
Public Affairs Quarterly 
Volume 2, Number 3, July 1988 

U.S. NUCLEAR WARFIGHTING 
POLICY: A CRITIQUE 

Corbin Fowler 

War between nuclear powers has to be planned on the assumption 
that it is likely to be a nuclear war. Nuclear war should be fought as 
something less than an all-out war. Limited nuclear war represents 
our most effective strategy against nuclear powers or against a 
major power which is capable of substituting manpower for 
technology.1 

HAS BEEN official United States' policy to use nuclear wea- 
pons first in certain circumstances, for example, to repel a Soviet 

conventional invasion of Western Europe. In the late '70s, it also 
became our policy to prepare for waging a protracted and limited 
nuclear war with the Soviet Union, for example, with Presidential 
Directive 59 issued by Carter. While the official policy of the Soviet 
Union is M.A.D. (Mutually Assured Destruction), U.S. policy is 
N.U.T.S. (by which I mean: No Undue Terror Strategy). For reasons 
I shall shortly explore, U.S. strategists came to believe that N.U.T.S. 
represented an improved deterrent posture over M .A.D. Some 
scholars and high-level government officials have even argued for a 
variation of N.U.T.S. according to which we should prepare to win a 
nuclear war with the Soviet Union. This paper will be a critique of 
the proposition that either superpower can win a nuclear war with 
the other. 

I. N.U.T.S. Is Better Than M.A.D. 

N.U.T.S. is an extension of Defense Secretary McNamara's 
"Flexible Response" doctrine of the mid-1960s. It commits our 
government to a nuclear warfighting ability based on the assumption 
that war between the superpowers is likely to remain limited (at least 
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far short of mutual assured destruction). Aside from some worries 
about the morality of threatening genocide, the essential rationale for 
N.U.T.S. lay in the view that M.A.D. was simply too extreme/rigid as 
a plan for deterring war with the Soviets. 

This approach can be illustrated by reference to an influential arti- 
cle by William Van Cleave and Roger Barnett. They found it un- 
satisfactory that deterrence should be based upon 'unusable 
weapons'. Deterrence they say as a product of capability and 
credibility. The greater the capability 'to use nuclear forces in a 
rational and non-apocalyptic fashion', the greater the credibility 
and thus the strength of deterrence. Apart from anything else 
'deterrence may fail . . . and the weapons may have to be used.' 

. . . The strength of this approach lay in the conviction that 
the question of what to do if war broke out (normally posed as 
'what happens if deterrence fails?') deserved a serious and con- 
structive answer, rather than a pained assertion that there could be 
no sensible or useful policy for nuclear war. Albert Wohlstetter 
argued: 'We cannot assure that a nuclear war will never occur sim- 
ply by repeating that it would be an unlimited catastrophe. And we 
cannot eliminate the possibility of nuclear war by assuring that if 
it occurs it will be an unlimited castastrophe.'2 

To illustrate the dissatisfaction with M.A.D., suppose that the 
Soviets were to initiate conventional or nuclear war (on a limited 
basis) against N.A.T.O. in Western Europe. If N.A.T.O. were limited 
to M.A.D. as their deterrent philosophy, then either N.A.T.O. would 
do nothing, respond with conventional force, or launch all-out 
nuclear retaliation. If there is no response, we lose. If N.A.T.O. 
launches all-out war, everyone loses through mutual annihilation. 
(After all, it has been 20 years since the West was clearly superior to 
the Soviets in nuclear force.) If N.A.T.O. responds in purely conven- 
tional terms, our losing is merely postponed a bit. This is because, 
according to "conventional wisdom," the Soviets are clearly supe- 
rior to the West in conventional forces.3 Hence, under M.A.D. we 
lose no matter how we respond to Soviet aggression. 

Furthermore, Soviet leadership is likely not to find credible a 
N.A.T.O. strategy based on M.A.D. (since they know the above logic 
to be sound); hence, they will be more likely to risk such bold 
military moves against the West. According to this line of reasoning, 
the Soviets would realize that no U.S. president would risk virtually 
certain annihilation of the U.S. homeland merely to respond to 
limited Soviet attacks, especially if they occur in Europe, Asia, or 

This content downloaded from 81.157.94.147 on Sat, 10 Oct 2015 23:29:47 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



NUCLEAR WARFIGHTING POLICY 87 

somewhere removed from our homeland. Thus, surely the President 
would either do nothing or choose to wage a futile conventional war 
with the Soviets. Indeed, a president would be so shackled by 
M.A.D. that the Soviets might even achieve victory "by telephone" 
without firing a shot. They might simply phone in an ultimatum that 
they will destroy various U.S. cities unless the United States surren- 
ders to their demands. With the above in mind, it is argued that 
N.U.T.S. is moderate when compared with M .A.D. 

The advocates of N.U.T.S. and those who advocate that we pre- 
pare to win nuclear war with the U.S.S.R. share a key assumption, 
namely, that nuclear war is likely to remain under control and 
limited. The rationale for this is as follows. Once begun, it is in both 
sides' interests to prevent the war from escalating out of control. 
Both sides' leaders know this, that all-out war spells the death of 
each society. True, human beings sometimes act against their self- 
interest, especially when swayed by powerful emotions. Neverthe- 
less, on life-and-death matters of survival, especially when the 
stakes are clearly understood, we can depend on people usually to 
avoid what spells death to all they hold dear. 

It might best deter the attack by this appearance of irrational inex- 
orable commitment. If deterrence fails, however, it would then be 
irrational to carry through the commitment. In most people's 
value system, revenge will have a lower priority than survival.4 

II. Nuclear War Is Winnable 

As one might imagine, it is not easy to find people, especially 
public officials, who are willing to argue publicly and unequivocally 
that nuclear war is winnable. Doing so can make the public believe 

you have "lost your marbles," and this can lead to a loss of political 
support. Nevertheless, going back to the early '60s, we can find some 
authorities on both sides who have argued for such a thesis. In this 
decade in our country, such advocates include Vice-President 

George Bush and Colin Gray, a conservative scholar and Reagan ap- 
pointee to the U.S. Arms Control Agency. 

"Don't you reach a point with these strategic weapons where we 
can wipe each other out so many times and no one wants to use 
them or be willing to use them, that it really doesn't matter whether 
you're ten percent or two percent lower or higher?" 

Bush bristled a bit and replied, "Yes, if you believe there is no 
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such thing as a winner in a nuclear exchange, that argument makes 
a little sense. I don't believe that." 

I then asked, "How do you win in a nuclear exchange?" 

Bush seemed angry that I had challenged what to him was 
apparently an obvious truth. He replied, "You have a survivability 
of command and control, survivability of industrial potential, pro- 
tection of a percentage of your citizens, and you have a capability 
that inflicts more damage on the opposition than it can inflict 
upon you." . . . 

"Do you mean," I asked, "five percent would survive? Two 
percent?" 

"More than that," Bush answered. "If everybody fired everything 
he had, you'd have more than that survive."5 

If Mr. Bush is somewhat vague here about how such a nuclear "ex- 
change" would have this happy result, Colin Gray is more specific. 
(My use of "happy" here is ironic, since Mr. Bush's contention is 
consistent with 94% of our population dying.) 

Nuclear war is unlikely to be an essentially meaningless, terminal 
event. Instead, it is likely to be waged to coerce the Soviet Union to 
give up some recent gain. Thus, a president must have the ability 
not merely to end a war, but to end it favorably. The United States 
would need to be able to persuade desperate and determined 
Soviet leaders that it has the capability, and the determination, to 
wage nuclear war at ever higher levels of violence until an accept- 
able outcome is achieved.6 

The general idea seems to be that with proper preparation, we 
can, once nuclear war has begun between the two nations, coerce 
them into halting their part in the hostilities in a way which favors 
U.S. interests. The scenario for such a victory could unfold in either 
of two basic ways. One route to victory would be if we first struck the 
Soviet military/civilian command structure with a nuclear strike 
deadly enough to prevent any significant Soviet nuclear retaliation. 
Such a first nuclear strike (known as "decapitation" in the Pen- 
tagon) would presumably be thought of as preemptive, our leaders 
believing that the Soviets are about to launch a massive nuclear 
strike against us. Such a strike would also be made much more 
realistic to envision if two technological processes were underway, 
namely, the development/deployment of (1) "offensive" weapons 
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capable of such a decapitation strike against military targets and (2) 
a "Star Wars" space defense system. For example, if a space defense 
system were in place, the United States could think of launching a 
massive first strike against the U.S.S.R., then of destroying the crip- 
pled remainder of the Soviet nuclear retaliatory force with "Star 
Wars." As for the offensive weapons needed, such weapons have 
been deployed by both nations over the last decade, that is, many of 
the Soviet I.C.B.M.s, our MX I.C.B.M., Pershing II, ground-laun- 
ched Cruise missile, and the forthcoming Trident II submarine- 
launched missile.7 This strategy is merely an application of the an- 
cient' method of hitting the adversary so hard and deftly that he is 
unable to do anything (much) about it. 

Given the various gre^t uncertainties (of precision technology 
and wartime coordination) involved in achieving a successful first 
strike against either superpower,8 theorists of nuclear victory prob- 
ably entertain another route as that most likely to ensure a winner of 
nuclear war. According to the second route, Soviet and American 
forces confront one another on the battlefields of Europe or Asia, 
rather than striking (at least, primarily) at one another's homeland. 
Soviet forces initiate conventional attacks on Western forces, say in 
West Germany, and our field commanders respond by an early first 
use of nuclear weapons to halt/roll back the invasion. Our nuclear 
response, on this supposition, would be fairly precise and limited. 
The point is to halt the Soviet advance and to teach them a lesson, 
namely, that we are prepared to meet their challenge and to escalate 
our response in a limited way. The Soviets are to be made to realize 
that they cannot gain militarily, and the further they go, the more 
they will lose. This strategy is known as "escalation dominance."9 It 
is assumed that the Soviets will respond with their own limited 
nuclear retaliation and that this "tit-for-tat" exchange will go on for 
some period of time. It will stop once the Soviets realize the futility 
of their position. At that point there will be a mutual agreement to 
end the war. 

III. Probably Nuclear War Will Remain Limited: A Critique 

It is now time to assess the cogency of this perspective. I shall 
begin by examining the assumption that probably nuclear war 
would remain limited and then proceed to question how much sense 
it makes to believe that such a superpower war can be "won." No one 
is very sure that nuclear war will remain under control/limited. 
Even those who favor some version of N.U.T.S. realize that such war 
may escalate out of control. They, therefore, merely claim that such 
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war is unlikely to escalate to all-out war. As we have seen, their 
reasoning for this is based on a conviction that people will be power- 
fully motivated to avoid suicidal behavior. Probably rational self- 
interest will prevail. 

Aside from their faith on this score, there are a number of 
reasons why we should be dubious that their estimation is correct. 
First, such superpower war will involve a sense of unprecedented 
crisis, and people vary greatly in how they react to crisis situations. 
They surely are far less likely to react soberly and rationally during 
crisis. Second, what evidence is there for this probabilistic argu- 
ment? Since there have been no nuclear wars or exchanges (the one- 
sided bombing of Japan providing no exception), experience gives 
us no direct evidence. Clearly, we must turn to what we know of non- 
nuclear battles/wars. On this score, we find a huge pool of examples, 
and experience shows us that war can escalate quite far before there 
is a cessation of hostilities. On the side of great escalation, we can 
think of Vietnam, Korea, the current war in Central America, and 
World Wars I and II. On the side of fairly limited war, we can think 
of the Falklands War, Grenada, and the Bay of Pigs. Thus, while it is 
clear that battle can be kept rather confined, it is also very typical for 
hostilities to escalate greatly. Furthermore, the cases where hos- 
tilities have been reasonably contained have not usually involved 
two great powers. (The Cuban missile crisis is not an exception since 
not a shot was fired.) 

Finally, the indirect evidence we do have for preparing for wag- 
ing nuclear war is not very comforting. The Pentagon has its officers 
practice such warfighting in mock video game exercises at Lawrence 
Livermore National Lab. They have found that even veteran officers 
tend to "go nuke" indiscriminately, making strikes that destroy both 
the enemy and their own forces.10 Furthermore, waging a protracted 
and controlled war depends on good communications in one's own 
chain of command and between the two warring nations. Given the 
nature of such nuclear warfare, neither side can depend on good 
communication, or indeed on knowing the approximate state of the 
battle at any given stage. In the early stages of the battle, casualties/ 
fatalities will mount rapidly and on a large scale. Nuclear explosions 
emit electromagnetic pulses which disrupt electronic/communica- 
tion systems. Therefore, unless technology can be developed and 
pervasively deployed to counter this effect, it is likely that there will 
be great confusion, if not total ignorance, on each side about what is 
transpiring in the "battlefield," making it very hard to make reason- 
able tactical moves in response to what the other side is doing. A cor- 
ollary of this problem is that higher command authority may well 

This content downloaded from 81.157.94.147 on Sat, 10 Oct 2015 23:29:47 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



NUCLEAR WARFIGHTING POLICY 91 

feel compelled to delegate quickly the authority to launch nuclear 
weapons to those "in the field" in order to insure that the weapons 
cannot be destroyed simply due to poor communications. The more 
the control of the war is dispersed, the more difficult it will be to con- 
trol the battle. 

Aside from what we can reasonably expect of human beings 
who feel desperate and distraught, it is not clear why the logic of es- 
calation dominance makes it probable that the escalation will halt at 
some point short of mutual assured destruction. Suppose the 
Soviets initiate conventional attacks against N.A.T.O. in Western 
Europe, and suppose N.A.T.O. retaliates by initiating nuclear war 
against the Soviet forces on a lilmited basis. The Soviets would know 
that if they do not make a nuclear response to NA.T.O.'s use of 
nuclear weapons, the Soviets will lose the battle. They also would 
know that they have sufficient nuclear weapons to match NA.T.O.'s 
nuclear attacks "tit-for-tat." Furthermore, the Soviets would know 
that they cannot be sure what N.A.T.O. will do if the Soviets simply 
stop fighting. Will N.A.T.O. also stop, or will N.A.T.O. take advan- 
tage of the situation to strike the Soviets a second time, for example, 
to teach the perceived Soviet aggressors a lesson? On the other hand, 
if the Soviets make a nuclear response to NA.T.O.'s nuclear attack, 
will NA.T.O. stop its nuclear attacks, or will NA.T.O. escalate the 
battle? It should be noticed that except for the fact that NA.T.O. was 
the first to use nuclear attacks, NA.T.O. leaders will have the same 
sort of uncertainties to ponder. 

The most important fact to notice in any such scenario is that 
since this a gradually fought nuclear war (rather than an all-out 
spasm war), there is no particular point in the "exchange" at which 
either set of leaders needs to feel the impending crisis of an all-out 
war. Consequently, whoever might choose not to respond to the last 
nuclear blows dealt by the other side would know that they were 
"turning the other cheek" even though they could easily retaliate 
and have no reason to believe their next retaliation would be "the 
final straw" which would push the war over the brink to mutual 
destruction. 

To summarize, it is very hard to see why we should be confident 
in such a limited nuclear war that either side would probably 
decide they had a compelling incentive for ending their part in the 
war. While it is both imaginable and logically possible that one of the 
two superpowers would quit prior to the point of mutual annihila- 
tion, I fail to see any warrant for concluding that such a termination 
is likely. Clearly, the opacity of such a probability is complicated by 
the fact that both sides would be hoping to coerce the other into con- 
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eluding that continuing the war is futile. The scenario seems to be in- 
fested with uncertainty and instability. 

IV. "Winning" Nuclear War: A Conceptual Critique 

If we presume that nuclear war is unlimited, almost no one 
argues that there could be a winner (one exception being our Vice 
President Bush). I wish, therefore, to examine the notion that it is 
likely that there would be a winner of limited nuclear war. What 
would "winning" mean in this context? 

Traditional criteria for military victory have included the 
following: gaining territory, gaining power/status, being able to dic- 
tate the terms of ending the war (for example, the surrender of the 
enemy). The problem is that, save for the possibility of launching a 
successful (massive) first strike against the other (rendering their 
retaliation impotent), a limited nuclear war between the super- 
powers cannot be expected to meet any of these criteria. In a 
gradually waged nuclear war, neither side will gain territory; both 
sides will instead irradiate territory, making it useless for extended 
periods of time. Neither side will gain wealth, but instead will ex- 
pend wealth and human resources in a series of retaliatory strikes. 
Neither will gain power/status; indeed both are likely to appear 
monstrously irresponsible to the rest of the world. Nor will one be in 
a position to dictate the terms of "peace" to the other. This is 
because, as we have already seen, each will be in a position to con- 
tinue to respond to coercive efforts by the other (given their huge, 
equivalent arsenals). In this same vein, there is likely to be no clear 
time at which one of the two perceives that their next strike will be 
the one which pushes us over the brink to assured omnicide. 

Couldn't one side win by launching a successful "decapitation" 
strike against the other? This seems very unlikely for two reasons. 
One, given the diversified nature of the two nations' huge arsenals, 
the odds of successfully coordinating such an attack (one which 
avoids unacceptable retaliation by the other) seem slight indeed. 
After all, if even one or two of either side's strategic submarines sur- 
vived to retaliate, that would be enough to guarantee the destruction 
of the nation struck by the retaliatory blow.11 Two, it now seems a 
real possibility that even a relatively small nuclear strike/exchange 
would trigger a "nuclear winter" severe enought to bring about 
mutual assured destruction.12 Yet such a "decapitation" first strike 
would be precisely the sort of small magnitude attack aimed to de- 
stroy the enemy's means of retaliation without the attacker's nation 
being destroyed by the fallout from the strike. Hence, ironically, our 
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strategists come face to face once again with mutual assured 
destruction. 

Since these traditional criteria fail to give any meaningful sense 
to "winning" nuclear war, I assume that we must search for a less 
conventional/more creative criterion of such victory. One such 
criterion is suggested by Gray and Payne in their "Victory Is Poss- 
ible" article. According to this suggestion, we would "win" such 
limited war if we coerced "the Soviet Union to give up some recent 
gain," supposing naturally that the United States suffers only "ac- 
ceptable" damage from Soviet strikes. 

Strategists cannot offer painless conflicts or guarantee that their 
preferred posture and doctrine promise a greatly superior deter- 
rence posture to current American schemes. But they can claim 
that an intelligent U.S. offensive strategy, wedded to homeland 
defenses, should reduce U.S. casualties to approximately 20 
million, which should render U.S. strategic threats more cre- 
dible.13 

I take it the idea here is that we could "win" by forcing the Soviets 
to give up something, presumably territory, they had acquired by 
military occupation. Given the fact that the Soviets are essentially 
equivalent to us in their arsenal of nuclear coercion, it is very hard to 
see how the United States could be in a position to coerce the Soviets 
in this fashion. Of course, if this just means that we could force them 
to give up conquered territory by destroying/irradiating that 
territory, we certainly could accomplish that in a limited nuclear 
war. The obvious problem with this interpretation is that the Soviets 
would also be able to "win" nuclear war with us by doing the same 
thing to territory occupied by N.A.T.O. forces. In other words, on 
this interpretation, we get the slightly odd result that both sides 
would "win" the war. 

There are two final interpretations of "winning nuclear war" I 
want to consider. First, some might think that by waging a limited 
nuclear war with the Soviets (on the hypothesis that they have first 
attacked us), we would win a sort of moral victory. The idea would 
be that we thereby prove to them that we are fully prepared to stand 
up to them, to make great sacrifices if necessary, in order to show 
them we will not be intimidated by their military force. It seems to 
me that such a view of "victory" is impoverished, has veryl little to 
recommend it, and suggests a loss of perspective. Again, both sides 
can claim such dark victory since each is capable of persising in met- 
ing out nuclear retaliation to the other. The Soviets too can prove to 
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us that they will not be intimidated by our nuclear strikes. Further- 
more, "winning nuclear war" under this interpretation is likely to be 
the equivalent to mutual assured destruction - though drawn out 
rather than administered all at once. But the advocates of N.U.T.S. 
defended N.U.T.S. on the basis that is was an improvement over 
M.A.D. Finally, since this model of "winning" is consistent with both 
nations being annihilated in their "victory," it shows a lack of balance. 
Nuclear deterrent policy is established in order (theoretically, any- 
how) to protect our national security. If implementing the policy (by 
waging nuclear war) actually makes all-out war a real possibility (in 
contrast with merely a logical possibility), then such "winning" seems 
a rather extreme gamble in the name of keeping our nation secure. 

There remains, of course, the model of "victory" suggested by 
our Vice-President. According to him, one nation can win simply by 
inflicting more damage on the other than the adversary inflict on it. 
Given the rough equivalence of the two nations' nuclear arsenals, it 
seems unlikely that one of the two would be able to inflict significan- 
tly more damage than the other. Furthermore, given the crippled 
postwar environment which both nations would face, it may be prac- 
tically impossible to verify and calculate who has suffered the least, 
hence "won." Finally, on moral grounds, it is highly questionable 
whether one can coherently measure victory in terms of which na- 
tion has the smaller heap of corpses. 

Conclusion 

I have argued that the case for "winning" a superpower nuclear 
war is very weak. The concept of victory here seems to shrivel 
almost beyond recognition. It really does not appear we can plau- 
sibly extend the framework of conventional war to that of nuclear 
war, as if the latter were simply a somewhat more risky version of 
the former. I have also argued that our N.U.T.S. policy is critically 
flawed in so far as it rests on the assumption that we can be 
reasonably confident that nuclear war will remain limited. Thus, 
N.U.T.S. is not an improvement over M.A.D. Indeed, in so far as this 
policy makes our leaders believe that it is not unthinkable for us to 
initiate nuclear war, it seems to me that N.U.T.S. is actually more 
dangerous than M.A.D. 

Our old ways of thinking are hard to change. As Einstein 
warned us, now that we have split the atom, our thinking too must 
change. If not, we drift toward unparalleled catastrophe. 

Tarkio College 
Received December 8, 1987 
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feet of its target, and the MX, Cruise, and Trident II missiles are supposed 
to be accurate within a hundred or so yards of their targets. (See Robert 
Aldridge's First Strike (Boston: South End Press, 1983), p. 96, and The 
Defense Monitor, vol. 10, no. 8 and vol. 12, no.4.) 
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9. As defined by Kahn, "This is a capacity, other things being equal, 
to enable the side possessing it to enjoy marked advantages in a given 
region of the escalation ladder ... It depends on the net effect of the com- 
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1965, p. 290) __ 
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