were no 

longer seen as mutually exclusive, and military schools began adding defense rationalist 

subjects in their curricula. Meanwhile, civilian research was also affected by the turn in the 

military. During the Cold War, military strategy –especially nuclear—was ―where the 

money was‖, so research institutions and universities tried to cater for military needs, 

adjusting their research agendas as well as their methods. (Solovey, 2001) With RAND‘s 

general success and the scientific-bureaucratic authority its analysts held, imitation was 

again an obvious step. But branching out was also encouraged at RAND: negative 

experience with petty interservice rivalry, and the Air Force‘s increasing control over 

RAND research as dilemmas intensified forced management to branch out, and look for 

other clients. The US government under the Kennedy administration was an obvious place 

to go. Thus we have come full circle: the widespread institutionalization of defense 

rationalism had begun. 
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CONCLUSION 

This paper presented an example for the persuasiveness of defense rationalist thought. 

Historicizing the taken-for-grantedness of deterrence theory it demonstrated the historical 

contingency of the theory‘s institutionalization, and the active process of persuasion, 

through which strategists re(con)textualized their ideas to make them more marketable to 

military audiences and the wider policy making elite. Counterforce‘s non-linear evolution 

and adoption shows how ideas need to find the fit with existing traditions and other 

elements of the policy environment as they gather powerful carriers that can retextualize 

the idea until it succeeds in dominating the discourse and thus can be institutionalized. This 

particular example of defense rationalist thought also illustrates how strategic use of an 

idea can help it in achieving discursive dominance – which in turn enables longevity even 

after these interests had dissipated.  

Nuclear strategy is a curious field, one that is mainly analyzed in an abstract realm, 

separated from real life experience: as no nuclear wars have been fought, analysts have to 

engage the whole concept of war in abstract terms. Consequentially, claims about the 

efficiency of deterrence/counterforce have never faced a true ―test‖ in the sense of the 

scientific method: the continued taken-for-grantedness of defense rationalist ideas rather 

depended on their persuasiveness. Instead, dilemmas RAND‘s patron, the US Air Force 

faced, like the one discussed in this paper, were the gravest, challenges for defense 

rationalism. No doubt, the continued absence of nuclear conflicts contributes to the 

longevity of these ideas, but the specificities of the language and the methods these ideas 

carry also merits attention. Establishing metaphorical correspondence between defense 

rationalist traditions, carried in language and methods, and other traditions gives ideas 

legitimacy and invites support. It also enables the use of the very same ideas in policy 

debates outside the macro-discourse in which the idea was originally problematized.  
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