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Introduction 

On 6 August 1945 the first atomic bomb was dropped on the Japanese 
city of Hiroshima. At least 66,000 people died almost immediately from 
the explosion and fire-storm that followed. Tens of thousands more died 
in the aftermath. Three days after the first explosion, a second bomb was 
dropped on the Japanese city of Nagasaki. The immediate dead num-
bered some 40,000 people. The smaller size of the city and the hilly ter-
rain meant that the devastation was not as complete as with Hiroshima. 
About 40 per cent of the city's structures were destroyed or severely 
damaged, as against 80 per cent in Hiroshima. 

The weapons that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki produced 
explosions equivalent to that produced with 14,000 and 20,000 tons of 
TNT respectively, an explosive power described as being 14 or 20 kilo-
tons. Many of the nuclear warheads now in the possession of the major 
powers are in the megaton range; that is they would result in explo-
sions equivalent to that produced with 1 million or more tons of TNT. 
If a 1-megaton bomb is exploded at the height necessary to achieve 
maximum destruction, all brick houses would be destroyed out to 
3V2 miles, with comparatively minor damage out to 13 miles. The blast 
would create winds sufficient to hurl objects (and even people) 
through the air at lethal speeds, out to 6V2 miles. Within a radius of 
about 6 miles most fabrics and paper will burst into flame. As far out as 
11 miles the explosion could cause second-degree burns and ignite dry 
leaves. The explosion would take its toll in human life for the follow-
ing weeks and months through radiation sickness and the spread of 
disease and hunger that can be expected to follow the breakdown of 
social organization. Any unborn children subjected to irradiation 
would be likely to be born deformed. It is not altogether clear whether 
or not a human society could recover from the aftermath of a nuclear 
war. The material, physical, and psychic destruction might well be too 
severe. The sense of immediate danger may have eased with the end of 
the cold war: the arsenals remain, even in reduced form, as its most 
frightful legacy. This is still the most developed and best understood 
means by which whole countries can be destroyed in an instant. If the 
deed were to be done it could be done quickly. Our collective future is 
still hostage to continuing acts of self-restraint by the leaders of the 
world's major powers. 

Xlll 



xiv Introduction 

Whatever the prior security commitments or stakes in a particular 
conflict, few events would rock national, regional or global society more 
than a series of nuclear detonations, or even just one. While a war 
involving small nuclear powers need not necessarily raise such apoca-
lyptic scenarios as those developed for a superpower war - with the 
spectre of a true end to history as the northern hemisphere is desolated 
and possibly even blacked out - there has yet to be developed any con-
cept of a 'small' nuclear war. Any nuclear use still moves us into the area 
of unimaginable catastrophe. 

This disproportionate character guarantees some deterrent effect in 
any situation in which there is the slightest chance of the employment 
of nuclear weapons. For this reason their presence has been considered 
beneficial as a means of consolidating a political status quo. They pro-
vide those who possess them with an ultimate guarantee of security 
against external aggression and thus, in principle, the possibility of pro-
tecting the most vital interests in the most hostile environments, while 
avoiding dependence upon allies. However, for the same reason the 
skewed distribution of nuclear power leaves those without their own 
capabilities potentially more insecure. Moreover, even for those in pos-
session, this power is best applied against putative threats from other 
states with expansionist tendencies. There is little experience against 
which to assess its relevance in the face of internal threats to the security 
of states or non-state actors. 

The cost of developing and maintaining this enormous destructive 
capacity has been huge. The most thorough estimate, in 1996 dollars, 
suggested that it had consumed $409.4 billion on construction, $3,241 
billion on deployment, $831.1 billion on targeting and controlling, 
$937.2 billion on defences and then $31.1 billion on dismantling ele-
ments of the arsenal with another $365.1 billion on waste management, 
making for a grand total of $5,821 billion. Every year just sustaining the 
nuclear arsenal required another $35 billion. In addition, possibly tens 
of thousands of people died prematurely as a result of the radioactive 
materials thrown into the atmosphere until tests were forced under-
ground after 1963.l Nuclear fallout does not recognize international 
borders. 

These costs, accumulated over time, would obviously be dwarfed by a 
nuclear war, to a level which would defy all accounting. But they would 
also be dwarfed by the costs of non-nuclear war among the great powers. 
In this respect there is a respectable case that this was all money well 
spent, or at least, that it has enabled humankind to make the best of a 
bad job by providing a compelling case for restraint and accommodation 
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in areas of confrontation. In particular, during the cold war, which 
pitted two ideologically-opposed alliances against each other, the risk of 
nuclear disaster was credited as being the source of a welcome caution 
that allowed the most dangerous days of this conflict to be endured. 
When this all came to an end, hopes rose that at last there could be 
movement towards a nuclear-free world. Unfortunately its practical real-
ization remains distant. The knowledge of how to develop and produce 
nuclear weapons is widely known. So long as we do not have a conflict-
free world the fear that this knowledge will be exploited by the 
unscrupulous limits the possibilities for complete disarmament. Even if 
current stocks were eliminated, during the course of a conflict new 
stocks could be produced (especially if civilian nuclear facilities had not 
been eliminated). Nor do nuclear explosions exhaust the possible hor-
rors that human beings can inflict on each other. Given all this, it is as 
difficult to be optimistic about a future without nuclear weapons as it is 
to comprehend the consequences of their use. 

At least the awfulness of the weapons, and the inescapable vulnerabil-
ity of all to nuclear attack, continues to provide comfort that their use as 
instruments of policy might be degraded. This now appears to be the 
view of all the major powers. Their military planning is no longer built 
around nuclear contingencies. At the same time the possibility that the 
regimes of desperate or reckless states or even non-state groups might 
not only get hold of these weapons but also that they might even be 
in some sense beyond deterrence when contemplating their use has 
created new anxieties. 

When I first began work on this topic, the difficulty of keeping up to 
date with the detail of new weapons or the latest arms control proposals, 
plus the desire to influence future decisions, meant that those engaged 
in contemporary strategic studies tended to be technically sophisticated, 
forward-looking and policy-orientated. This had led, with a few notable 
exceptions,2 to a neglect of the history of the subject. During the 1980s 
there was a growing interest in the history of nuclear weapons, doctrines 
and strategies and a number of studies catered to this interest. A major 
international endeavour - the Nuclear History Project - was set up to 
pull together the efforts of researchers.3 As post-war archives were 
opened, and as scholars learned to exploit the American Freedom of 
Information Act and new archives from the communist bloc, the first 
post-war decades were thoroughly studied.4 These studies include excel-
lent histories of the construction of the atomic and hydrogen bombs,5 

the attempts to use the new atomic weapons to support post-war 
American diplomacy,6 the later role of nuclear weapons in East-West 
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relations,7 analysis of key decisions, such as that to build the hydrogen 
bomb,8 and the detailed development of nuclear plans.9 Transcripts of 
the meetings of senior policy-makers during the Cuban Missile Crisis 
cast a completely new light on the established views of the crisis.10 In 
addition to one book based on interviews with key figures in the devel-
opment of nuclear thinking,11 there have been studies of some of the 
key figures who have helped to shape both policy and our general 
understanding of nuclear issues, such as Paul Nitze,12 while others such 
as Glenn Seaborg and Herbert York have written valuable memoirs.13 In 
Britain and France too there has been a growing interest in both early 
thinking about nuclear weapons,14 and the continuity in doctrine.15 The 
opening up of Soviet and Chinese archives has meant that there is now 
the possibility of a two-sided nuclear history,16 and even the policies of 
lesser nuclear countries, such as India and Israel, can now be investi-
gated using first-rate studies.17 The International disarmament move-
ment also enjoys an excellent history.18 There are now some studies 
of key figures in the strategic studies community,19 some of the key 
concepts,20 and also the strategic studies community.21 

It is now more than twenty years since the first edition of this book 
was published. When the second edition was published, on the eve of 
the end of the cold war, I decided against a major revision on the 
grounds that my main focus was on the public and academic debates 
surrounding nuclear strategy, and while it was important to know the 
nature of the deliberations that had taken place in governments this was 
not my main concern. This provided a useful excuse for not incorporat-
ing what was already a substantial literature on the history of nuclear 
policies. This literature has grown even more since then. I have still 
decided against a complete rewrite, for reasons both of length and focus, 
so while the bulk of this book remains as it was first published, I have 
brought the manuscript up to date to reflect the post-cold war era. In 
addition to two new chapters, I have rewritten the introduction as well 
as the conclusions. 

This is not to say that my own analysis would not also have evolved 
over the years.22 The other thing that I have not changed is the title. 
I noted in 1981 that the use of the word 'evolution' was somewhat mis-
leading for it suggested progress along a learning curve, implying a 
higher level of present understanding than in previous years. This had 
been the assumption with which I had begun my research. By the time 
I had completed the study, I believed it to be false. What impressed me 
was the cyclical character of the debates. Much of what was offered as 
a profound and new insight was said yesterday; and usually in a more 
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concise and literate manner. The rich literature of earlier decades was 
barely appreciated by many contemporary students of strategy, espe-
cially those close to policy-making circles. Even after the cold war the 
debates remain remarkably cyclical, with, for example, the question of 
ballistic missile defence now in its third great debate. 

The richness of the literature provides a powerful disincentive to any-
one contemplating a comprehensive survey. It still remains difficult not 
to be overwhelmed by the sheer volume of the material that has been 
generated. In addition to professional writings of military men and 
reflections of politicians presiding over nuclear arsenals, there has been 
a vast outpouring of books, articles, papers and memos from civilians 
representing many academic disciplines and often organized into 
research institutes concerned with few things other than the problems 
of national security. Their writings were replete with new and arcane 
concepts, which sometimes served to clarify but often only obfuscated, 
and were caught up with a forbidding miasma of acronyms and jargon. 
Since the end of the cold war the extremely technical material is no 
longer so prominent, with one welcome result that the new literature on 
the topic shows great improvements in lucidity and style. 

In the same way that a military historian is not expected to record 
every campaign so a historian of ideas does not have to record every 
documented thought, especially when so much is repetitive and deriva-
tive. This work is selective, and in consequence the discussion of some 
areas such as conventional strategy, and particularly naval warfare, is 
inadequate; also, I have concentrated on the strategic debate in the 
United States, the most vigorous and fertile, though without neglecting 
the parallel debates in the Soviet Union, Britain, France and China. The 
aim is to provide a systematic and reasonably comprehensive treatment 
of the major themes of nuclear strategy. To this end, the most import-
ant individual contributions to the debate have been analysed in some 
detail, but this is not a collection of critiques of great texts and so 
some favourite authors may not have got the attention they deserve. 
Similarly, while I have been concerned to examine the interaction 
between theory and policy, this is not a history of decision-making. 

Finally, to complete this list of what the book does not offer, it pro-
vides neither a theory of strategy nor a new strategic theory. What it 
does attempt to offer is a detailed and critical history of official and 
unofficial attempts to construct a plausible nuclear strategy. As these 
attempts have come from a variety of sources and appeared in a variety 
of forms there is no fixed pattern to this investigation and it is only 
loosely chronological. I believe this approach to be necessary, not only 
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to highlight the major issues, but also to illuminate the more general 
expectations, understandings and preoccupations that have character-
ized strategic thinking since 1945. 

A book about strategy ought to begin with a definition of the subject. 
There has been no constant and generally accepted definition of strat-
egy, even during the post-war years. The origins of the word 'strategy' lie 
in the Greek strategos, meaning the art of the general. There was little 
need to significantly alter the meaning even up to the time of General 
von Clausewitz (1780-1831) who defined the concept of strategy as the 
use of battles to forward the aim of war. By the twentieth century such a 
definition was blatantly inadequate. The preoccupation with battles, 
always questionable, failed to allow for the great variety in the methods 
of employing military forces and the choice of targets. Furthermore, the 
link with war itself was too direct. When war-fighting was so distasteful, 
it might be as important to preserve the peace by reminding a potential 
enemy of the costs of war or even to achieve aggressive objectives by 
encouraging a weaker country to give in without a fight. The definition 
of strategy developed by Basil Liddell Hart - 'the art of distributing and 
applying military means to fulfil ends of policy'23 - seems more appro-
priate. It is non-committal about how the military means are to be dis-
tributed while stressing, as would Clausewitz, the role of the political 
sphere as the source of strategic objectives. It also maintains the con-
nection with military means, and in this differs from other contending 
definitions. Such a definition clearly also rejects the view that when the 
value of military instruments has been blunted by the excessive costs 
attendant on their use, all the means of national power - political and 
economic as well as military - should be incorporated into a definition 
of strategy. If we have to focus on all methods of prevailing in any given 
conflict, the study of strategy ceases to be distinct from the study of 
diplomacy or of international relations in general and the sense that we 
are dealing with 'functional and purposive violence' is lost.24 

If some have sought to broaden the term, others have sought to 
constrict it. When fledgling air forces, after World War I, were anxious to 
demonstrate that they possessed a means for getting right to the heart of 
the enemy's power and destroying it with some well-chosen blows, they 
described this as a 'strategic' capability. Thus they spoke of 'strategic 
bombardment', using 'strategic bombers', eventually under a 'Strategic 
Air Command' (SAC). After 1945, nuclear weapons, best able to perform 
this mission, came to be known as 'strategic weapons', and a war in 
which they were to be used would be a 'strategic war'. This use of 
the adjective 'strategic' has very little to do with the noun 'strategy'. 
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The connection has become even more tenuous, with 'strategic' tightly 
defined, in the 'strategic arms reduction talks' by reference to the ranges 
of certain weapons. A weapon that could be directed from the homeland 
of one superpower against the homeland of the other was strategic. 
During the cold war, it was difficult to avoid this sort of use, as it was the 
language in which nuclear issues were discussed. Since the end of the 
cold war this narrow use has fallen from favour, and while there is still 
talk of the strategic uses of air power, strategy is being used again in its 
wider context.25 

The muddled use of this fundamental term prepares us for the muddle 
of nuclear strategy itself. Initially, when atom bombs first made their 
dramatic entrance onto the international stage, they were discussed and 
understood in terms derived from the established theories of airpower. 
Eventually, nuclear weapons became more powerful, more numerous 
and, crucially, possessed by more than one nation. New concepts and 
approaches developed in an attempt to come to terms with a situation 
in which a war in which the most formidable weapons available were 
used would, in all probability, be catastrophic for all concerned. The 
question has been whether any useful purpose could be served by 
employment of devices which invited discussion using words such as 
'holocaust', 'doomsday' and 'armageddon', and whether any employ-
ment could be sufficiently deliberate and controlled to ensure that 
political objectives were met. Which means that at issue has been 
whether a 'nuclear strategy' is a contradiction in terms. 
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First and Second Thoughts 
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1 
The Arrival of the Bomb 

The transformation of war 

It might be thought that the introduction of nuclear weapons created a 
wholly unprecedented situation rendering all previous strategic theories 
and concepts immediately obsolete. In fact such a demarcation line is 
hard to establish. The concepts with which nuclear weapons were first 
understood were derived from a prior era; many of the post-1945 debates 
were, in essence, continuations of those of pre-war days. The main link 
was provided by the doctrine of strategic bombardment, which assumed 
that the most effective use of aircraft was to attack the social and indus-
trial heart of the enemy, so producing internal collapse and obviating 
the need for a traditional battlefield victory. Support for this doctrine 
grew with the quality of aircraft performance and also out of the desire 
to avoid a repetition of the murderous stalemate of the Great War. 

The terrible slaughter from 1914 to 1918, as both sides attempted to 
penetrate the other's defence, had thrown into sharp relief the meaning 
of all the developments in technology and industrial organization of the 
past century. The whole society, rather than just an armed segment, had 
become intimately involved in the waging of war. Success was depend-
ent upon the numerical and industrial strength of nations, and the will-
ingness to concentrate them in a titanic struggle. This struggle was 
channelled onto a battlefield, which became an arena in which the two 
sides engaged in a process of mutual exhaustion. It was a war of attrition 
in which defeat came to the nation which collapsed first, with the victor 
left in a state only marginally less sorry. 

Such a war involved a severe drain on national resources and energies. 
It demanded patience and perseverance; a satisfaction with the enemy's 
lack of progress rather than tangible progress of one's own. Few military 

3 



4 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

thinkers have applied themselves to the perfection of the means of fight-
ing a war of attrition.1 Soldiers do not like to plan for long-drawn-out and 
inconclusive campaigns. That is why they are often so unprepared to 
fight such a campaign when it is forced upon them. The generals of the 
Great War could think of no better way of breaking the deadlock than 
throwing large numbers of men at the enemy in the hope of somehow 
achieving a breakthrough. 

After 1918 no one was prepared to contemplate a repeat performance. 
The more innovative sought ways to achieve a quick and decisive victory. 
It was recognized that this would have to be based on the new means of 
mobility demonstrated but not fully exploited in the war: tanks and air-
craft. There were two approaches: one (explored in Britain by Basil 
Liddell Hart and Major-General Fuller, and applied for Germany in 
1939-40 by General Guderian) was to use both tanks and aircraft to 
extend the traditional range of instruments available to a military com-
mander, providing him with added scope for manoeuvre; the other was 
to use the aircraft's range for direct attacks on the enemy homeland and 
so avoid the need for any surface conflict at all. 

Strategic bombardment 

The possibility of using aircraft to attack cities had been noted almost 
with their invention. In fact, there had already been experiments with 
balloons in two unsuccessful attempts to drop explosives on an enemy -
by the Russians on the French in 1812 and the Austrians on the 
Venetians in 1847. The first actual victims of air war were Arab villagers 
in Libya, bombed during the Italian war on Turkey of 1911-12. Books 
prior to World War I described vividly the horror-stuck panic, the vast 
loss of life and the obliteration of centres of population, industry 
and government expected to accompany attacks from the sky. In 1908 
H. G. Wells published his prophetic The War in the Air, which even spoke 
of airborne atomic warfare. 

These visions gained even wider currency and credibility in the 1920s 
and 1930s. This was a consequence of the panic generated in London 
following the small-scale Zeppelin and aircraft raids of World War I; 
an awareness of the growing range, speed and capacity of aircraft; and 
a pessimism as to the possibilities of effective defence. The growing 
expectations of a war dominated by vicious air attacks was summarized 
succinctly in a famous 1932 speech of Stanley Baldwin: 

Any town which is within reach of an aerodrome can be bombed 
within the first five minutes of war from the air, to an extent that was 
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inconceivable in the last war, and the question will be whose morale 
will be shattered quickest by the preliminary bombing? I think it is 
well for the man in the street to realise that there is no power on 
earth that can protect him from being bombed. Whatever people 
may tell him, the bomber will always get through.2 

The apparent strength of the bomber offensive in bringing matters to 
a swift conclusion could be contrasted with that of the defence on the 
ground in preventing a conclusion. A final but not insignificant factor 
encouraging the promotion of air operations against the heartland of 
the enemy was that it strengthened the claims of ambitious airmen for 
a separate and autonomous service commanding a major share of the 
military budget. 

This use of airpower was described as 'strategic bombardment'. The 
terminology was appropriate only if the premise was accepted that 
bombardment of socioeconomic targets behind the enemy lines pro-
vided an independent means to the strategic end of enemy defeat. 
Adding the adjective 'strategic' to blockade or invasion or territorial 
defence would seem superfluous. Its use in the case of bombardment 
came from a desire to distinguish the envisaged role from that of a tacti-
cal variety, undertaken in support of surface forces in battle. This dis-
tinction between 'strategic' and 'tactical' roles made little sense for 
armies and navies. Here battlefield success, or the probability of such suc-
cess, was an inevitable concomitant of the attainment of the strategic 
end. The distinction did seem to make sense for airpower. It differenti-
ated between independent operations and those dependent upon other 
services, and also expressed a belief, that later turned out to be fallacious, 
that strategic bombardment did not involve contact with the enemy's 
forces. Air Marshal Trenchard explained: 'It is not necessary, for an air 
force, in order to defeat the enemy nation, to defeat its armed forces first. 
Airpower can dispense with that intermediate step ...'.3 

It was the Italian Giulo Douhet (1869-1930) who did most to organ-
ize the apparent logic of airpower into a systematic theory Though the 
theory of strategic bombardment has come to be associated with his 
name it would be a mistake to overestimate his influence. Similar 
notions occurred to many airmen in many countries quite independ-
ently. The theory had a simple appeal. Here was an exciting, and still 
improving, new medium of warfare, capable of speedier and more 
distant operations than hitherto considered possible. Rather than dab-
ble inconclusively in surface engagements on the periphery, how much 
more effective to aim right at the centre of the enemy's power - the 
industries and workforce which sustained his military effort. 
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Much advocacy of strategic bombardment was immoderate and sim-
plistic, relying on intuition more than analysis. In part, this was because 
it was propaganda for a new branch of the armed services. But even the 
most detached writers on this subject were working in the realm of spec-
ulation. They could not be sure what changes new technological 
advances would bring; they could only guess at the impact of bombard-
ment on modern social structures. (In Britain, for example, much of the 
RAF's confidence in strategic bombing derived from its apparent effi-
ciency in controlling wild tribesmen in Somalia and Iraq.) Under the 
influence of these theories, military writers were straying beyond their 
area of competence. It might be hard to challenge military expertise on 
the tactics of battle; but now they were commenting on the ability of 
civilians, indeed whole societies, to withstand a certain sort of pressure. 
To illustrate the problems this created we can examine some of the 
precepts of strategic bombardment. 

The political science of airpower 

Douhet had few doubts about the unassailable primacy of the offence in 
the air and of the defence on the ground. For an adequate military pos-
ture it would be necessary and sufficient to be in a position to gain com-
mand in the air. This would be when one was 'in a position to prevent 
the enemy from flying while retaining the ability to fly oneself, achieved 
by aggressive bombardment of the enemy's air bases rather than through 
aerial combat. These bases would be a key feature of the set of targets 
marked out for immediate attack. In these attacks the essential motto 
would appear to be 'hit first and hit hard'. 

Whatever its aims, the side which decides to go to war will unleash 
all its aerial forces in mass against the enemy nation the instant the 
decision is taken, without waiting to declare war formally.4 

The belief in the critical importance of the first blow was based on 
the premise that this could be a war-winning event, less because of the 
physical than the psychological consequences. The total paralysis of 
society would require time and favourable conditions. However, the pro-
ponents of strategic bombing believed that the desired result would 
come earlier because of the vulnerability of civilian morale to aerial 
attacks. Before bomb damage had made it impossible to produce war 
materiel, the collapse of morale would lead to offers of surrender. 
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The identification of morale as a critical target was borrowed from 
those conventional theories of warfare in which the morale of the 
armed forces was emphasized as being as much a critical determinant of 
strength as numbers and equipment. Clausewitz wrote of the impor-
tance of 'spirit', describing physical force as the 'wooden hilt' of the 
sword, whereas moral force was the 'shining blade'. At the time when 
the early theories of strategic bombardment were being formulated 
'morale' was a central concept in military thought. The French Army in 
particular, inspired by the theories of Du Picq and Foch, saw war as the 
clash of opposing wills, with defeat the punishment of the force whose 
will broke first. There had been a tendency, which Foch mournfully 
acknowledged after World War I, to believe that 'morale alone counted', 
seeing victory as almost a triumph of mind over matter. But even those 
who kept the moral factor more in perspective did not deny its impor-
tance and recognized the virtue of an esprit de corps. Bad morale meant 
indiscipline and desertion; good morale meant resourcefulness and 
courage on the battlefield. 

Focusing attention onto civilian morale as well as that of the armed 
forces seemed appropriate to an age when warfare was losing its sepa-
rateness and becoming a test of strength between whole societies rather 
than simply the armed representatives of those societies. The welfare of 
civilians had always been at stake in warfare, but until the nineteenth 
century their contribution to performance in war had not been signifi-
cant. Even in sieges non-combatants were more of a drag than a spur, 
spoken of as bouches inutiles - useless mouths. As warfare came to rely 
more upon a society's total resources of manpower and industrial capa-
city, the roles of 'national will' and a smooth process of war production 
grew in relative importance. The ability to interfere with production and 
undermine the national will might be as important as battlefield suc-
cesses in weakening the enemy. Civilian suffering might be a cause of 
defeat - not just a consequence. 

Furthermore, civilian morale appeared as a more choice target than 
military morale. Civilians were unready to face military danger and 
lacked discipline when it came. So Douhet argued that there would be no 
need to pound at the sturdy and prepared military shield provided by the 
army and navy. The 'air arm... will strike against entities less well able to 
resist, and helpless to act or counteract. It is fated, therefore, that the 
moral and material collapse will come about more quickly and easily.'5 

But while it was true that military morale could be built and reinforced 
more readily than that of civilians, the consequences of its collapse were 
proportionately greater. A despondent and dispirited leadership was 
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a recipe for battlefield disaster. Even for the individual soldier - normally 
controlled within a command structure - often, because of the physical 
proximity of the enemy, there was an option to desert or surrender. 
Direct and immediate results could flow from a collapse in military 
morale in a way in which they were unlikely to do with a collapse in 
civilian morale. Because of the lack of immediate consequences and the 
added difficulties facing an enemy attempting to press an advantage, 
recovery was more possible at home than at the front. So long as the 
economy was functioning sufficiently well to service the military 
machine, and this was itself performing adequately in combat, the stra-
tegic impact of a miserable and dejected population was limited, though 
it might be a source of vicarious pleasure for the raider. It could be hoped 
that a government that sympathized with, or indeed experienced, the 
suffering of the people would be so appalled that the desire for relief 
would cause a reconsideration of the national commitment, but there 
would be no compelling need for this. 

There was a prevalent belief in a basic division between the mass and 
the elite. Mass hysteria and panic after populations had been bombed 
would lead to demands for merciful release through national capitula-
tion. On the actual mechanisms through which the mass would force the 
elite to change its conduct of the war, the theorists and practitioners of 
strategic bombardment were notably vague. Their writings were replete 
with references rarely more specific than 'breaking morale', attacking the 
'will to resist' and bringing a nation 'to its knees'. Douhet explained how: 

A complete breakdown of the social structure cannot but take place in 
a country being subjected to... merciless pounding from the air. The 
time would soon come when, to put an end to horror and suffering, 
the people themselves, driven by the instinct of self-preservation, 
would rise up and demand an end to the war.6 

Writing in 1923 the British military theorist Major General J. F. C. Fuller 
wrote about how London would be transformed into a 'vast raving 
Bedlam' following an air attack and how the government at Westminster 
would be 'swept away by an avalanche of terror'.7 

On both sides during World War II there were assertions that the enemy 
elite in crucial ways was alienated from the mass, committed to the war 
for its own purposes but able to use the state apparatus to mobilize the 
mass to follow its lead. There was an obvious propaganda element in such 
assertions. Nevertheless the assumption can be detected that the govern-
ment's hold over the population was tenuous. In this sense the mass was 
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the elite's 'Achilles' heel' - a soft target that was also the foundation of the 
national effort. Aerial bombardment would jolt the populace into an 
awareness of the risks they were running for the government's war policy. 
The relationship between the mass and the elite would be disrupted: 
either the people would cease to do the bidding of the government 
through a generally lacklustre approach to war projects or else, preferably, 
they would demand of the government that it sued for peace. 

Even accepting a crude elite/mass distinction the above expectation 
suffered from two fallacies. The first was the belief that a change in atti-
tudes would automatically result in a change in behaviour and that this 
would take the form of activism rather than apathy; and second, that 
the means would be available for mass activism to transform the gov-
ernment's conduct of the war. The objective misery of the population, 
whether resulting from bombardment or scarcities or battlefield losses, 
was not the key variable in the government-citizen relationship. Basic 
factors of social cohesion and political structure, as well as more specific 
ones relating to the extent of the understanding of and support for the 
war policy and its execution, were as crucial. To replace a government, 
or to get an existing one to change its mind, required both political 
means and an alternative policy. 'Peace' could suggest far greater evils if 
it was firmly believed that 'democracy' or 'civilization' was imperilled. 
Most important, for a fundamental change to take place there needed to 
be an environment in which some form of political opposition could 
develop and grow. 

The experience of World War II 

At the start of World War II, rather than embark on the course of unin-
hibited bomber offensives as anticipated by Douhet, the major belliger-
ents exercised restraint. This was a consequence of uncertainty as to 
whether strategic bombardment could bring the war to an early and sat-
isfactory conclusion plus the knowledge that it could well lead to reprisal 
raids.8 The devastation resulting from the systematic pounding of each 
other's cities appeared as a frightening prospect. No government wished 
to cope with the consequent social and economic strains. 

The British and French had an exaggerated sense of German bomber 
strength, while Hitler was anxious to prevent major damage to German 
cities. The Luftwaffe's role was more of a tactical one, acting in support 
of ground forces. In issuing his commands at the start of the war, Hitler 
laid down a 'guiding principle' not to provoke the initiation of aerial 
warfare by an action on the part of Germany. 
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The erosion of this mutual restraint, which did not take place until 
after the fall of France, stemmed from the fact that any use of airpower, 
whether seen as being 'tactical' or 'strategic' tended, at some point, to 
degenerate into an attack on civilians. Attempts to use airpower as a 
purely military and discriminating instrument floundered on inherent 
inaccuracies and the regular proximity of 'civilian' and 'military' targets, 
especially when 'military' was broadly defined. The 'tactical' use of air-
power implied that it was to be contained within the combat zone. But 
a 'combat zone' was not a fixed space with rigid boundaries, though it 
had sometimes taken that appearance during the Great War. Aircraft had 
been responsible for extending the area of the combat zone and, with 
tanks and other armoured vehicles, for allowing much greater forward 
momentum in the battlefront. Compared with the static fronts of 
1914-18, the battle arenas of 1939-45 were remarkable for their scale, 
variability, and fluidity. The success of the German offensive of the first 
year of the war meant that cities were frequently to be found in the com-
bat zone. As 'tactical' obstacles, and easier to denote as such when 
actively defended, they suffered aerial attack. 

When the Germans reached the channel the potential combat zone 
included southern England. The Luftwaffe attempted to gain command 
of the air by destroying the aircraft, bases, and facilities of the RAF. The 
purpose of this effort was not, as Douhet would have expected, to put 
British cities at the mercy of the Germans, but to provide clear skies for 
the planned invasion. It was in the course of the battle for the command 
of the air - the Battle of Britain - that the restraints on aerial warfare 
finally eroded. As a result of the symbolic British raids of late August 
against Berlin, the blitz of London began. Rather than a catastrophe for 
Britain, by allowing the RAF a chance to recover from the severe damage 
inflicted to its facilities, the blitz was a relief, despite the suffering that 
Londoners had to endure. 

The first year of the war demonstrated that the more extravagant claims 
of airpower enthusiasts had been erroneous. The sweep of the German 
armies through Europe upset notions of surface deadlock; there were 
forms of defence against bombers, such as radar-aided fighter aircraft, that 
could cause serious casualties in the offensive force; and the fragility of 
the civilian population in the face of air attack had been over-estimated. 

The Germans became involved in a major effort to test civilian 
morale, for the blitz continued after the invasion plans had been 
shelved in the vague and futile hope that it might force the British to 
reconsider their commitment to the war. What started as a support for 
an invasion turned into a surrogate. By 1942 the RAF had recovered, 
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built up its strength and was being joined by the US air force. It was now 
the Allies' turn to test theories of strategic bombardment. Here too, their 
adoption of the strategy was surrogate. Unable to open a second front 
on the land, they contented themselves with battering the enemy from 
the sky. 

An attack on the socioeconomic structure of the enemy was not 
a novel feature of British strategic policy. Accustomed to having weaker 
land armies than those found on the continent the means to victory had 
been seen to be the ability of the Royal Navy to enforce an economic 
blockade. This had contributed to victory in 1918 and was the founda-
tion of British hopes in 1939. It demanded no great conceptual leap to 
suggest that bombers might achieve through direct assault what the 
Navy could only achieve through an indirect squeeze. If merchant ship-
ping could be considered a legitimate military target so could industry, 
fuel, and communications. Here problems arose because airpower was 
an extremely blunt instrument. At sea there was no adjacent property to 
be damaged. This was not the case on the land where, even if the target 
was missed, something would be hit. 

On top of this the RAF were sceptical as to their ability to pinpoint key 
industrial targets and destroy them with sufficient efficiency and on a 
sufficient scale to affect the course of the war. The bluntness of the air 
instrument stemmed from a requirement, if prohibitive losses were to be 
avoided, of night action which added to the already considerable inac-
curacy of aerial bombardment. What was practically easier became 
strategically desirable. Point attacks against specifically identified vul-
nerabilities in the military or industrial structure were dismissed as 
'panaceas' and the effort was concentrated against 'the morale of the 
German civil population and in particular of the industrial workers'. 
As Liddell Hart caustically noted: 'inaccuracy of weapon-aim fostered 
inhumanity of war-aim'.9 

The American airmen were more anxious to aim for military-industrial 
targets and even attempted day-time raids, in which they were extremely 
vulnerable to enemy air defences, to improve accuracy. While obviously 
less costly in civilian lives than area attacks, civilian losses could not be 
avoided, even when the targets were in occupied territories. Nevertheless, 
purposeful attacks on vulnerable parts of the military-industrial structure 
did show results over time. Eventually, the allied bombing offensive 
disrupted the war economy and denied key supplies to the enemy forces. 
The value of attacks on civilians was less obvious though strongly asserted 
by those promoting the attacks. The bombing surveys conducted after the 
war cast doubts as to whether civilian morale was seriously strained 
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through bombing attacks. Even accepting that there was a threshold of 
tolerance for a society and that it could adapt to a systematic pounding 
only up to a certain point, this point was not reached early in the war. 
The long-range bomber did not appear as an instrument of a decisive 
early blow, but as another instrument of attrition. 

As an attempt to regulate political behaviour and decisions through 
inflicting pain on the populace it was not impressive. The limitations on 
this form of attack were widely recognized after the war. During the war 
they were suspected by some, but the prevailing atmosphere on both 
sides was one in which the capacity of the enemy to withstand pain was 
doubted and the desire to inflict pain, by way of retribution for past 
'atrocities', was very strong. It was in this atmosphere that the early 
versions of the weapons that dominated post-war strategic thinking 
were created. 

Retaliation and the 'V weapons 

War provides a great stimulus to technological innovation. Among the 
many innovations of World War II, two were crucial to the future of stra-
tegic planning and thought - the 'V weapons and the atomic bomb. The 
operational deployment of both was limited, though sufficient in each 
case to demonstrate potential. Both were seen to be of greatest value 
against civilian targets. Both were seen to be effective because of their 
capacity to cause shock and terror as much as actual destruction. Both 
were barely considered in terms of aiding the conventional military effort. 

Hitler had often expressed the belief that retaliation in kind was the 
only way to get the enemy to desist from terror-bombing of German 
cities. But, once the Allies had air supremacy, it became harder to retali-
ate with equivalent effect to massive attacks on Germany. As the war 
progressed this problem faced Hitler with increasing intensity. One way 
round the problem was to use available resources to greater effect 
through improvements in weapon design. The V-l flying bomb was 
such an advanced weapon. Though somewhat unreliable, it saved on 
fuel and air crew. It has been estimated that the campaign cost the 
British four times as much to deal with it as it cost the Germans to wage. 
The V-2 rocket however, though a greater technical achievement, was 
inefficient. For improvements in performance (greater speed and relia-
bility in penetrating air defences) and an added sense of spectacle, it cost 
one hundred times as much as the V-l. 

The production of V-ls and V-2s got under way too late to demon-
strate their full potential. Their introduction was delayed by technical 
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problems and hampered by allied bombing; their operation was eventu-
ally curtailed as the Germans were forced out of France. The use that was 
made of the weapons was very much conditioned by Hitler's belief in the 
need to retaliate against Britain. The very name of the new weapons -
Vergeltungswaffe (revenge weapon) - underlined their purpose. The main 
arguments concerning the operational plans for their use appear to have 
been concerned with the most effective way of breaking British morale. 
David Irving quotes a conversation between Lieutenant-General von 
Axthelm, who favoured a 'really sadistic bombardment', and Field 
Marshal Milch, who argued that a sustained drizzle of pilotless aircraft 
was 'the most evil burden imaginable for a city' with nobody knowing 
where the next one would fall. 'Twenty days of that will have them all 
folding at the knees.' 

Any alternative use for the 'V weapons, for example against the ports 
which would be used for an invasion fleet, was not countenanced by 
Hitler. The V-l was seen to be 'of use only as an instrument of terror, and 
not for attacking military objectives' though, when used against the port 
of Antwerp in a bid to impede the allied invasion, the attack was of some 
success. So the use of the weapons was conditioned by Hitler's view that 
the only way 'to smash terror was with counter-terror' and that these 
weapons were, to quote Goebbels, 'awe-inspiring murder weapons'.10 

The atom bomb 

The most revolutionary development of all was the atom bomb. As the 
war in Europe had begun in 1939 the world's scientific community had 
been in a state of some professional ferment over a rapid series of discov-
eries on the process by which uranium atoms split under bombardment 
from neurons. This phenomenon was named fission by O. R. Frisch, 
because of its similarity to the division of a biological cell. The scientific 
community involved in this research was international in character, with 
contributions coming from all over Europe and North America. However, 
by 1939 the political tensions within Europe were causing the relevant 
scientists to congregate in Britain and the US. The story of the scientific 
and engineering achievement which resulted in the production of the 
first bombs has been well told elsewhere.11 Because of the central impor-
tance of this achievement for everything that follows in this book, it 
might be useful to summarize briefly the scientific principle involved. 

Our textbook image of the atom is one of a small solar system, with a 
heavy, positively charged nucleus, made up of protons and neutrons, 
orbited by light negative electrons. As each atom is electrically neutral, 
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the number of protons in the nucleus is equal to that of the outer elec-
trons. The atomic number of an atom, and its fundamental chemical 
properties, is determined by this number of protons. The number of 
neutrons in atoms of the same element is not necessarily constant. 
Variations, which can lead to differing physical and nuclear properties, 
are known as isotopes. They are distinguished from one another by quot-
ing the total number, neutrons plus protons, of particles contained in the 
nucleus (e.g. uranium-235). 

A key characteristic of neutrons, which makes them potential agents 
of change in a nucleus, is that they are uncharged. Only certain combina-
tions of neutrons and protons are stable. When few in number, equal 
amounts of protons and neutrons result in stability, but for larger nuclei, 
the proportion of neutrons required is much greater. The two heavy 
elements relevant to the design of nuclear weapons are uranium (U) and 
plutonium (Pu). 

By 1939, the process of fission was becoming appreciated in the scien-
tific community. It was known that when uranium atoms were bom-
barded with neutrons, they could split into approximately equal parts 
with the release of enormous quantities of energy. Furthermore, when 
fission occurred some free neutrons were released which were capable of 
causing fission in other nuclei. It was realized that if more than one sec-
ondary neutron became available as a result of each fission, then in prin-
ciple a chain-reaction was possible, spreading through a mass of fissile 
material and yielding enormous energy. The first man-initiated self-
sustaining nuclear chain-reaction was achieved on 2 December 1942 in 
Chicago as part of the war-time Manhattan project organized in the US 
for the purpose of building atomic bombs. 

An atom (or fission) bomb is one which exploits such a chain-reaction 
to create an explosion. The amount of fissionable uranium or plutonium 
isotopes (U233, U235 or Pu-239) required is known as the critical size. 
This is reached when free neutrons, sufficient to sustain a chain-reaction, 
cannot escape or be captured by non-fissionable material. In addition, for 
explosive purposes, this reaction must build up extremely rapidly, for 
otherwise the device will fly apart and the reaction will stop. It was the 
brevity of this period that caused most technical problems in the con-
struction of the first bomb. 

The impetus behind the atom bomb project in Britain and the United 
States came from a fear of the consequences of a unilateral German suc-
cess in the military exploitation of atomic energy. The German atomic 
threat did not materialize. What would have happened if it had done so 
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is by no means clear. Hitler presumably would have viewed atomic 
bombs in the same manner that he viewed the 'V weapons: as an instru-
ment of counter-terror which if produced and delivered to the enemy in 
sufficient quantities might well turn the tide of the war. It was this 
prospect which made the Allies nervous. 

Originally the bomb was seen only as an insurance policy against a 
successful German project. However, once the US programme was well 
under way, the responsible officials expected a substantial return on 
their investment. When and if the bomb became available it would be a 
weapon to be employed against the enemies of the United States, what-
ever these enemies had available in their own arsenals. Henry Stimson, 
Secretary of War from 1940 to 1945, made it clear that the 

common objective throughout the war was to be the first to produce 
an atomic weapon and use it. The possible atomic weapon was consid-
ered to be a new and tremendously powerful explosive, as legitimate as 
any other of the deadly explosive weapons of modern war. The entire 
purpose was the production of a military weapon; on no other ground 
could the wartime expenditure of so much time and money have been 
justified. The exact circumstances in which that weapon might be used 
were unknown to us until the middle of 1945.12 

It was not until mid-1945, with the New Mexico test of the first bomb, 
that the full enormity of atomic power could be properly appreciated. In 
August 1941, after being informed that a weapon equivalent to 1800 tons 
of TNT could be produced, Churchill noted his contentment with 'exist-
ing explosives' before recognizing that 'we must not stand in the path of 
improvement'. Compare this with his apocalyptic exclamation to Henry 
Stimson on hearing of the successful test at New Mexico: 'Stimson, what 
was gunpowder? Trivial. What was electricity? Meaningless. This Atomic 
Bomb is the Second Coming in Wrath!'13 Truman recalled that, on being 
told by Stimson after he became President that the US was near to com-
pleting 'the most terrible weapons ever known in human history, one 
bomb which could destroy a whole city', the first comparison that came 
into his mind was with the shells that the large German gun, Big Bertha, 
had sent into Paris in World War I.14 

The atom bomb was not simply 'just another weapon'. It was still for 
use in war, as legitimate as any other weapon, but with implications and 
ramifications far beyond those which had ever accompanied the intro-
duction of a new piece of military equipment. 
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The strategy of Hiroshima15 

The eventual strategic use of the bomb was determined by the conditions 
prevailing at the time at which the first bomb became available. By the 
middle of 1945 Japan was a spent force, unable to project her strength 
beyond her boundaries. Having lost command of both the sea and the air, 
she was being starved of resources through blockade and was being sub-
jected to a regular and unmerciful burning and battering by waves of B-29 
bombers. The problem for the Americans was how to turn this defeat into 
surrender. The problem for the Japanese, once they recognized that there 
was no path left to victory, was how to surrender under the most 
favourable political conditions. 

The Japanese leadership's unwillingness to surrender in 1945, despite 
the blatant hopelessness of the position, was not so much based on a lin-
gering sense of glory and honour as on a deep sense that the constitu-
tional essence of Japan, embodied in the personage of the Emperor, was 
at stake. The Japanese continued to fight in the hope that the further 
costs they could impose on the Americans during the course of an inva-
sion would encourage the United States to modify its war aims. This hope 
rested on sufficient resilience in the face of blockade and bombardment 
to force the United States into an invasion, and then an ability to make 
this invasion as bloody as possible. There was also a hope that the 
Russians, neutral in the Pacific War, might be able to act as mediators. 

A successful Allied invasion which would lead to the physical occupa-
tion of the key decision-making centres in Japan would settle the matter. 
But the calculations of possible Allied losses, fortified by the experience of 
the heavy fighting over Okinawa, led to estimates of casualties approach-
ing the million. The military alternative was to continue, through block-
ade and bombardment, to inflict so much punishment on the enemy that 
this would lead to a reconsideration of the obstinate refusal to surrender 
unconditionally. The use of nuclear weapons was constrained by the lack 
of key military targets available. In the first meeting to discuss bomb use, 
in May 1943, the Japanese fleet at Truk was considered a suitable target. 
By mid-1945 the Japanese fleet was virtually non-existent. Use of bombs 
in a 'tactical' mode was considered for an invasion of Japan. But an inva-
sion was still the very thing US policy-makers wished to avoid. 

The Air Force preference for precision, as against area, bombardment 
that had been displayed in Europe had all but vanished in the Pacific 
War. Japan seemed particularly suited for area raids: industry was dis-
persed rather than concentrated and the people, crowded into wooden 
structures, were consequently extremely vulnerable to incendiaries. 
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After limited fire-bombing raids in January and February 1945, the Air 
Force embarked upon a remorseless campaign, beginning in March with 
an all-out attack on Tokyo that left nearly 300,000 buildings destroyed 
and over 80,000 dead. In April General Curtis LeMay, who was in charge 
of this campaign, wrote: 

I am influenced by the conviction that the present stage of develop-
ment in the air war against Japan presents the AAF for the first time 
with the opportunity of proving the power of the strategic air arm. 
I consider that for the first time strategic air bombardment faces a 
situation in which its strength is proportionate to the magnitude of 
its task. I feel that the destruction of Japan's ability to wage war is 
within the capability of this command.16 

It was in this same month that General Groves set down criteria for a 
committee he had appointed to choose appropriate targets for the bomb. 
The 'governing factor' was that the targets chosen should be places the 
bombing of which should 'adversely affect the will of the Japanese peo-
ple to continue the war'. This was similar wording to that customarily 
used by the Air Force to explain the purpose of terror-bombing.17 In fact 
the Air Force leadership saw the bomb as a dramatic supplement to the 
campaign of conventional bombing currently being waged against 
Japan. These conventional raids did not stop as a prelude to the intro-
duction of the bomb; they continued up to the very moment of Japan's 
surrender. Indeed many in the Air Force appear to have been surprised at 
the apparent decisiveness of atom-bombing. 

The key influences on the bomb's use were those such as Stimson, 
Marshall, Oppenheimer, Groves, Bush, and Conant, who had been 
involved in atom-bomb questions from early on in the project and were 
au fait with the properties of the new weapon. To them the bomb was 
not seen purely as an intensive form of strategic bombardment. To get 
full benefit in the Manhattan project it was necessary to emphasize the 
unique and awesome properties of the bomb. After it had been noted in 
the Interim Committee that the effect of one bomb would not be that dif-
ferent from 'any Air Corps strike of current dimensions', Oppenheimer 
pointed out that 'the visual effect of an atomic bombing would be 
tremendous. It would be accompanied by a brilliant luminescence which 
would rise to a height of 10,000 to 20,000 feet.' It was on the basis of this 
spectacular quality that those considering the use of the bomb began to 
move away from the previous, implicit, strategy of cumulative pressure 
to one of maximum shock. 
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Many nuclear scientists argued that to demonstrate the bomb's power 
would suffice, for the knowledge of its existence would be shock 
enough. The humanitarian advantages of this course were discounted 
because of practical disadvantages: failure, after a portentous announce-
ment, could be counterproductive while the full meaning of success 
could be lost if a spectacular display was unaccompanied by equally 
spectacular destruction. 

The problem was to induce a sense of hopelessness in a people, still 
resisting despite immense suffering, by impressing upon them their vul-
nerability to an unprecedented form of horror. In discussing the value of 
airpower Liddell Hart noted that 'so long as the process is gradual' 
human beings can accommodate to degradation of their standard of life. 
'Decisive results come sooner from sudden shocks than long-drawn-out 
pressure. Shocks throw the opponent off balance. Pressure allows him 
time to adjust to it.'18 To throw the enemy off balance was precisely 
what was required. Stimson wrote in 1947: 'I felt that to extract a gen-
uine surrender from the Emperor and his military advisers they must be 
administered a tremendous shock which would carry convincing proof 
of our power to destroy the Empire.' The atomic bomb 'was more than a 
weapon of terrible destruction; it was a psychological weapon'. He noted 
that Marshall was 'emphatic in his insistence on the shock value of the 
new weapon'.19 

A key feature of a strategy of shock was that it required an element of 
surprise. Here there was a contrast with a strategy of cumulative pres-
sure. If the aim was to convince the enemy of the horror ahead if resist-
ance continued, then a declaration of intent to devastate the enemy's 
homeland was a natural part of the strategy. But, if the aim was to shock, 
surprise was necessary. General Marshall explained; 'It's not good warn-
ing them. If you warn them there's no surprise. And the only way to 
produce shock is surprise.'20 

With the prompt surrender of the Japanese following Nagasaki the 
impression was left that the strategic concepts that guided the use of the 
bomb were valid. The accumulation of evidence since 1945 has sug-
gested that the bomb was less important than it appeared at the time in 
terminating the war. 

Surrender is a political decision, usually controversial, and so may 
require a shift in the national power structure before it can take place. It 
was the movement of this shift, dependent on the delicate handling of 
the hard-line militarists and a hope of tolerable surrender terms, that 
determined the date of the Japanese surrender. If the bomb did have a 
role it was in accelerating and intensifying the process of political 
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change. But even here caution is due. The dropping of the bomb was not 
the only shock that the Japanese received in the four days beginning 
6 August 1945. Combined with the atom bomb was the Soviet Union's 
entry into the war against Japan. This dashed any lingering hopes of 
Soviet support in mediating for more favourable conditions for surren-
der. The bomb, however, did result in the sort of dislocation that the 
administration of strategic shock is supposed to bring. According to 
Butow: 

It was not that the military men had suddenly become reasonable in 
the hours following the Hiroshima and Nagasaki disasters; it was 
rather that they ... had momentarily been caught off balance. They 
were also at a loss for words which could make any lasting impression 
upon the end-the-war faction. Prior to the dropping of the two 
A-bombs they had been able to pledge their belief in their ability to 
meet effectively any action taken by the enemy, but now whatever 
they said made them look foolish and insincere.21 

Even assuming that the bomb was the major source of surrender the 
lessons that could be drawn from the minimal operational experience 
were limited. It was like administering poison on the death bed. The tar-
get was a fragile one. It was a structure not only weak, but on the point 
of collapse. There were few operational problems. The 'command of the 
air' had already been won; there were no Japanese defences or threats of 
retaliation. Furthermore the advantage of shock was unique; thereafter 
there could be horror but not surprise in the bomb's use. 

Nevertheless, the appearance was more compelling than the reality, 
and the worth of the bomb was taken to have been proven in action. Its 
use was symptomatic of a period in warfare which had seen the devel-
opment of a number of weapons suitable only for the indiscriminate 
destruction of large targets, and the erosion of restraints on the employ-
ment of these weapons. The legitimacy of these targets, which tended to 
be cities, was found in the character of total warfare, in which victory 
depended on the effective utilization of the total resources of a society, 
and not just the armed forces. 

In a remarkable book, written in the closing months of the war, Basil 
Liddell Hart pondered the meaning of the new V-weapons. He saw them 
as the culmination of a process that had been anticipated some 2000 
years before by the Spartan king, Archidamus, who had exclaimed on 
seeing a dart fired by a machine brought from Sicily: 'O Hercules, the 
valour of men is at an end.' In the past century the mechanization of 
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war had been progressing steadily. With heavy artillery and aircraft the 
'gulf which had separated the fighting zone from the hinterland' had 
been leapt, and now, with the V-weapons, the human element was being 
removed altogether. In the future: 

the most virile nation might not be able to withstand another, 
inferior to it in all natural qualities, if the latter had some decisively 
superior technical appliance. 

The flying bomb may well tear away the veil of illusion that has so 
long obscured the reality of the change in warfare - from a fight to 
a process of destruction. Being palpably an 'inhuman' instrument, it 
creates the feeling - which counts more than a truth apprehended by 
reason - that war is no longer a matter of fighting. Thus its introduction 
on June 15, 1944, may come to be regarded as the start of a new era. 

The book was not published till after the war. By that time Liddell Hart 
had had time to write an epilogue. The introduction of the atom bomb 
reinforced his arguments concerning the danger of conceiving warfare 
in terms of unlimited aims and unlimited methods. The bomb was 
'merely a further stage in the evolution of "automatic warfare" ', but one 
that by virtue of its apparent success was liable to make a more dramatic 
impact than either the V-l or the V-2. These had not gone 'far enough in 
their actual effort to convince the world that the problem of security had 
undergone a fundamental change'. They had not succeeded in their 
strategic aim and public opinion did not 'probe into the underlying 
causes of failure, but tends to be swayed by the outcome'. The speed 
with which the use of the atomic bomb was followed by Japan's surren-
der meant that 'its decisive effect can hardly be disputed'.22 



2 
Offence and Defence 

The persistence of the doctrine of strategic bombardment 

The dramatic finale of World War II at Hiroshima and Nagasaki rescued 
the doctrine of strategic bombardment. Without the atom bomb the the-
orists of airpower would have been pushed onto the defensive, hard put 
to justify the pounding of cities for limited rewards. With the atom 
bomb, airpower could be said to have come of age. 

The great bomber offensives of the war had failed to validate the 
expectations of the pre-war years. The bomber had not always 'got 
through', and when it had done the results had been less than decisive. 
Air raids took their toll, but only over time. The bomber was not a means 
of breaking a deadlock, but yet another instrument of attrition, another 
method by which industrial societies could beat each other down. 

Now two spectacular advances had occurred in the destructive capa-
city of weapons and their means of delivery. There was no known way of 
stopping a V-2 type rocket, while atom bombs were absolutely devastat-
ing and, if the experience of the Japanese surrender was anything to go 
by, promised immediate results. The old axioms could be reformulated: 
the rocket would always get through; atomic bombardment offered an 
independent and swift route to total victory. The terms of the debate on 
the strategic significance of the new technology were thus set by the 
existing debate on the value of strategic bombardment. 

Amongst airmen, an ideology had been created around a single 
weapon of war - the heavy bomber. They could not contemplate a truly 
effective defence against the bomber, nor accept that airpower had value 
in any role other than strategic bombardment. Perry Smith explains this, 
in the USA, by reference to the Air Force objective of institutional inde-
pendence from the Army, an objective realized in 1947. But this does not 
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explain the persistence of this ideology well after autonomy was achieved. 
It is unwise to isolate a single motive. Bureaucratic and operational inde-
pendence, the elan of the airmen, the primacy of the strategic bombard-
ment mission were all bound up in a general sense of the uniqueness, in 
its power and directness, of the heavy bomber. 

The Air Force had its critics - from civilians who were repelled by the 
reliance on mass destruction, to sailors and soldiers who sensed an 
unwarranted downgrading of their own importance. The immediate 
impact of Hiroshima and Nagasaki was to silence such criticism, at least 
for a couple of years. 'Strategic bombing had won its case, and the 
ignored lessons of World War II could remain ignored by the public, 
Congress and all others except the inquiring scholar or the parochial 
Army or Navy man.'1 When, in 1946, the first reports of the US Strategic 
Bombing Survey were released, one newspaper columnist commented: 
'What might have become a good old fashioned row now becomes an 
academic discussion thanks to the atomic bomb. Come the next war 
there will be no fleets of bombers pouring down death on civilian pop-
ulations. Just one little atom bomb will do the work of a thousand block-
busters.'2 The detailed analyses contained in the reports were seen to 
refer to an era that had just passed. The challenge they represented to 
Air Force articles of faith failed to make an impact. 

In November 1945, in his Final Report to the Secretary of War, General 
Arnold, the Chief of Air Staff, stated: 

The influence of atomic energy on air power can be stated very sim-
ply. It has made air power all important... [The] only known effective 
means of delivering atomic bombs in their present state of develop-
ment is the very heavy bomber... 
This country ...must recognize that real security ...in the visible 
future will rest on our ability to take immediate offensive action with 
overwhelming force. It must be apparent to a potential aggressor that 
an attack on the United States would be followed by an immensely 
devastating air attack on him. 

The atom bomb was a weapon that could only be delivered by air and 
against large targets, which basically means cities. As long as the sup-
plies of the bomb were limited there would be no point in wasting them 
against small point targets of limited value on a battlefield or at sea. It 
was a palpably blunt instrument and would be used in a blunt manner. 
It made airpower more efficient by decreasing the 'cost of destruction'. 
General Arnold calculated that substituting atomic for conventional 
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explosives would make a given amount of destruction 'at least six times 
more economical'. Fewer aircraft would be needed; the dropping of a 
single atomb bomb by a B-29 on Hiroshima caused as 'much damage as 
300 planes would have done'.3 Not only would fewer planes be required 
but also effective range would be increased, as an atom bomb would 
represent a lighter load than a full complement of conventional exposives. 
The violence would be more concentrated in terms of both space and time. 

The new strategic environment 

The military tend to have an ambivalent attitude to technological 
advance. They will embrace readily those incremental developments 
that allow them to perform their traditional roles even better, but view 
with suspicion anything new that appears to require radical departures 
from established methods or, worse still, suggests the progressive obso-
lescence of their own brand of warfare. Up till now the air force had seen 
itself as the most futuristic force. But it had been discriminating, prefer-
ring the technology of the long-range offence to that of the defence or 
tactical support. Now it was faced with a technology capable of replacing 
the heavy bomber with a pilotless machine, so rendering airmen redun-
dant. The Air Force was lukewarm to the prospect of intercontinental 
missiles and therefore pursued their development with only the mini-
mum of enthusiasm.4 

Visionaries, anticipating a new era of automatic warfare, assumed that 
the military would naturally follow wherever the new technology took 
them. As the conjunction of V-2s with atom bombs seemed the obvious 
solution to all the practical problems of strategic bombardment it was 
taken for granted that this was the way of the future. Writing just after 
Hiroshima, Hanson Baldwin noted how in years to come 'The first line 
of defense ... will be the directors of "push-button" war - the men who 
fling gigantic missiles across the seas.'5 Major-General J. F. C. Fuller, 
whose vivid imagination was as inventive with the bomb as it had been 
in the 1920s and 1930s with the tank, described a future 'laboratory-
inspired war of destruction'. It would be a duel between two 'tactical 
organizations of atom-charged and propelled rockets - the one offensive 
and the other defensive': 

[M]iles above the surface of the earth, noiseless battles will be fought 
between blast and counterblast. Now and again an invader will get 
through, and up will go London, Paris, or New York in a 40,000 foot 
high mushroom or smoke and dust; and as nobody will know what is 
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happening above or beyond or be certain who is fighting whom - let 
alone what for - the war will be a kind of bellicose perpetual motion 
until the last laboratory blows up.6 

The strength of this and similar imagery dominated much of the popu-
lar debate, though regretted in more 'serious' quarters. The Compton 
Report noted in 1947: 

[T]he era of push-button warfare, in which inter-continental rockets 
with atomic warheads wipe out tens of millions over-night has not 
yet arrived. It is extremely unfortunate that the mistaken idea has 
been planted in so many minds that that era is now present. 

It suggested that a weapon of the 'transpolar or trans-oceanic' ranges 
was some twenty-five years away.7 This estimate was shared by many 
others, including the Navy: '[I]t seems a wholly reasonable and safe 
assumption that rockets with atomic warheads capable of thousands of 
miles of range are not to be expected for at least another 25 years.'8 

The problem was not that of range; the method of travelling inter-
continental distances was understood. The main difficulties were lack of 
accuracy, uncertain reliability and high cost. General Arnold, extrapo-
lating from the V-2's low accuracy of 4 miles over a 200-mile range, 
pointed out that over a 3000-mile range this would lead to an average 
error of 60 miles. Though he expected guidance mechanisms to improve 
he put this well into the future.9 The intercontinental missile, noted 
Bush, 'is not so effective from the standpoint of cost or performance as 
the airplane with a crew aboard'. 

[A]s long as atomic bombs are scarce and highly expensive in terms of 
destruction accomplished per dollar disbursed, one does not trust 
them to a highly complex carrier of inherently low precision, for lack 
of precision decidely increases such costs.10 

Because of the loss of accuracy with range, the expectation grew that no 
rocket with a range of over 1000 miles would be feasible. Some recog-
nized that one might possibly compensate for this lack of range by pla-
cing rockets on ships or submarines. The Navy noted that such 
a deployment would provide for retaliatory attacks with the 'flexibility 
and surprise available only to mobile instruments'. Bush considered 
submarines as effective carriers because the 'scales have recently tipped 
in favour of attack as far as undersea warfare is concerned'; Blackett 
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acknowledged the possibility but suggested this 'could hardly be consid-
ered an effective method of waging war'.11 

There were also a number of fanciful methods of delivery canvassed 
with some seriousness in 1945 and 1946. One such method was the 
'suitcase bomb', considered by many, especially scientists viewing mat-
ters in narrow, technical terms, as one of the more probable methods of 
delivery. For example, Leo Szilard in a May 1945 memo devoted three 
paragraphs to the danger of bombs being physically carried to US cities, 
noting America's peculiar vulnerability because of the concentration of 
its population in large cities along a long coastline accessible to enemy 
agents, before observing in one sentence that it might one day be possi-
ble to deliver atom bombs great distances by means of rockets.12 Henry 
Stimson wrote to President Truman in April 1945: '[T]he future may see 
a time when such a weapon may be constructed in secret and used sud-
denly and effectively by a wilful nation or group of much greater size 
and material power.' After Hiroshima this warning was given emphasis: 

The beginning of a new war will surely involve not only the launch-
ing of the missiles, but the explosion of the mines that have secretly 
been set near key targets to provide the pinpoint accuracy that long-
range weapons may possibly lack. Government buildings will fall, the 
great communications facilities will be destroyed, ports of rail and air 
and sea traffic will be disabled, the crucial industrial installations will 
be attacked.13 

Few were ready to dismiss the problem completely, but gradually it came 
to be accepted that to introduce the component parts of a bomb and 
then assemble them without detection would not be as simple as 
had been presumed. An aggressor would worry that his plans might be 
exposed by untimely detection of just one bomb, or, more generally, it 
would be risky to depend on planted bombs whose reliability he could 
not readily check. After having written in 1945 that atom bombs would 
place 'an extraordinarily high premium' on 'national competence in 
sabotage on the one hand and in counter-sabotage work on the other',14 

a year later Brodie was writing: 'The new potentialities which the atomic 
bomb gives to sabotage must not be overrated.'15 

The consensus that grew during the 1940s, encouraged by the Air 
Force's expert opinion, was that for the forseeable future, exotic meth-
ods would be unnecessary for carrying atomic bombs to their targets. 
The 'only vehicle for the delivery of an atomic bomb with adequate 
accuracy over the next ten years will be the conventionally piloted 
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aircraft'.16 Push-button warfare was a matter for long-term speculation, 
not immediate planning. 

Another pertinent question concerned the number of atomic bombs 
that would be available for delivery. It did not become apparent until later 
just how limited the US nuclear stockpile was during the 1940s. There 
was in fact virtually no stockpile, only unassembled components, until 
1947 when post-war production got under way. 

The figure on the size of the US stockpile was a closely guarded secret, 
accepted by those 'not in the know' to be small, though how small was 
not realized. In 1946 Bernard Brodie guessed a figure of twenty bombs 
while recognizing that it might be smaller. The next year he chastised 
the US Navy for assuming that the weapon would be scarce for some 
time to come. While acknowledging that '[t]oday the atomic bomb is 
apparently a commodity of great scarcity and very high unit cost' he 
speculated that this situation 'may evaporate a good deal faster than the 
Navy expects'.17 But generally the expectation was of steady rather than 
spectacular growth in the stockpile so that plans should still assume it to 
be a scarce resource. 

Nor, as the decade progressed, was the danger of a Soviet stockpile 
considered pressing. In 1945 informed scientific opinion put the date of 
the first Soviet test two to five years away. This accurate estimate was 
gradually dismissed as being too alarmist. There was a slide into com-
placency. The War Department paper of 1947 estimated that: 'For a num-
ber of years, perhaps as many as 8 to 15, only the U.S. will possess atomic 
bombs in significant quantities.' The Compton Report, also of 1947, 
noted that: 'We cannot safely assume that we will have sole possession 
of atomic explosives beyond 1951, although most scientists and engin-
eers familiar with the production of the atomic bomb believe it will be 
1955 at the earliest before an attack in quantity can be made.' In 1949, 
at the time of the Soviet test it was reported that the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
had not been expecting the first Soviet A-bomb until 1952.18 

These relaxed views of Soviet atomic prospects were even more marked 
outside of official circles. William Fox in June 1948 was assuming 
a 'decade or two' before the Soviet Union acquired bombs 'in significant or 
decisive quantities'.19 The most surprising complacency in this matter, in 
view of his earlier accuracy, came from Vannevar Bush in a book that went 
to press as the first test was announced. 'Opinion now', he noted 'indicates 
a longer time than it did just after the end of the war.' The reason: 

They [the Russians] lack men of special skill, plant adapted to 
making special products, and possibly materials... [T]hey lack the 
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resourcefulness of free men, and regimentation is ill-adapted to 
unconventional efforts. [Before the time when] a war would be 
primarily an atomic war, many things may happen. We may be living 
by then in a different sort of world.20 

In time other countries as well as the Soviet Union might become 
atomic powers; the trend towards war-fighting becoming the sole pre-
rogative of great and wealthy nations could be reversed. Few countries 
might be able to afford thousand-strong fleets of heavy bombers but, as 
atomic secrets spread, many could, at tolerable cost, accumulate a modest 
stockpile of atomic weapons. This might 'equalize' international relations. 
Nations both great and small would have the power to devastate each 
other. Jacob Viner commented: 

The small country will again be more than a cipher or a pawn in 
power politics, provided it is big enough to produce atom bombs. The 
small country will still not have a defense against an aggressor great 
country, but even the strongest country will no longer have any rea-
sonable prospects of a costless victory over even the smallest country 
with a stock of atomic bombs.21 

But this again was a problem for the future. In the near-term the only 
three conceivable nuclear powers were the 'big three' - Britain, the 
United States and the Soviet Union. 

The strategic implications of the atom bomb could therefore be 
treated in two distinct ways. First, as a speculative exercise, postulating 
a world with a number of powers possessing significant stockpiles of 
atomic bombs and the means to deliver them. Second, as an immediate 
question of military planning based on capabilities either in existence or 
under development. In both cases there was some confusion over time-
frames and the mix of capabilities that would be available at any 
moment. The latter debate was the major one. It involved the military 
services and influential civilians. The Air Force was lobbying for defence 
resources to be devoted to airpower, while the Navy and Army were 
anxious lest over-reliance on atom bombs resulted in the neglect of pro-
visions for traditional forms of warfare. 

The new Air Force recognized the bomb to be their strongest bargain-
ing card and played it for all it was worth, carefully fudging the question 
of whether the vast destructive power concentrated in a single device 
ought really to allow for contraction, rather than expansion, in numbers 
of aircraft. The other services felt this competition keenly in the tough 
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struggle to keep forces intact and prepare for the future in the atmos-
phere of post-war demobilization and budgetary stringency. The Navy 
was particularly anxious to secure support for its own expensive invest-
ment programme, for 'super-carriers', and felt it had little choice but to 
oppose the Air Force and its atomic strategy head-on. Admirals warned 
of the unreality of expectations of quick and easy victory, the need to 
prepare for a wide variety of contingencies and the affront to American 
values represented by strategies based on mass destruction. This did 
little to dampen the enthusiasm for an atomic strategy or to promote the 
Navy's case. The Navy was seen as parochial and backward-looking, des-
perate to justify its existence in a world in which the reach of airpower 
was being extended all the time, and in which the most likely enemy was 
virtually land-locked and had only a slight maritime tradition. 

The budgetary battle came to a head in 1949 and the Admirals lost. 
A new Navy leadership accepted that if the proponents of an atomic 
strategy could not be beaten then they would have to be joined. The 
Navy's own potential for delivering nuclear weapons came to be stressed 
by noting how aircraft carriers could obviate the need for fixed bases 
close to enemy territory. This new approach was far more successful in 
gaining support in both the executive branch and Congress. 

Two distinguished scientists, Vannevar Bush in the United States and 
Patrick Blackett in Britain, wrote important books, already cited, con-
tributing to the general debate on nuclear strategy. Most of the literature 
written by those outside official circles was, however, of the more spec-
ulative variety. Some were little more than collections of sensational pre-
dictions. The most substantial effort to develop a new strategic theory 
for the atom bomb was made by Bernard Brodie and his colleagues, at 
the Yale Center for International Studies, with support from Professor 
Jacob Viner of Chicago. But this work, which now in retrospect stands 
out, was peripheral to the main concerns of the 1940s. The question for 
immediate consideration was whether atomic bombs meant that stra-
tegic bombardment was now the most profitable strategy for the West to 
adopt. The most challenging criticism to the prevailing view that it 
was came from Blackett and Bush, supported by some self-interested 
arguments from the Navy. 

The possibility of defence 

It was generally agreed that little could be done to spare cities if aircraft 
carrying atom bombs got through active defences.22 Passive measures 
would involve protecting key targets through dispersion and by encasing 



Offence and Defence 29 

them, as much as possible, in reinforced concrete. To survive nuclear 
war a society would have to be cellular, consisting of thin, independent 
and self-sufficient units. Few could believe that any such measures were 
practicable in Europe, let alone in the United States where the pattern of 
life was well established and had never been disrupted by air raids. In 
the absence of such radical measures, only Blackett argued forcefully 
that a city might recover from bombardment with atomic weapons with 
sufficient speed to restart industrial operations. 

The possibility of countering an atomic attack became the main ques-
tion during the 1940s. There were those who took comfort in the 
thought that an effective antidote to the bomb itself would eventually 
be discovered. On 23 October 1945 President Truman told Congress: 
'Every new weapon will eventually bring some counter defence to it.' 
Earlier the same month Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz commented on 
the 'historical truth' that 'there has never yet been a weapon against 
which man has been unable to devise a counter-weapon or a defense'. 
There was no such historical truth. As Bernard Brodie pointed out, there 
had been little noteworthy progress on defences against the V-2 and 
'after five centuries of the use of hand arms with fire-propelled missiles, 
the large number of men killed by comparable arms in the recent war 
indicates that no adequate answer has yet to be found for the bullet'.23 

Informed opinion came strongly round to the view that there was no 
direct counter - such as jamming the bomb's inner workings - to the 
atom bomb. 

Interest centred on an attack on delivery vehicles. If the bomb could 
be readily delivered by rocket or secret agent then the tasks of defence 
might be too great. But if the offence was to be concentrated in the long-
range bomber then the problem was restricted to its vulnerability to air 
defences. The issue was over the race between the technologies of the 
offence and the defence. The Strategic Bombing Survey noted that: 

The capacity to destroy, given control of the air and an adequate supply 
of bombs, is beyond doubt. Unless both of these conditions are met, 
however, any attempt to produce war decisive results through atomic 
bombing may encounter problems similar to those encountered in 
conventional bombing.24 

There was agreement in the 1940s that for the moment the offensive 
was dominant. There were, however, indications that the defence was 
about to mount a serious challenge. 'The present technical trend', noted 
the Navy optimistically, 'is decidedly in favour of the defense against the 
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offense in ordinary strategic bombing'.25 Radar would improve methods 
of detection; jet fighters and, eventually, guided missiles, would 
improve methods of interception. The new technology of missilery 
would suit the defence rather than the offence because it would only be 
at the shorter ranges suitable for defensive action that missiles would be 
cost-effective. Bush, impressed by the developing defensive technology 
noted: 

No fleets of bombers will proceed unmolested against any enemy 
that can bring properly equipped jet pursuit ships against them in 
numbers, aided by effective ground radar, and equipped with rockets 
or guided air-to-air missiles armed with proximity fuses.26 

Against this the offence offered two likely technical improvements. 
First, the ability to fly faster,27 and second, the ability to fly at higher alti-
tudes. But, came the rejoinder, if bombers flew high their accuracy would 
be impaired, and cunning defence tactics involving camouflage and 
decoys could exacerbate this problem. The bombers would be unable to 
engage in precision attacks but would have to rely on area bombings, 
unlikely - if the strategic bombing survey was to be believed - to produce 
significant results unless prosecuted in greater strength and numbers 
than possible during the war. 

The atom bomb seemed to swing the scales back to the offence. Even if 
attrition rates were high, it would not need many bombs to get through 
for decisive results. If, with conventional bombing, a 10 per cent attrition 
rate was intolerable, with atom bombs a rate of up to 90 per cent would 
be manageable. The argument against this was twofold. First, it was 
suggested that the logic of a 90 per cent attrition rate had been accepted 
without an analysis of the practicalities. If enough young men would fly 
on virtually suicidal raids, might not the defence also find such coura-
geous young men to engage in suicidal attacks on the incoming aircraft? 
What would happen to the bombs aboard the 90 per cent of the planes 
that were shot down? Would they explode or, perhaps, fall into enemy 
hands? More important, it was pointed out that the readiness to accept 
large losses in making the attack presumed a plentiful supply of bombs. 

So long as bombs were scarce then the offence had problems in 
mounting attacks. A lone bomber would be extremely vulnerable to 
a dedicated defence. A fleet of aircraft dedicated to the carriage of atomic 
weapons would be wasteful, constituting the sort of attack that could 
only be occasional. If the need to ensure that some atom bombs got 
through had to be balanced with the need to use available supply in an 
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economical fashion, then the most likely form of attack would consist of 
a fleet of bombers, most armed with conventional explosives and a few 
with atom bombs. This would increase the chances of each atom bomb 
reaching its target, but at the cost of mounting an attack of World War II 
dimensions. 'If it takes a whole fleet to carry an atomic bomb, then 
most of the advantage is lost, and we get right back to the question of 
whether mass bombing pays at all.'28 If the defending country had put 
all its resources in defensive, rather than offensive, equipment, such as 
jet fighters, ground-to-air missiles and radar, then any attack 'would 
have to be launched on a huge scale to have a good chance of decisive 
success'.29 And in this huge attack it would be necessary to ensure that 
many atom bombs reached their targets. Blackett estimated that it 
would take 400 atom bombs of the Hiroshima type to reproduce the 
damage inflicted on Germany by strategic bombardment during World 
War II. When allowances were made for interceptors, more than a thou-
sand atom bombs would have to be launched. 'The principal point is 
that the atomic bomb is for the immediate future a very important but 
by no means an absolute weapon, that is, one so overpowering as to 
make all other methods of waging war obsolete.'30 

The argument did not stop at analysis of the relative advantages of the 
offence and defence when locked in a straightforward duel. An attacker 
aware of a strong defence is unlikely to desire a head-on clash. Instead, 
he will turn to the attacker's traditional advantage of surprise, selecting 
the time and place to attack. The selection of targets is less of a problem 
in air warfare than ground warfare. There are only a limited number of 
strategic targets and, as important, only a limited number of routes by 
which they can be approached. The advantage of choice of time was 
more significant. The defence might not be able to mobilize quickly 
enough and, even if prepared, might not reach peak performance at 
once. Combat experience would be required. Thus, the atom bomb 
gained over conventional bombardment because of the impact of the 
first blow. Conventional bombs had been shown not to be decisive in 
the first attack and so the defence would get time to prepare itself. 
'War ... always starts with a Pearl Harbor kind of attack. In an atomic war 
the first attack, no matter how well prepared for it we may be, will really 
be a disaster.'31 Indeed any improvement in the technology of the 
defence merely enhanced the importance of the surprise first strike. 



3 
Aggression and Retaliation 

The vital first blow 

In order to understand the development of post-war strategic thought it 
is necessary to recognize the deep-rooted nature of the belief in the 
inevitability of a massive surprise attack as the opening shot in any war. 
It was particularly strong in the US, because of the experience of Pearl 
Harbor, but was widely accepted in Europe. It was not based simply on 
a calculation of tactical need, to beat a strong defence, but on a presump-
tion that this was the way of aggressors. Whether atom bombs were 
scare or plentiful, the defence weak or strong, was irrelevant. 

Aggression, by definition, involved making the first military move. In 
making such a move the aggressor would aim for maximum military 
advantage which, it was presumed, would require the maximum possible 
exercise of force. With the stakes so high the benefit of surprise would 
not be squandered for mere 'tactical' benefit; the gain would have to be 
of 'strategic' dimensions and the most decisive 'strategic' act was atomic 
bombardment. The aggressor would aim for an immediate paralysis of 
the victim's socioeconomic organization rather than his military capa-
bilities. The diplomatic niceties of 'ultimata' and formal declarations of 
war could be ignored. The surprise would be complete. Some even sus-
pected that it would take guesswork to identify the aggressor. 

Historical experience was less than conclusive on this matter. Both the 
Japanese and the Germans had used surprise attacks to weaken the con-
ventional military position of their enemies; but then neither Britain 
nor France entered the war as the victim of a surprise attack. An attack 
on cities would only make sense if it could be decisive. Otherwise it 
would be more sensible to weaken the enemy's means of counter-attack. 
Maximum hurt to the victim is not the same as maximum gain to the 

32 



Aggression and Retaliation 33 

attacker. Nevertheless the consensus on this score was almost over-
whelming. 

In the discussion amongst scientists connected with the Manhattan 
Project, the value of atomic bombs to a surprise attack was a major theme. 
Some of the earliest thoughts on the future military role of nuclear 
weapons were collected in a September 1944 Report entitled 'Prospectus 
on Nucleonics' by a committee of scientists headed by Zoy Jeffries: 

A nation, or even a political group, given the opportunity to start 
aggression by a sudden use of nuclear destruction devices, will be able 
to unleash a 'blitzkrieg' infinitely more terrifying than that of 
1939-40. A sudden blow of this kind might literally wipe out even 
the largest nation - or at least all its production centers - and decide 
the issue on the first day of the war.1 

These ideas appeared in the June 1945 Franck Report of nuclear scien-
tists urging caution in the use of the first bomb,2 and were endorsed by 
H. R. Smyth, one of the Manhattan Project scientists, who prepared the 
account of the development of atom bombs for official publication 
immediately after the first use of the bombs. In his conclusion Smyth 
wrote: 

A weapon has been developed that is potentially destructive beyond 
the wildest nightmares of the imagination; a weapon so ideally suited 
to sudden unannounced attack that a country's major cities might be 
destroyed overnight by an ostensibly friendly power.3 

Such a view soon became the conventional wisdom; Caryl Haskins 
called it 'An ideal weapon for aggressors'; with 10,000 bombs costing 
some $10 billion there would be the means to 'eliminate a great nation'. 
Major George Fielding Eliot of the New York Herald Tribune wrote that the 
atom bomb sets aside 'the old theories of attack and defense. It gives to 
the surprise attack the power to destroy utterly, without warning.' 
Robert Oppenheimer described it as 'A weapon of aggression, of surprise, 
and of terror.' David Lilienthal, recording the conclusion of a January 
1947 discussion at the Pentagon between top military and scientific 
leaders, said 'Value of surprise increased with every increase in potency 
of weapons; with atomic bomb surprise achieves supreme value.'4 

By contrast, the United States and other peaceful nations would be 
effectively constrained from making a surprise attack despite the mili-
tary benefits that might accrue. Edward Mead Earle observed that the 
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new weapons (atom bombs and rockets) would 'put an enormous pre-
mium on the surprise attack, planned in secrecy and waged a outrance''. 
An open and democratic society would be incapable of such planning 
and, in any case, the populations of liberal democracies only became 
interested in military preparedness after the outbreak of war. Because of 
the increased value of the sudden and provoked 'knockout blow', 'the 
peacefully inclined and the militarily careless' were put at a disadvantage. 
A similar point was made in a 1947 paper expressing War Department 
thinking: 'We are prevented by our form of Government and our con-
stitutional processes from launching surprise attacks against potential 
enemies.' The requirement for any declaration of war to be passed by 
Congress, the pressure of public opinion and a sense of America's moral 
position in the world would all militate against any behaviour that 
could be remotely classified as 'aggressive'.5 

The atom bomb and aggressors 

It is worthwhile pausing here to consider briefly the concept of aggres-
sion. In the nineteenth century this term had been limited, technical, 
and neutral, referring to any 'military attack by the forces of a state 
against the territory or vessels of another state'. War was still a legiti-
mate, if regrettable, last resort in pursuit of legal rights. Any attempt to 
interfere with the status quo, to harass a nation's subjects or upset its 
sense of honour could be used to justify a declaration of war. As the view 
of war changed so did the concept of aggression. By 1914 the term had 
become pejorative, referring to a military attack that was not justified by 
law. After 1918 it became hard to justify any use of military force. The 
Great War was such a disaster that it was considered incumbent upon all 
states to prevent any recurrence. The League of Nations set up mechan-
isms to settle disputes peacefully. Illegitimate casus belli came to include 
not only attempts at conquest but even redress of legitimate griev-
ances. In such declarations as the Kellogg-Briand pact of 1927 war was 
renounced as an 'instrument of national policy'. Short of self-defence 
and collective actions sanctioned by the League, there could be no just 
recourse to war, whatever the provocation. Such a recourse would be 
'aggression'. 

Unfortunately, this use of the term confused a military judgment with 
a moral stance. There was a desire (and still is) to use it to distinguish 
right from wrong in any dispute, but this distinction was rarely straight-
forward. Technically, it placed far too much emphasis on the 'first shot', 
the responsibility for which was rarely clear nor necessarily significant. 
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Strategically, no allowances were made for pre-emptive action. In part 
because of this, but also because of the tendency of pejorative terms to 
be generalized to encompass all unwelcome acts, aggression eventually 
came to be 'applied to any instrument of state policy which affects the 
interests of other states in a significant way'. It is now necessary to talk 
of 'armed aggression'.6 

In 1945 the common approach to international affairs was legalistic. 
Though subjective in practice and rarely doing justice to the complexity 
of disputes, the distinction between peace-loving and aggressive states 
was adopted as a guide to the proper assignment of blame for the out-
break of a war. 'Our position', explained the American prosecutor before 
the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg, 'is that whatever 
grievances a nation may have, however objectionable it finds the status 
quo, aggressive warfare is an illegal means for settling those grievances or 
for altering those conditions'.7 Aggression was seen to be the most 
deviant form of international behaviour. It was deviant not only because 
it violated an international code of conduct, but also because it was 
patently foolish. As it inevitably led to disaster, it could never be an act 
of men possessed of rationality and moral sensibilities, who would use 
peaceful means to settle disputes. 

The adoption of violent means betrayed more than an aggressor's 
strategic calculus. It also betrayed something about the nature of his 
society. It was symptomatic of a particular culture, one that bred in pro-
fusion 'authoritarian' or 'aggressive' personalities, or else a 'mass society' 
that allowed an unsavoury and totalitarian political philosophy to pros-
per and gain control. Social scientists and psychologists, convinced of 
the essential irrationality of war, searched for its causes in the alienation 
of industrial man, patterns of child-rearing, the ambition of megaloma-
niacs, the dreams of political Utopias, and the potency of unthinking 
nationalism, rather than such mundane things as geographical vulnera-
bilities, a sense of grievance, or straightforward conflicts of national 
interests. 

War was an irrational act and thus had an irrational cause. In conse-
quence, aggressors could not be relied upon to listen to reason. What they 
might listen to was their own language - that of force. If that was the only 
language they understood then the communication must be loud and 
clear. Aggression was more than a military move to be met by a counter-
move. It was a crime deserving of punishment. The perpetrators could not 
be expected to act as international statesmen, with whom it might be pos-
sible to negotiate and compromise. They could only be communicated 
with by force. The experience of the pre-war years underlined the danger 
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of 'appeasing' an insatiable aggressor through continual concessions. 
'International blackmail', based on the threat of aggression, could only 
be dealt with by firm resistance and preparation for a trial of strength. 
Reliance on the conventional panoply of diplomatic instruments could 
be counter-productive, for aggressors must never think you 'soft'. Clark 
Clifford, Special Counsel to the President, wrote to Truman in 1946: 

The language of military power is the only language which disciples 
of power politics understand. The United States must use that lan-
guage in order that Soviet leaders will realize that our government is 
determined to uphold the interests of its citizens and the rights of 
small countries. Compromise and concessions are considered, by the 
Soviets, to be evidences of weakness and they are encouraged by our 
'retreats' to make new and greater demands.8 

If it came to war, military power should be applied in such a way as to 
inhibit future aggression. It should not be applied according to narrow 
strategic criteria. Military defeat was not enough. Power had also to be 
used in a retributive and exemplary manner. In justifying the atomic 
bombing of Hiroshima, President Truman illustrated the belief in the 
retributive value of force: 

Having found the bomb, we have to use it. We have used it against 
those who attacked us without warning at Pearl Harbor, against those 
who have starved and beaten and executed American prisoners of 
wars, against those who have abandoned all pretense of obeying 
international laws of warfare. 

Only then did he mention the need to 'shorten the agony of war' and 
'to save the lives of thousands and thousands of young Americans'.9 

Thus, the atom bomb could be used as a means of punishing aggres-
sors, especially those that lacked atomic bombs of their own. But once 
these weapons were readily available, and if this would be to the advan-
tage of the aggressive as opposed to the peace-loving, there was a good 
case for banishing them from international life. It was one thing to 
threaten a potential aggressor with an atomic attack when there was no 
danger of a counter-attack; it was another thing altogether when deter-
mined action might put America at risk from an atomic-armed adversary. 

To many, especially the scientists who had brought the bomb into the 
world, the introduction of atomic weapons into an unreformed interna-
tional society would be a disaster. The very structure of the international 
system, with its sovereign nation states each capable of preparing for 
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war, meant that self-restraint in the use of atomic weapons could not be 
guaranteed. The only solution would be to banish the bombs themselves. 
A stark choice was identified: either the creation of a strong international 
organization with powers to enforce universal pledges of atomic abstin-
ence or else the bad habits of international politics would be perpetuated 
until they inevitably led to an orgy of mutual destruction. The choice was 
'One World or None'.10 

There was a serious effort made to achieve a measure of international 
control over atomic energy. This failed because the question became 
mixed up with the general deterioration in East-West relations. Neither 
side could summon up enough trust in the other. It is important to note 
that even if the American plan, to put the most sensitive nuclear facili-
ties under the control of an International Development Authority, had 
been accepted it would have delayed the use of atom bombs in war for 
over a year but not prevented their use completely11 

The choice facing the world was considered so stark that some argued 
for drastic measures to push recalcitrant nations towards sanity, even 
threatening them with atomic weapons. There were a number of calls 
made for a move against the Soviet Union, widely suspected of aggres-
sive tendencies, before it had a chance to do the world any more damage. 
For example the redoubtable Senator Brian McMahon: 'I assert that for 
the first time in human history, the failure to agree to a sane, effective 
and righteous control of weapons of war constitutes in and of itself an 
act of aggression.'12 Similar reasoning led to a curious and notorious call 
in October 1946 for nuclear threats against the Soviet Union from the 
philosopher Bertrand Russell. After noting that a war in the near future 
would lead to American victory and then 'to a world government under 
the hegemony of the United States', a development he would 'welcome 
with enthusiasm', Russell called for the liberal democracies to pressure 
the Soviet Union into accepting an international government. 'The only 
possible way' to do this would be by 'a mixture of cajolery and threat, 
making it plain to the Soviet authorities that refusal will entail disaster, 
while acceptance will not'.13 

Early thoughts on deterrence 

In the absence of international control, nations which wished to avoid 
atomic bombardment would have to rely on their own devices. The 
most appropriate device for deterring the employment of atomic 
weapons by one state was the threat of counter-employment. There was 
nothing new in the notion that the best way to dissuade an enemy from 
using a particularly obnoxious weapon was a threat of a reprisal in kind. 
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It was fear of reprisals that encouraged restraint over the use of gas 
during World War II. Hopes for a similar neutralizing effect had been 
expressed in connection with the bombing of cities and submarine 
attacks on merchantmen. Here there had been disappointment but the 
'eye-for-an-eye' concept was strong and could be found in official ration-
ales for air-raids and V-weapon attacks. A monopoly in a terror-weapon 
was considered a major advantage. It was fear of a German monopoly in 
atom bombs that led nuclear scientists, who might in other circum-
stances have thought better of helping of exploit atomic energy for mili-
tary purposes, to bring such a sense of urgency to the Manhattan Project. 

In each of these cases the reasoning was confined to threats of 
reprisals in kind against use of specified weapons. There was another 
argument of long standing that the more awful is war, the less likely that 
nations would resort to it to settle their disputes. But, especially in 1945, 
there could be little confidence in either this general proposition or the 
more modest hope that mankind might be spared certain horrors 
because of a fear of reprisals. Thus when Prime Minister Clement Attlee 
wrote to President Truman on atomic energy issues in September 1945 
he made the point that 'The only deterrent is the possibility of the victim 
of such an attack being able to retort to the victor.' He then went on to 
cast doubt on the efficacy of such a deterrent: 'In many discussions on 
bombing in the days before the war it was demonstrated that the only 
answer to the bomber was the bomber. The war proved this to be correct. 
This obvious fact did not prevent bombing but resulted in the destruc-
tion of many great centres of civilization.'14 

The logic of retaliation as the best deterrent to aggression was appre-
ciated from the start but, as can be seen with Attlee, it was combined 
with a deep pessimism that 'sooner or later' these weapons would be 
used. In the September 1944 report of the Jeffries Committee of 
Manhattan Project scientists it was noted that: 

The most that an independent American nucleonic re-armament can 
achieve is the certainty that a sudden total devastation of New York 
or Chicago can be answered the next day by an even more extensive 
devastation of the cities of the aggressor, and the hope that the fear 
of such a retaliation will paralyze the aggressor. 

But the Committee did not think 'much of this hope': 

The whole history of mankind teaches that this is a very uncertain 
hope, and that accumulated weapons of destruction 'go off sooner or 
later, even if this means a senseless mutual destruction.15 
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Similarly, in 1946, General Arnold offered a formula that had great 
durability: '[OJur first line of defense is the ability to retaliate even after 
receiving the hardest blow the enemy can deliver.' With such an ability 
a stalemate might be possible, but Arnold took pains to emphasize that 
this was only a possibility.16 

The professional military readily accepted the importance of the threat 
of retaliation to deter atomic aggression. In Britain - where, because of 
the country's size and vulnerability to strikes from Europe, the problem 
was seen as a defensive one from the start - an atomic stockpile was con-
sidered the only means of warding off aggressors.17 The United States Air 
Force, which was more interested in exploiting superiority than compen-
sating for possible inferiority, tended to see the value of its bombers as 
a deterrent to all forms of aggression, atomic or otherwise. The expectation 
that the threat of overwhelming force would make potential aggressors 
pause before hasty actions was deeply ingrained into its thinking. 

It was this form of general deterrence that the Policy Planning Staff of 
the US State Department had in mind when it discussed the need to 
maintain armed strength. Deterrence was of 'outstanding importance', 
in creating such an impression of military strength as to make it quite 
clear to the Russians that they would have no hope of victory in war. 
Already in 1948 there was a tendency to assume that 'excessive military 
weakness here and in Western Europe might indeed create a factor 
which would operate to overcome the other reasons why the Soviet 
Government would not be inclined to use armed force, and might thus 
constitute a compelling invitation to aggression'.18 The fear that weak 
peacetime forces would cause an aggressor to miscalculate the resolve of 
democracies (once stirred to action) provided an argument for signalling 
determination via military preparedness. This need embraced all forces; 
it was not tied to a specific weapon or type of military action. It was to 
demonstrate a capacity for war-fighting and thus could not be seen as an 
alternative form of military posture that might reduce the need for 
traditional forms of armed forces. 

In providing the required image, the atomic stockpile was of obvious 
importance. But the professionals did not feel they could rely on the 
threat of atomic retaliation to deter war or even atomic bombs being 
used against them. If an attack did come it was assumed that the enemy 
would exploit the advantages of surprise to the full. The restraining 
influence of an imposing atomic stockpile on others was no more than 
a considered but guarded hope. 

What had yet to develop was a full doctrine of nuclear deterrence. The 
early development of such a doctrine stemmed from a critical examination 
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of the assumption of the inevitable surprise attack. There was tension in 
prevalent theories between an assumption of cities as the only appropri-
ate targets and the decisive value of surprise, for unless the enemy's 
means of nuclear retaliation were destroyed, little could be gained by 
surprise. In Britain, Liddell Hart and Blackett argued against the assump-
tion that the aggressor would aim first for cities. Liddell Hart pointed 
out that aggressors tended to be calculating. 'They plan to achieve their 
gains with the least possible damage both to themselves and to their 
acquisitions, whereas the victims of aggression are driven by an uncon-
trollable impulse to hit back regardless of the consequences.' Therefore, he 
suggested, an aggressor aiming at no more than 'profitable expansion... 
may hesitate to employ atomic bombs' because of the likelihood of 
retaliation.19 

A similar point was made by Jacob Viner, Professor of Economics at 
Chicago and an important influence on the coming generation of aca-
demic strategists. He declared himself unconvinced by the assumption 
that the atom bomb would give an overwhelming advantage to the sur-
prise attack. Even after the victim's cities had been destroyed 'why can it 
not nevertheless retaliate within a few hours with as effective an atomic-
bomb counter-attack as if it had made the first move'.20 Bernard Brodie 
also noted: 'The element of surprise may be less important than is gener-
ally assumed. If retaliation has to be accepted no victory is worth it.' 
Brodie suggested that a stable balance in atomic arsenals might be safer 
than asymmetries: 'A war in which atomic bombs are not used is more 
likely to occur if both sides have bombs in quantity from the beginning 
than if neither side has it at the outset or if only one side has it.' This same 
point was made by other contributors to The Absolute Weapon, the book 
Brodie edited, suggesting that the weapon was not as absolute as all that.21 

One conclusion of this line of argument was that the only purpose of 
a surprise attack would be to destroy military facilities. It is remarkable 
how little this point was explored. One who did was William Liscum 
Borden who asked: 'Why squander the precious assets of surprise and 
the initiative in attacking cities, a mission which can so easily be carried 
out later, when the main obstacle to a lightning victory is air forces-in-
being?' Assuming that 'belligerents possess stockpiles of atom bombs 
and carriers numbered in the thousands', Borden forecast a future war 
taking the form, in the first instance, of a 

one-dimensional aerial duel...between two highly decentralized 
military systems, each seeking to eliminate the offensive power of the 
other. If the war lasted long enough for industrial production to make 
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itself felt, the belligerents most threatened could undertake the few 
brief raids necessary to paralyze his opponent's home front; and retal-
iation in kind would surely follow.22 

The neglect of the plausibility of this sort of exchange was surprising. 
The desirability of eliminating the enemy's air offensive was, after all, an 
established tenet of the doctrine of strategic bombardment. If rockets 
were to play a major part in a future war then the best opportunity to 
destroy them would be on the ground, prior to launch. This neglect 
could be explained first by the natural obsession with what weapons of 
such ferocity could do to human beings. The most memorable use of air-
power in World War II had been against cities and it was assumed that 
this pattern, confirmed at Hiroshima, was now established. Atom bombs 
were described habitually as 'terror' weapons with the term 'weapons of 
mass destruction' soon in use as a synonym, as if there were no other 
possible targets. Second, and more practically, it was doubted that either 
side would be so foolish as to concentrate facilities for the production or 
carriage of atom bombs in a few places susceptible to attack. Nevertheless, 
in the first tentative steps through the logic of deterrence, it did become 
apparent, at least to Bernard Brodie, that: 

The first and most vital step in the American security program for the 
age of atomic bombs is to take measures to guarantee ourselves in 
case of attack the possibility of retaliation in kind. 
Thus far the chief purpose of a military establishment has been to win 
wars. From now on its chief purpose must be to avert them. It can 
have no other useful purpose. 

Brodie suggested two main requirements. First, it would be necessary to 
fight with men and equipment already mobilized. America could no 
longer wait for a war to start before building up her armed forces. 
Second, it would be necessary for the armed forces to make 'themselves 
independent of the urban communities and their industries for support'. 
The forces would be maintained in isolation, dispersed in secret sites, 
and 'protected by storage underground'.23 One requirement for which 
there was much support, given the assumption that the supreme com-
mand could be easily wiped out, was that the local commander should 
have independent power to release an atomic strike once he was certain 
that his country had been the recipient of an atomic attack. This was 
one area where later thinking moved in the opposite direction. 
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The basic axioms of the nuclear age, therefore, were soon identified: 
the impossibility of defence; the hopeless vulnerability of the world's 
major cities; the attraction of a sudden attack; and the necessity of 
a capability for retaliation. There were inklings of the debates that were 
to dominate strategists in the coming decades: the danger of a successful 
first strike against nuclear forces; the impossibility of deterring madmen; 
and the paradox of intensive defensive preparations taking on the 
appearance of a provocative act.24 But there was nothing systematic or 
emphatic about the presentation of these notions. Often they stand out 
only with the benefit of hindsight. They were no more than inklings. 



Section 2 
Towards a Policy of Deterrence 
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4 
Strategy for an Atomic Monopoly 

Atom bombs and the American way of war 

Americans were accustomed to viewing international politics, which up 
to 1940 was to all intents and purposes European politics, with a certain 
detachment. The European propensity to war was symptomatic of its 
dominance by reactionary and decadent elites and the persistence of 
imperialist instincts. Furthermore, there was little reason to view war as 
a grim struggle for survival, let alone a time for defiant resistance. The 
United States' industrial and economic resources were so vast that there 
were few doubts that, once she put her mind to the task, any enemy 
would be eventually overwhelmed. The United States was the weary 
policeman, slow to be roused and loath to get involved in the internecine 
quarrels of European states. Once aware of danger and into action, she 
was unbeatable. 

Any threat to American security was to be found in the prospect of the 
hegemony of a strong and malevolent state in Europe or the Pacific. As 
there was little danger of a direct invasion there had been little interest 
in the development of forces mainly suitable for territorial defence. 
A strong Navy combined with sheer distance kept any enemy at bay. At 
the outbreak of war, US forces would be small. Mobilization would pro-
ceed and men and equipment would then be sent overseas where their 
intervention would inevitably be decisive. The fighting was remote -
'over there'. 

This mobilization would involve time and effort, while the despatch 
of American 'boys' to fight abroad was considered the most evil of neces-
sities. The Americans were happy to keep wars at a distance but felt that 
they should be prosecuted in an efficient manner. The enemy should be 
crushed expeditiously, exploiting America's technological strength 

45 



46 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

rather than its precious manpower. The requirements for effective pun-
ishment of an aggressor also pointed to an unambiguous and certain 
sanction capable of disabling any offender, inflicted with ease and at 
minimal cost to the forces of law and order. 

For both these purposes airpower, combined with the added strength 
of atomic weapons, seemed eminently suitable. Airpower put the polit-
ical and economic centres of the enemy at risk. Rather than grapple with 
the tentacles, the octopus could now be hit right in the eye. Here was 
a means of defeating and punishing an aggressor not requiring the victim 
to be overcome laboriously before sanctions were applied. Other forms 
of military power took too long to have an effect and were too costly 
and labour-intensive. War should be similar to the spanking of 
a naughty child; not a wrestling match. America could both isolate itself 
from the effects of war and decide the issue. 

Walter Lipmann noted, unsympathetically, how to many Americans 
the arrival of atom bombs and rockets appeared as: 

the perfect fulfillment of all wishful thinking on military matters: 
here is war that requires no national effort, no draft, no training, no 
discipline, but only money and engineering know-how of which we 
have plenty. Here is the panacea which enables us to be the greatest 
military power on earth without investing time, energy, sweat, blood 
and tears, and - as compared with the cost of a great Army, Navy, and 
Air Force - not even much money.1 

The limits of the bomb 

The preoccupation with the new means for inflicting death and destruc-
tion over great distances and at great speeds had meant that few had con-
cerned themselves with the purposes for which these means might be 
employed. Strategy became separated from diplomacy and from the 
analysis of interests, values, and motives. The changes were coming too 
fast for their meaning to be properly understood and digested. Specific 
conflicts, with added complications supplied by geography and the 
weight of past military traditions, were not revisited with the new tech-
nology. There were some nightmarish speculations on the subject of how 
Hitler might have acted if he had been in possession of a nuclear arsenal, 
but there seemed no new conflict so immediate or so dangerous that it 
could provide an occasion for nuclear attacks. Meanwhile, politicians 
and the public could content themselves with the thought that these 
most decisive and punishing of weapons represented an Anglo-American 
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monopoly. So long as this monopoly could be maintained the world was 
'controllable'. 

By 1947 this was changing. The development of the cold war provided 
a focus for analysis. The Soviet Union took on the mantle of 'potential 
aggressor' and provided an unambiguous set of targets. General ques-
tions on the role of the bomb in international relations became subor-
dinate to the quite specific question of how it affected the contest 
between East and West.2 One crucial consequence of the atom bomb 
was that it made a war between the Soviet Union and the United States 
conceivable. Until its arrival, it was hard to envisage any means of forcing 
an unequivocal result in a military conflict between the United States 
and the Soviet Union. A clash of two 'super-powers', each possessed 
of enormous human and industrial resources, was unlikely to lead to 
anything but a stalemate. Writing in 1944 William Fox had noted: 

[T]he points of direct contact are few and inaccessible but the centers 
are widely separated. The armed power of each can effectively be 
carried only part of the way to the other. American control over the 
seaward approaches to the New World will in any foreseeable future 
render a transoceanic operation by the Soviet Union impossible. The 
massive superiority of its land army should on the other hand dis-
courage the Western powers from attempting a large-scale amphibious 
operation against hostile shores controlled by the Red Army.3 

Prior to the development of atomic bombs, even Air Force planners had 
had to recognize that the Soviet Union posed an exception to the gen-
eral rule of the primacy of strategic bombardment. Its sheer size and its 
demonstrated resilience - recovering after Hitler had captured half of its 
industrial and agricultural resources - posed a large question mark 
against claims that it could be made to surrender through any future 
Anglo-American application of air power.4 Atomic bombs provided at 
least a partial answer to that question mark. Four years later, Fox recog-
nized that 'the atomic energy inventions have largely destroyed the 
military function of the continent [Europe] as a buffer'.5 

The interaction between the introduction of the atom bomb and the 
development of the cold war was complex. The bomb helped to accen-
tuate the divisions among the major powers and make an East-West war 
feasible. The cold war then provided a context in which to assess the 
strategic relevance of the bomb. 

As the Truman Administration began this assessment it became appar-
ent that there were limits to the bomb's military and political value. 
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There had been a tendency after Hiroshima for the Americans to act as 
if the bomb offered a major bargaining card in negotiations with the 
USSR. This approach suffered from a lack of credibility. In 1945-47 a 
new war was unthinkable. In addition it was not yet clear that the atom 
bomb could be a decisive weapon. 

Enthusiasts had suggested that traditional military forces might be 
written off as obsolete in the presence of an atom bomb; a possibility 
that struck a responsive chord amongst those who preferred capital-
intensive to labour-intensive wars. Informed opinion soon came to 
recognize, however, that the decisiveness of atom bombs could not be 
taken for granted and that conventional forces could not be so readily 
dismissed. 

Until well into 1947 the limitations of the bomb governed US strategy. 
A couple of months after the end of the war, the Commanding General 
of the Army Air Force, H. A. P. Arnold, commissioned Generals Spaatz, 
Vandenberg, and Norstad to examine the implications of the bomb for 
the future of the Air Force. The conclusions of this report, known as the 
'Spaatz Report', were determined by two factors. The first was the scarcity 
of atom bombs, because of their enormous expense 'in terms of critical 
material and industrial effort'. Such a precious commodity could not be 
wasted in misconceived operations against minor targets (nor risked 
in attempts to penetrate intensive air defences). The second was the lim-
ited range (4000 miles) of the only available delivery vehicle (the B-29 
bomber). Because of this it would be necessary to gain access, perhaps by 
conventional military operations, to overseas bases. 

A certain amount could be done in peace-time, for example in secur-
ing some overseas bases or establishing the sort of intelligence network 
that would help identify appropriate targets and expose the weak points 
in the enemy air defences. However, much of the preparation for the 
bomb's use would have to be undertaken in wartime. A number of over-
seas bases would still have to be captured and the most obstructive 
air defences would still have to be suppressed. So ground and naval 
operations, as well as a conventional strategic bombardment campaign, 
would be the preconditions for the employment of these weapons. 
A study undertaken by the Joint Staff Strategic Survey reached similar 
conclusions. It noted that even when the bomb had eventually been 
deployed, if the enemy had sufficient 'stamina' and residual force, the 
bomb still might not be decisive. Victory would then require the 'actual 
capture and occupation of the enemy homeland to the final point 
where resistance is no longer possible'. For this task the army and navy 
would be essential.6 
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While the military were anticipating, at least in the short term, 
only modest rewards from the bomb, the diplomats were already experi-
encing its limitations. American negotiators were finding the US demo-
bilization in conventional forces a chronic weakness in diplomatic 
confrontations with the Soviet Union, given the latter's imposing military 
presence in Europe, for which possession of the atom bomb provided 
scant compensation. 

For all these reasons the Administration had little regard for atomic 
bombs (or raw military power in general) as the sole foundation of 
American, and Western European, security. George Kennan, the ideolo-
gist of containment, wrote in his 'X' article in Foreign Affairs, in which 
he elaborated the need to resist the Soviet Union's expansive tendencies, 
that such resistance could come through 'the adroit and vigilant appli-
cation of counterforce at a series of constantly shifting geographical and 
political points, corresponding to the shifts and manoeuvres of Soviet 
Policy'. Later he claimed this had been misunderstood, that he had been 
primarily talking about 'the political containment of a political threat'. 
He believed that any military force required could be found from within 
the current budget, providing sufficient to deal with localized incidents 
if not full-scale invasion - which he did not expect to materialize. The 
'X' article contained no mention of atomic bombs.7 

First or last resort 

The final reason why the Administration was reluctant to make the 
bomb the centrepiece of US strategy was an unwillingness to see it as 
'just another weapon', ready for use when and where the occasion 
demanded. Rather it was a weapon of 'last resort'. Truman told 
Lilienthal: 

I don't think we ought to use this thing unless we absolutely have to. 
It is a terrible thing to order the use of something that is so terribly 
destructive beyond anything we have ever had. You have got to 
understand that this isn't a military weapon. It is used to wipe out 
women, children and unarmed people, and not for military use. So we 
have to treat this differently from rifles and cannon and ordinary 
things like that.8 

As East-West tensions grew, more regard was paid to the balance of 
military forces and the atom bomb began to figure more prominently in 
American calculations. But its proper role could not be decided until the 
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prior question was decided whether, in the event of hostilities, it was to 
be used as a weapon of first or last resort. To some, who believed that all-
out war with the Russians was closer than the Administration realized 
during the second half of the 1940s, the evident deterioration in the 
international situation added force to their conviction that the main 
source of what Soviet restraint there had been was fear of the American 
atomic arsenal. In March 1949, Winston Churchill said: 'It is certain that 
Europe would have been communized and London under bombard-
ment some time ago but for the deterrent of the atomic bomb in the 
hands of the United States.' As the strongest card lay in the American 
hands, there were many who felt that it should be played for all it was 
worth. To indicate any hesitation about playing it at all seemed the 
height of folly. 

It was the Berlin Crisis that began in the middle of 1948 that brought 
the issue to a head. As British and American aircraft lifted in supplies to 
the beleaguered city, Secretary of Defense James Forrestal observed that 
it was difficult to carry out his responsibilities to prepare for a full mili-
tary confrontation 'without resolution of the question whether or not 
we are to use the A-bomb in war'.9 

At this point, discussion was inaugurated in the National Security 
Council on the advisability of formulating policies regarding the use of 
atomic weapons. The conclusion was that a decision on this question 
was not necessary. The tone of the final document approved by the NSC 
on 16 September 1948 was in favour of a decision to use them, display-
ing anxiety lest the Russians were given the 'slightest reason' to believe 
the Americans would desist from atomic use in war. This could 'provoke 
exactly that Soviet aggression which it is fundamentally US policy to 
avert'.10 

Forrestal raised the same question at a dinner party this same month 
(September). He discovered 'unanimous agreement' that in the event of 
war not only would the American people have no qualms as to the pro-
priety of the use of the atomic bomb, but would in fact expect it to be 
used. Over the next two months Forrestal solicited opinion on both 
sides of the Atlantic on this matter: 

He never recorded a dissent from the 'unanimous agreement' of this 
dinner meeting. Marshall was to quote to him a remark of John Foster 
Dulles that 'the American people would execute you if you did not use 
the bomb in the event of war'; Clay said that he 'would not hesitate to 
use the atomic bomb and would hit Moscow and Leningrad firsts-
Winston Churchill, going even further, told him that the United 
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States erred in minimizing the destructive power of the weapon - to 
do so was to lend dangerous encouragement to the Russians.11 

The bomb enters war plans 

The deteriorating international situation and the sentiment discovered 
by Forrestal for an explicit emphasis on atom bombs in US strategy was 
reinforced by a growing belief among the military that these bombs 
could be used to decisive effect in the early stages of a war. The formal 
conversion of the Air Force to this view began in early 1947. By the middle 
of 1948 it had come to form the basis of emergency war plans. It was not 
simply the result of a change of heart, but the specific focus provided by 
the unequivocal emergence of the Soviet Union as the 'potential 
enemy', and two extremely significant technical developments. The first 
was awareness that the problem of scarcity might soon be overcome 
through the more efficient use of fissionable materials. This was con-
firmed by tests in 1948. The second development was the impending 
delivery of the first long-range B-36 bombers which would reduce the 
dependence on overseas bases. 

The Soviet Union would not be the easiest enemy to confront. While 
it would still be a number of years before any war could be brought to 
the US homeland, in a war fought in and over Europe, the Russians 
would enjoy superiority in ground forces. This would mean that not 
only would it be a task of some magnitude to 'mop up' resisting enemy 
forces in the terminal stages of a war but, more to the point, it would be 
very hard to defend Western Europe against invading enemy forces in 
the early stages. Furthermore, as the Soviet generals would recognize the 
importance of overseas bases for the American strategic bombing 
campaign, they would have an incentive to move as fast as possible to 
capture these bases before the Americans had an opportunity to launch 
their air offensive.12 

The significance of Soviet conventional superiority suggested three 
reasons why, if the availability of bombs was improving and the depend-
ence on bases slackening, it might be wise to begin with an 'atomic blitz' 
rather than wait until the path had been cleared by conventional oper-
ations. First, the vulnerability of bases suggested that if their aircraft 
were not used quickly they might never be used at all. Second, the best 
way of stopping a Soviet advance, in the absence of sufficient conven-
tional forces, was to attack those elements in the Soviet rear, such as fuel 
depots, which supported the forces in the field.13 In this way the enemy 
could be starved of essential supplies and cut off from his home base. 
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The third and final reason was a hope that, even if it would be well-
nigh impossible to overrun the Soviet Union with conventional means, 
a large enough atomic attack might still gain victory. In early 1947, the 
Air Staff came to this conclusion in the first major reassessment of 
nuclear strategy since the Spaatz Report. Returning to the traditions of 
strategic bombardment, the report suggested that atomic bombs could 
both be employed and be decisive without dependence on preceding or 
simultaneous conventional operations: 

In past wars much of the effort of the armed forces has been expended 
in the fight for bases within striking distance of the enemy's vital 
areas. The atomic bomb and the long-range bomber will permit the 
delivery of devastating blows to the heart of the enemy without the 
necessity for the conquest of intermediate bases or at least decrease 
the number of steps required.... Assuming a plentiful supply of atomic 
bombs and a war aim of complete subjugation of the enemy, it would 
be feasible to risk an all-out atomic attack at the beginning of a war in 
an effort to stun the enemy into submission.14 

It did not take long for these ideas to work their way into military 
plans. In the middle of 1947 the services began to develop joint war 
plans. The emergency war plan, code-named Half-Moon, was ready by 
May 1948 and work continued on a longer-term plan throughout that 
year. These plans embodied the ideas discussed above and placed great 
reliance on an early atomic offensive with the twin objectives of slowing 
down the enemy advance and destroying sufficient valuable social and 
economic targets to compel surrender. 

The most important feature was an Annex on the use of atomic 
bombs, included for the first time in emergency war plans prepared by 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 'Soviet urban industrial concentrations' consti-
tuted the 'highest priority target system' which, if destroyed, 'should so 
cripple the Soviet industrial and control centers as to reduce drastically 
the offensive and defensive power of their armed forces'.15 The initial 
phase of a strategic air offensive would be a series of attacks, primarily 
with atomic bombs and taking some 30 days, against 70 target areas, 
where some 28 million people lived. About 10 per cent of these people 
would be killed and another 15 per cent wounded. 

The defensive intent, of impeding an invasion of Western Europe, and 
the offensive intent, of stunning the enemy into subjugation, were not 
easily separated. There was a feeling among some of the military that too 
much reliance was being placed on an 'atomic blitz' to decide the war. 
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The revised version of the war plans in May 1949 included, at the insis-
tence of the Army and Navy, 'the retardation of Soviet advances in 
Western Europe' as a specific objective. 

There were also doubts about the ultimate impact of an atomic offensive 
on the enemy. Not long after the first plans had been drawn up, a review 
committee of officers from all the services, headed by Air Force Lieutenant-
General H. R. Harmon, reviewed the role to be played by atomic bombs. 
The Harmon Report was thoughtful and sceptical. It concluded by affirm-
ing the value of the bomb as 'the only means of rapidly inflicting shock 
and serious damage to vital elements of the Soviet war-making capacities'. 
Its military value would mainly come if the supply of all petroleum prod-
ucts to the Soviet Union armed forces could be impaired. 

Where the Report differed markedly from the conventional wisdom 
was in suggesting that the use of the bomb could be politically counter-
productive unless followed up with skilful propaganda and political 
measures. Rather than undermine the will of the enemy, as always 
implied by the rhetoric of strategic bombing, it could have the opposite 
effect: 'For the majority of Soviet people, atomic bombing would validate 
Soviet propaganda against foreign powers, stimulate resentment against 
the United States, unify these people and increase their will to fight'.16 

This iconoclasm made the report one of the most interesting official 
discussions of the strategic value of atomic bombs. Yet its effect can be 
presumed to be limited. The general inclination was still to assume the 
bomb to be an irresistible force in contemporary warfare. The Air Force 
had done what it could to strengthen that assumption. Impressed by 
preponderant Soviet conventional strength in Europe, American policy-
makers looked to the bomb as the best available means of redressing the 
military balance. It was a time to be grateful for an American monopoly 
that, at the start of 1949, was still expected to last for a number of years. 

Atom bombs and the Soviet way of war 

So by 1949, though it was widely accepted in the United States that 
atomic bombs were particularly suitable for aggressors and unprovoked 
surprise attacks, and thus at variance with American constitutional and 
military practice, it was equally widely accepted that for the time being 
they could be exploited effectively by the United States. They provided 
a valuable instrument for maintaining law and order in the post-war 
world, attractive because they were less expensive in terms of money, 
materials and manpower than conventional weapons, and, above all, 
because they were an American monopoly. 



54 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

Meanwhile, the Soviet Union, readily identified as a potential aggres-
sor and so in theory the most likely to embrace a nuclear strategy, dis-
missed such a strategy as wrong-headed and doomed to failure. This 
dismissal was not unrelated to a recognition of Soviet inferiority in this 
area, but it also followed naturally from the strategic perspectives devel-
oped during the war years in Russia. 

Marxists prided themselves on a deep understanding of the sources 
and resolution of all forms of conflict. The Soviet leaders could draw 
upon a well-developed ideological framework which put war in its social 
context, explained its economic foundations in the contradictions of 
capitalism, and related it to the inexorable rise of the working classes 
throughout the world and so on. Conclusions derived from this frame-
work were presented as scientific truths, capable of illuminating the 
future course of mankind. It lent itself to a rigid determinism though 
with greater room for intellectual manoeuvre than often apparent. 
Marxism-Leninism created confidence in the ultimate victory, while 
admitting the possibility of severe setbacks which could be extremely 
unpleasant for those unfortunate to be representing the cause at the 
wrong moment of history. It also permitted, and even lauded, consider-
able flexibility in tactics, demanding only that they be based on a sober 
appreciation of objective realities. 

Before 1917, the Russian experience had been one of a series of mili-
tary disasters and humiliations, in which the potential of this vast coun-
try as a major force in international politics had never been realized. 
Similarly, after 1917, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics had been on 
the defensive. An inordinate amount of time and effort had been spent 
removing foreigners from Russian soil, as well as in defeating a variety of 
internal enemies. Through the twists and turns of Soviet diplomacy of 
the 1920s and 1930s, including the activities of the Kremlin-directed 
Communist parties in Europe, the one constant theme was the preven-
tion of attacks by anti-Communist nations. When, in 1941, the 
Germans invaded, once again their repulsion took a tremendous effort, 
with early disastrous setbacks and enormous loss of life. 

In 1945, for the first time, the situation looked more promising. At the 
cost of major social dislocation, an industrial base sufficient to support 
a modern military power of the first order had been created. After the 
disasters of 1941, a disciplined and triumphant army swept back the 
German invader. Joseph Stalin, undisputed leader of the Soviet Union, 
sat, with Attlee of Britain and Truman of the United States, as one 
of the 'Big Three', enjoying reasonable if hardly warm relations with 
the wartime allies. More to the point, the Soviet armies controlled 
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large sections of Eastern Europe contiguous to the borders of the 
USSR. The importance of Central Europe to the Russians cannot be over-
emphasized. By securing these border countries, and by keeping Germany 
divided, traditional enemies and invasion routes would lose much of 
their former menace. In the post-war settlement assured domination 
of this 'sphere of influence' was to be the primary objective. 

Unfortunately, there was a tension between this objective and that of 
maintaining relations with the Allies. As the wartime partners discussed 
arrangements for the post-war world, Soviet efforts to secure Eastern 
Europe alarmed and irritated the Americans and British. In Washington, 
in particular, a desire to avoid blatant sharing of the various regions of 
the world among the Great Powers became mingled with a profound 
distaste for communism. The ideological differences subdued in the 
flight against Germany reasserted themselves. Moves to consolidate 
Soviet power in Eastern Europe, instead of being seen just as power pol-
itics as usual, were presented as the retreat of democracy and the 
advance of communism; seen in these terms there could be no certainty 
as to where the advance would stop. 

Anglo-American efforts to prevent the creation of a buffer zone were 
viewed by the Soviet leaders as an attempt to keep their country weak, 
as were the measures taken to strengthen the Western sphere of influ-
ence in Europe through injections of Marshall Aid, especially when this 
involved encouraging German economic recovery. 

The more threatening the Anglo-American stance, the more Soviet lead-
ers felt it necessary to strengthen their strategic position - and the more 
they did this the more relations with the former allies deteriorated. Once 
again, the Russians had to contemplate the hostility of the world's most 
powerful nations. And, to cap it all, these nations had an advantage for 
which there was no Soviet counter, in the short term at least. The promise 
of security was whisked away to be replaced by a threat from the United 
States, the world's most powerful and prosperous nation, now armed with 
atomic weapons which it seemed to be flaunting. It was also attempting to 
intimidate the Russians by reminding them of their new vulnerability. 

In these circumstances, the Russians were anxious to demonstrate that 
they would not be intimidated, even by the atom bomb. The political 
requirement of strategic pronouncements was to assert that the USSR 
was strong enough to survive any new imperialist aggression. This polit-
ical requirement was not at variance with Soviet predispositions in the 
area, for the strategic principles shaped by the traumatic experience of 
the Great Patriotic War provided grounds for denigrating the new 
weapons and asserting the primacy of the old. 
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The Permanently Operating Factors 

In 1942, just after the Battle of Moscow, when it appeared that the German 
assault had been beaten back, Stalin propounded the official doctrine that 
was not to be challenged until his death. The doctrine was that of the 
'Permanently Operating Factors'. War was seen as a massive clash between 
two societies, in which all the strengths and weaknesses of the belligerents 
influenced the final result. In principle, by assessing the respective 
strengths of the opposing forces, the eventual victor could be predicted. 

These Permanently Operating Factors were: the stability of the rear; 
the morale of the army; the quantity and quality of divisions; the 
armaments of the army; and the organizational ability of the army 
commanders. Merely to list these factors was hardly profound without 
analysis of their interdependence or the relative weights of one against 
the other, or acknowledgment of the fact that advantage in each rarely 
accrued solely to one side. The components of the list very much 
reflected the events of 1941-42. Stalin's sensitivity to the stability of the 
rear was due to the fact that he could not always take it for granted. 
Otherwise the message was that superior force ought to prevail in land 
warfare. Types of war other than those fought on land were not consid-
ered. It was assumed that, in the future as in the past, aggression would 
be launched from adjacent territory. Wars were fought at or close to 
home. No greater reach was required than that provided by tanks, 
artillery, and tactical airpower. The greater the available quantities of 
these forces the more likely was success in a land war. In the Great 
Patriotic War the Russians had been facing forces that were better trained 
and better equipped, but the apparently inexhaustible reserve of Soviet 
manpower and vast numbers of tanks, turned out to be sufficient to 
smother the advancing Germans, halt them, and eventually turn them 
back. Dinerstein has commented that the fact that 'the only strategy 
open to the Russians turned out to be a winning strategy only served to 
bolster their conservative prejudices'.17 

These prejudices were in favour of size and quantity. The basic princi-
ple of Soviet force planning became lots of everything, especially for the 
army. With emphasis on the survival of the biggest, Soviet doctrine 
opposed any attempt to gain decisive advantage through concentration 
on a particular type of weapon or mode of warfare, or by relying on sur-
prise. Such prejudices meant that Soviet thought was unlikely to 
acknowledge the possibility of radical innovation in strategy, even with 
the stimulus of nuclear weapons. 

Strategic surprise was relegated to the category of a transitory factor. It 
could only provide an indecisive 'temporary success'. This did not mean 
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the denigration of surprise as such. Considerable stress was put on its 
tactical importance - but it could not compensate for a general inferior-
ity in forces. The mistaken belief that it could was held to be the key to 
the German failure. Soviet views on the proper composition of a force 
structure were similar. All types of weapons had their functions and 
values. The important thing was not to place disproportionate emphasis 
on one type of weapon or tactic. Major-General Isayev criticized pre-war 
military thinking in capitalist countries which 'displayed an erratic and 
extravagant predilection for one-sided development, now of the air 
force (Douhet), now of the tank force (Fuller), and to underestimate the 
importance of the artillery, infantry and other services'.18 

The focal point for Soviet strategy was the land battle which resulted 
in respect for the qualities of infantry, tanks, and artillery. The natural 
role for air powers was seen as combat support of ground forces. In the 
1930s there had been some interest in the theories of strategic bombard-
ment and even a tendency in force planning to favour the bomber. 
However, a number of the most enthusiastic advocates of long-range 
bombing were purged and greater priority was given to tactical airpower. 
In 1942 a long-range bombing force was created, mainly for the purposes 
of deep strikes at enemy forces and supply lines. Stalin is said to have 
been impressed by the impact of Anglo-American strategic bombard-
ment, and some effort was put into improving Soviet capabilities in this 
area. However, official Soviet doctrine allotted only a limited role to this 
sort of activity and treated with derision Western theories of the primacy 
of strategic airpower. The official view was summarized in a 1949 article: 

Soviet military science considers that the outcome of war under con-
temporary conditions is decided on the field of battle by means of the 
annihilation of the armed forces of the enemy, and that one of the 
most important tasks of aviation is active assistance to the ground 
and naval forces in all forms of their combat activity. This definition 
of the fundamental mission of aviation is not contradicted by the 
need to employ part of its forces to strike the deep rear of the enemy, 
on his military-industrial targets, but our military science does not 
consider such blows an end in themselves, but only a helpful means 
of creating favourable conditions for the success of the combat oper-
ations of the ground and naval forces.19 

It was arguments such as these, as much as the lack of the weapon, 
that conditioned the initial Soviet response to the atom bomb. The 
nature of the American advantage ensured that the Russians had little 
interest in dwelling on the capabilities of atomic bombs. Too much 
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publicity would not be conducive to good morale and could suggest 
American success in intimidating the Russians. The sound political rea-
sons for virtually ignoring the bomb were followed. Garthoff notes that 
after three articles in 1945 and 1946, 'not a single article on atomic 
energy or atomic weapons is known to have appeared in the period from 
1947 through 1953 in the Soviet military daily and periodical press, 
open or restricted in circulation'.20 When it was mentioned elsewhere it 
was to castigate the West for immorally threatening use of weapons of 
mass destruction, and to offer reminders that they could not, by them-
selves, produce victory: 

The revival of Douhet's venturous ideas by the Anglo-American war-
lords mirrors their aspirations of conquest. Not having reliable 
reserves of manpower at their disposal and searching for obedient 
cannon fodder in the Marshallized countries, the warmongers boom 
and exaggerate the role of the Air Force out of all proportion. These 
venturous schemes are also based on the calculation that the peoples 
of the USSR and the People's Democracies will be intimidated by the 
so-called 'atomic' or 'push-button' war. These ideas emanate from the 
completely distorted view that the outcome of a war can be settled by 
one king of weapon alone. History has proved the reverse more than 
once.21 

It was always part of the Soviet critique of US atomic strategy that its 
impact would be reduced by the inevitable entrance of the Soviet atomic 
bomb. Atomic bombs and long-range bombers were given high priority 
in Soviet force planning. In fact the Russians initiated their programme 
for intercontinental ballistic missiles in 1947, well before the 
Americans.22 In practical terms the Russians did not neglect the ingredi-
ents of 'atomic' or 'push-button' war. Yet even after their atom bomb 
and long-range aircraft programmes began to bear fruit, there was no 
significant shift in Soviet pronouncements. 

In part this was because the intellectual climate of Stalin's declining 
years did not encourage innovation in thought of any kind. The 'Greatest 
Strategist of Modern Times' did not see fit to alter his views on the 
Permanently Operating Factors and the danger of one-sided development 
in the armed forces. In part, too, strategic and atomic bombardment were 
played down because the West remained significantly ahead in this area. 
But, accepting the influence of the dead-weight of Stalinism and the 
expedient desire not to acknowledge Western advantage, there was also 
a legitimate strategic perspective. At least in the 1940s, stockpiles of 
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atomic bombs were too small to be decisive in war. Meanwhile the for-
midable Soviet land forces were of more value to the Kremlin in consol-
idating its position in Eastern Europe and deterring campaigns of 
'liberation' from the West. There were others in the West at this time 
who also felt that atomic bombs would play only a limited role in future 
wars.23 A revolution in Soviet strategic thought had to wait until Stalin's 
death. By this time not only was the system better able to accommodate 
new ideas, but further dramatic development in nuclear technology, to 
some extent stimulated by the Russians' own atomic test, had rendered 
formulae based on World War II experience patently inadequate. 



5 
Strategy for an Atomic Stalemate 

The Soviet bomb 

The Soviet Union broke the United States atomic monopoly with a test 
in August 1949. A number of years would have to pass before this would 
turn into an atomic stockpile, but the eventual Soviet accumulation of 
such a stockpile was virtually inevitable. This development had a para-
doxical effect. While it discouraged doctrines based upon atomic weapons 
as a uniquely American advantage, it also locked the United States into 
a nuclear strategy. 

The response in the US to the evidence of a developing Soviet capa-
bility for both the manufacture and delivery of atom bombs was not to 
back down from reliance on nuclear weapons but to raise the stakes, 
moving to the development of hydrogen bombs, so ushering in an age 
of nuclear plenty and confirming a trend towards ever-increasing levels 
of destruction. Any doubts about the 'uniqueness' of nuclear weapons, 
and the ease and import of nuclear strikes, were soon erased. Those lim-
iting factors which critics of total reliance upon nuclear weapons had 
identified no longer seemed so limiting. The speed of technological 
advance rendering some of the most authoritative and reasoned writing 
of the period, especially that of Blackett and Bush, anachronistic; whilst 
those who enjoyed playing with the possibilities for novel forms of war-
fare now seemed quite prescient. The sensationalists were more accurate 
in their predictions and this meant, unfortunately, that the limited 
intellectual baggage that usually travels with sensationalism was given 
added credence. 

Soviet nuclear capabilities now had to loom large in American calcula-
tions. Account had to be taken of an evolving strategic balance. By 1949, 
the procurement decisions relevant to a nuclear strategy had been made 
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but had yet to take full effect. The mainstay of the Strategic Air Command 
(SAC) was the 4000-mile-range B-29, and the longer-range derivative 
the B-50. To reach the Soviet Union it was necessary to employ either 
overseas bases within Europe or aerial tankers. In-flight refuelling 
permitted large distances to be flown without stopping; but without 
enough tankers to refuel every offensive bomber (and capabilities never 
approached this level) there was still dependence on overseas bases. 
In 1949, the first deliveries were made of a new medium-range bomber 
(the B-46) which could fly at much higher speeds than the B-29 and B-50 
and so was more able to penetrate air defences. This aircraft became the 
mainstay of SAC for the first half of the 1950s. The first long-range (over 
8000 miles) bomber was the B-36, first introduced in 1948. This was not 
a popular plane with the USAF because of the altitude at which it flew, and 
it was acquired only in small numbers. It was not until the B-52 became 
operational in 1955 that a satisfactory long-range bomber was available. 

The Soviet position with regard to delivery vehicles was worse than that 
of the US. Its only long-range bomber, the TU-4, was a copy of the B-29 
and entered service in 1948. A replacement, the TU-16 ('Badgef) medium 
bomber became available in 1955. Large numbers of both bombers were 
produced and posed a severe threat to Western Europe. For attacks across 
the ocean, however, the USSR lacked the compensations of overseas 
bases on the periphery of the United States and a capacity for in-flight 
refuelling. It was not until 1956/7 that intercontinental bombers (the 
TU-20 Bear and MYA-4 Bison) entered the Soviet inventory. However, 
if both the aircraft and crew were considered expendable, the TU-4 and 
TU-16 could reach the continental United States on a one-way mission. 
Certainly US intelligence estimates took account of this potential.1 

As true symmetry in capabilities, denying any notable strategic advan-
tage to either side, was some years distant, there were still strong argu-
ments for making the most of the superiority, in numbers and in quality 
of delivery vehicles, that the US still enjoyed. Indeed, with the Soviets 
seriously engaged in bomb production, not to do so would be folly. The 
point was that the visible entry of the Soviet Union into the arms race 
removed an element of choice from US policy. The decision to empha-
size or de-emphasize nuclear weapons in any future conflict could not 
be one for the US alone. 

The 'super' bomb 

Following the Soviet test, a decision to expand production of all types of 
atomic (fission) bombs was not contentious. The decision to test and 
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then produce hydrogen (fusion) bombs touched off a sharp though 
exclusive debate within the defence establishment on the wisdom of 
developing weapons of such enormous destructive force. 

In the fission bomb, energy is released when heavy nuclei split. The 
principle of the fusion bomb is based on the energy released when the 
lightest atoms combine to form heavier atoms. To initiate this fusion 
process a considerable investment in energy is required; more than can 
normally be produced by artificial methods. However, a sufficiently 
high temperature to cause fusion reactions with the heavier isotopes of 
hydrogen (deuterium or tritium) can be created by the explosion of 
a uranium or plutonium fission bomb. There is no 'critical size' for the 
fusionable material; the amounts of the reacting elements included 
determine the size of the eventual explosion. 

The possibility of a fusion bomb with a yield many times that of the 
first fission bombs had been recognized early in the Manhattan Project. 
Work in this area had proceeded with a low priority because of the urgent 
need to exploit the known technology of fission bombs. Following the 
Soviet explosion, those scientists who had been most enthusiastic about 
the prospects for a thermonuclear reaction took the opportunity to agi-
tate for a major national effort directed towards this objective. They pro-
moted the 'super', as it was known during the brief debate of the closing 
months of 1949, as the logical next step in nuclear development and one 
which would provide a substantial measure of superiority for that nation 
which mastered its principles before the other one. 

The main arguments against this came from the senior veterans of the 
Manhattan Project, led by Robert Oppenheimer, who formed the General 
Advisory Committee (GAC) to the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). In 
their Report of October 1949, in addition to arguing against diverting 
energies from the fission bomb programme, they provide strategic and 
moral grounds for not proceeding with the 'super'. The committee noted: 

There is no limit to the explosive power of the bomb itself except that 
imposed by the requirements of delivery ... Taking into account the 
probable limitations of carriers likely to be available for the delivery 
of such a weapon, it has generally been estimated that the weapon 
would have an explosive effect of some hundreds of times that of 
present fission bombs. ... 

It is clear that the use of this weapon would bring about the 
destruction of innumerable human lives; it is not a weapon which 
can be used exclusively for the destruction of material installations 
of military or semi-military purposes. Its use therefore carries much 
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further than the atomic bomb itself the policy of exterminating 
civilian populations. 

In more strongly worded appended opinions, the 'super' was described 
as being a 'weapon of genocide', 'beyond any military objectives' and 
into the 'range of very great natural catastrophes'.2 

It was questioned whether any extra benefit even in the area of stra-
tegic bombardment could be provided by the 'super'. If the Russians used 
a 'super' against the United States, 'reprisals by our large stock of atomic 
bombs would be comparably effective to the use of the super'. David 
Lilienthal, the outgoing chairman of the AEC, argued that a decision to 
build the 'super' would be 'widely regarded as a confirmation in the clear-
est possible terms of our present chief and almost sole reliance upon this 
kind of armament against the Russians...'. It would 'tend to confuse and, 
unwittingly, hide' the fact that 'we are today relying on an asset that is 
readily depreciating for us, i.e., weapons of mass destruction'. As a con-
sequence of this confusion it would become 'more difficult to find some 
other course'.3 An alternative course was recommended by the GAC, 
involving the pursuit of small atom bombs for 'tactical' use rather than 
large hydrogen bombs for mass destruction. 

There was a tendency among the opponents to view the lobbying for 
the 'super' in terms of a drive to exaggerate the possible role nuclear 
weapons could play in American strategy. Robert Oppenheimer com-
plained that the superbomb 'appears to have caught the imagination, 
both of congressmen and of military people, as the answer to the problem 
posed by the Russian advance'. George Kennan, in a valedictory crie de 
coeur before he left the foreign service, described the 'crucial question' to 
the Secretary of State in a long paper of January 1950: 

Are we to rely upon weapons of mass destruction as an integral and 
vitally important component of our military strength, which we 
would expect to employ deliberately, immediately, and unhesitat-
ingly in the event that we become involved in a military conflict with 
the Soviet Union? Or are we to retain such weapons in our national 
arsenal only as a deterrent to the use of similar weapons against our-
selves and as a possible means of retaliation in case they are used?4 

However, this was not a new question. The question of first and early 
use of atomic weapons had been raised in 1948 and though not author-
itatively decided, the inclination then had been to make the most of the 
American atomic asset. The objections in 1948 still impressed Kennan 
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and were connected with the problems of fitting such a repugnant 
weapon into American military and foreign policy. The 'super' increased 
the amount of destructive power by dramatic orders of magnitude but, 
in the end, the moral and strategic issues it raised differed from those of 
two years earlier only in degree. The new strategic issue was the confir-
mation of Soviet capabilities in this area. This could provide a justifica-
tion both for the hydrogen bomb and for less dependence on a nuclear 
strategy. This was the line eventually following by the Administration. 

These arguments of Kennan, Lilienthal, and Oppenheimer failed to con-
vince the political leadership. The moment was not propitious for another 
initiative on arms control. In the aftermath of the Berlin airlift, the fall of 
the Nationalist Chinese, and the Soviet bomb, there was little optimism 
about the prospects for useful negotiations on almost any issue. Nor was it 
accepted that there was a moral distinction between one big explosion and 
a number of smaller explosions causing equal or greater damage. Lastly, 
and most important, because such a weapon was feasible, and because the 
Russians were not believed to be prone to eschewing weapons for ethical 
reasons, the issue was seen to be one of whether the United States could 
allow the Soviet Union to proceed with H-bomb development while it 
exercised restraint. As Lewis Strauss, the AEC Commission who was lead-
ing to the pro-H-bomb group put it, 'A group of atheists is not likely to be 
dissuaded from producing the weapon on "moral" grounds.' Through 
history, he contended, the policy of the US had been 'not to have its forces 
less well armed than those of any other country'.5 Acheson, the Secretary 
of State, though sympathetic to Lilienthal's desire not to prejudge key 
defence issues by a hasty move to an H-bomb, and though he later was 
'strongly persuaded toward an increased conventional capability', felt that 
the American people would tolerate neither restraint nor a new effort at 
arms control. Meanwhile 'our delaying research would not delay Soviet 
research'.6 For similar reasons Truman authorized development, and later 
production, of the H-bomb. The Soviet atom bomb had introduced a sense 
of an arms race in a way that it had not been felt before. It was now felt 
imperative to stay ahead. 

Tactical nuclear weapons 

The opponents of the 'super' had sought to strengthen their position by 
adumbrating an alternative strategy, in which the explosive power of 
nuclear weapons was to be harnessed to established forms of land and sea 
warfare, with soldiers and sailors for targets rather than civilians. To 
achieve this strategic shift, they had to change perceptions of atom bombs 
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as things that were suitable for attacking cities and little else. Because of 
their cost and scarcity, and also because of the ability of military forces to 
disperse, it had been felt unlikely that atomic bombs could be used 
against conventional military targets. Joseph Viner in 1945 suggested 
that 'Under atom bomb warfare, the soldier in the army would be safer 
than his wife and children in their urban home.'7 

Interest in the possibility of using nuclear weapons on the battlefield in 
a 'tactical' manner grew amongst those seeking an alternative strategy to 
reliance on terror-bombing of cities. Tactical nuclear weapons appeared as 
a means of combining the technological asset of atomic energy with 
a desire to fight wars in a traditional way - as a clash of professional armies 
rather than as a process of destruction. The US Army had displayed some 
interest in the tactical applications of atomic weapons. General Omar 
Bradley wrote in 1949 how the A-bomb 'in its tactical aspect, may well 
contribute towards a stable equilibrium of forces since it tends to 
strengthen a defensive army'.8 

Following the strong plea of the General Advisory Committee for an 
alternative strategy based on small fission bombs, the relevant tech-
nologies and concepts were explored. Despite the loss of the particular 
fight against the H-bomb, scientists such as Oppenheimer continued to 
favour this option and urge it on the US military in preference to the 
growing reliance on threats of mass destruction. A 1951 study, Project 
Vista, argued that the combination of relatively small ground forces 
with tactical nuclear weapons could hold Western Europe against the 
Red Army. Oppenheimer expressed his hope that: 'battle could be 
brought back to the battlefield'. 

But so long as the atomic stockpile was small, diverting weapons to 
battlefield use meant taking them away from the SAC. This revived old 
arguments over whether airpower should be used in support of ground 
warfare or for direct attacks on the socioeconomic structure of the 
enemy. The Air Force continued to oppose the use of the bomb in any-
thing other than a strategic mode, suggesting that those who advocated 
such things did not have the best interests of US security at heart. 

Nevertheless, investigation continued into tactical weapons, which 
became seen, however, as supplements rather than alternatives to strategic 
bombardment. In November 1951 Gordon Dean, the Chairman of the 
AEC, could speak of a 'revolution' in atomic warfare: 

What we are working toward here is a situation where we will have 
atomic weapons in almost as complete a variety as conventional 
ones, and a situation where we can use them in the same way. This 



66 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

would include artillery shells, guided missiles, torpedoes, rockets and 
bombs for ground support amongst others and it would include big 
ones for big situations.9 

NSC-68 

There was a concession to Lilienthal's anxiety that the hydrogen bomb 
decision was made without reference to larger questions of foreign and 
military policy, and that the United States was drifting into commit-
ments to the defence of Europe against communism without fully 
thinking through just what this might entail. At the end of January 
1950, President Truman issued a directive to the Secretaries of State and 
Defense 'to undertake a re-examination of our objectives in peace and 
war and of the effect of these objectives on our strategic plans, in the 
light of the probable fission bomb capability and possible thermo-
nuclear bomb capability of the Soviet Union'. The main drafting of the 
report was undertaken by Paul Nitze, who had taken over from George 
Kennan as Head of the State Department's Policy Planning Staff. The 
result, known as NSC-68, was presented to the National Security Council 
(NSC) in April 1950.10 

NSC-68's main purpose was to impress upon its bureaucratic reader-
ship the Soviet threat to world peace, best blocked through increased 
military preparedness in the non-Soviet world. This role, of getting over 
the message of the seriousness of the Soviet challenge to all responsible 
sections of the State and Defense Departments, may account for the 
turgidity of the style. A rearguard action was fought by Secretary of 
Defense Louis Johnson who, as a fiscal conservative, did not support the 
plea for higher military expenditure. Others, such as the recently dis-
placed Kennan, regretted the unsubtle analysis of Soviet intentions. 

NSC-68 offered a prospect of persistent East-West hostility, with a 
danger of war not only from miscalculations in the midst of a crisis, but as 
a consequence of premeditated Soviet aggression. The Soviet Union, or more 
precisely 'the Kremlin', was identified as an ideal-type aggressor. Already 
an imposition on the Russian people, it was now attempting to impose its 
will on the rest of the world. The moves of the Kremlin were presumed to 
be based on a calculation of risks. At the time of writing, in 1950, the US 
retaliatory capability was 'probably adequate to deter the Kremlin from 
a deliberate direct attack against ourselves or other free people'. 

It was presumed that if war did come 'it was hardly conceivable 
that... the Soviet leaders would refrain from the use of atomic weapons 
unless they felt fully confident of attaining their objectives by other 
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means'. In addition NSC-68 accepted the propositions that the natural 
way to fight a nuclear war was to get in a surprise attack and that totalit-
arian states enjoyed a comparative advantage over open societies in the 
ability to 'strike swiftly and with stealth'. Little confidence was expressed 
in the proposition that two large atomic capabilities could co-exist, 
mutually deterred, in a stable relationship. Rather, they would threaten 
each other. This could serve as an 'incitement to war'. 

Thus a nuclear strategy would be more appropriate to the Soviet 
Union than the United States because of the comparative ease with 
which it could organize a surprise attack. It would be in the interests of 
the United States if 'atomic weapons were to be effectively eliminated 
from national peacetime armaments'. As this was now considered 
unlikely, the US was locked into an arms race owing to the necessity of 
denying the Soviet Union a decisive superiority. 'Within the next four 
years' a Soviet capability to damage seriously the 'vital centers of the 
United States' would develop. Already intelligence estimates assigned to 
the Soviet Union 'an atomic bomber capability ...in excess of that 
needed to deliver available bombs'. The extent of this capability, and in 
consequence the risk calculus of the Kremlin, would be determined by 
the US response. Greatly increased air and civilian defence, plus an 
increase in retaliatory power, including thermonuclear weapons, could 
'put off for some time the date when the Soviet Union could calculate 
that a surprise blow would be advantageous'. 

In the absence of effective arms control it would appear that we have 
no alternative but to increase our atomic armaments as rapidly as 
other considerations make appropriate. In either case, it appears to be 
imperative to increase as rapidly as possible our general air, ground 
and sea strength and that of our allies to a point where we are milit-
arily not so heavily dependent on atomic weapons. 

Until conventional forces had been built up, the United States had no 
choice but to rely on its nuclear arsenal, and extend its breathing space 
by maintaining, for as long as possible, a clear superiority in nuclear 
capabilities over the Soviet Union. The imbalance in conventional capa-
bilities meant that the United States was not even able to hold back 
nuclear weapons as a last resort. NSC-68 rejected the proposal for a policy 
of no first use of nuclear weapons. 'In our present situation of relative 
unpreparedness in conventional weapons, such a declaration would be 
interpreted by the USSR as an admission of great weakness and by our 
allies as a clear indication that we intended to abandon them.' 
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The long-term alternative to a nuclear strategy was one based on 
strong and ready conventional forces-in-being around the periphery of 
the Soviet Union to support the established policy of containment. This 
alternative required a series of alliances with states close to the Soviet 
Union and its satellites, which would provide their own forces in the 
knowledge that, in the event of hostilities, the United States would 
move to support them speedily and decisively. It also required a far 
larger military expenditure than had hitherto been deemed desirable or 
necessary. 

Korea 

By the time Truman had approved NSC-68, in September 1950, interna-
tional developments had strengthened the force of the Report's main con-
clusions. In June 1950 communist North Korea invaded the South. The 
United States, with token support from its allies and under the aegis of the 
United Nations, rushed to the South's defence. Under General MacArthur, 
the American forces regained the initiative, taking the war well into the 
North. Unfortunately they took it too far, provoking China into joining 
the fight to keep the enemy away from its borders. The Chinese interven-
tion was effective and the war degenerated into stalemate. 

In terms of nuclear strategy, the Korean War demonstrated that, in 
a period when the world's two greatest powers were nervous about getting 
into an all-out war with each other, any conflict would be subjected to 
major political constraints. The experience suggested that when it came 
to the crunch, atomic bombs were not perceived as ordinary weapons 
but as something special to be handled with care, almost as if a taboo 
prevented their use. President Truman's distaste for atomic weapons was 
shared by America's Allies, particularly the British. When Truman hinted 
in a press conference that atom-bomb use might be considered, Prime 
Minister Clement Attlee hurried over the Atlantic to urge restraint. The 
US State Department suspected even fiercer reactions from countries far 
less friendly than Britain. 

The atomic stockpile was still small and many felt it had to be kept in 
reserve for a clash in Europe. It was widely assumed that Korea was 
merely a diversion from a big Soviet push being prepared for Europe. 
Finally, it was not clear to local commanders how atomic weapons could 
be profitably employed.11 Targets of strategic value in North Korea could 
be dealt with readily by conventional bombardment, and those North of 
the Yalu were out of bounds. Targets of tactical value, such as the position 
of enemy troops, could rarely be reported accurately and sufficiently 
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quickly to permit destruction with atomic weapons. Furthermore, they 
were often too close to friendly troops to be attacked with atomic 
weapons safely. 

However, it cannot be taken for granted that nuclear use was unthink-
able. Plans for a number of contingencies may well have involved nuclear 
weapons. One of the most likely was large-scale attacks on United 
Nations forces from communist aircraft based in China and the Soviet 
Far East. In the event of such attacks, the US might have retaliated by 
destroying the relevant bases, a task that could well have required 
atomic bombs. 

The conventional strategy 

Prior to NSC-68, serious thought had been given to strengthening 
European defences against the possibility of Soviet attack. A key element 
in this was the Atlantic Alliance, committing the United States to come 
to the aid of Western Europe if attacked. Senator Vandenburg, who 
sponsored the Senate resolution ratifying the North Atlantic Treaty 
which was passed in July 1949, explained: 

[W]hen Mr Hitler was contemplating World War Two, I believe he 
would never have launched it if he had had any serious reasons to 
believe that it might bring him into armed collision with the United 
States. I think he was sure it would not do so because of our then 
existing neutrality laws. If an appropriate North Atlantic Pact is writ-
ten, I think it will reverse this psychology so far as Mr Stalin is con-
cerned if, as and when he contemplates World War Three. 

This indicates the extent to which the Treaty was seen as a means of reas-
suring Europeans that the United States would be involved at the start of 
any new war, rather than, as in the previous two wars, deliberating for 
a couple of years over whether or not to come to the aid of embattled 
European democracies. What it did not involve, initially, was an actual 
commitment of troops to Europe to help hold back a Soviet invasion. The 
Berlin crisis of 1948, during which the situation had only been saved by 
the successful expedient of an airlift, had forced military planners in the 
West to recognize the local Soviet strategic advantages. Nevertheless, the 
position was not considered hopeless as it was presumed that the Soviet 
Union preferred to move forward through subversion and political oppor-
tunism rather than direct military confrontation, and because the United 
States still enjoyed its atomic monopoly.12 
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This relaxed view was undermined first by the Soviet atom bomb test 
of 1949 and then by the invasion of South Korea by the North in 1950 
(even though no direct analogy could be drawn-with the European situ-
ation). Once a Soviet invasion moved from being a hypothetical possi-
bility to a serious prospect, then the military position was taken to be 
urgent. The problem had been faced in September 1949 when the North 
Atlantic Treaty had acquired the rudiments of a military organization. 
The plans then had gone little beyond ideas for a division of labour, in 
which the United States would look after the sea lanes and provide 
strategic bombardment (already assumed in Europe to be of critical 
importance) while the Europeans would provide ground forces. 

When agreeing to the North Atlantic Treaty, which came into force in 
April 1949, American Senators believed themselves to be making an 
important political gesture, in itself an act of deterrence, by promising 
that an attack on one or more of the alliance countries 'should be con-
sidered an attack against them all'. They would, however, have been 
appalled at the suggestion that the result would be to station a large 
American force in Europe for the indefinite future. 

Yet in September 1950 President Truman announced 'substantial 
increases in the United States forces to be stationed in Western Europe in 
the interests of the defence of that area'. This was assumed to be only 
a temporary measure, until either the Europeans sorted themselves out 
or some grand East-West settlement was reached. The forces are still in 
Europe. 

Proposals to this effect had been around for some time but it was the 
North Korean attack of June 1950 that was taken by the Administration 
to demonstrate the dangers of unpreparedness. The comparatively swift 
American response was helped by the intellectual ground that had been 
prepared by the 'bludgeon' of NSC-68. 

The character of the response was conditioned by alliance politics as 
much as military logic. Any military exertions by the Europeans them-
selves, when funds were scarce and there were many pressing social 
needs, required American participation. The Europeans needed reassur-
ance, if the effort was to be worthwhile, that this time they were to be 
defended rather than 'liberated' after suffering through devastating bat-
tles and occupation. From the start, the force structure of NATO was 
assessed as much in terms of what it told the Europeans about the 
strength and extent of the US commitment to their defence and what it 
told the Americans about the seriousness of the Europeans in helping 
themselves, than of what it told the Soviet Union about the likely 
consequences of aggression. 
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The rearmament, and the American commitment of ground forces to 
Europe, was opposed by those who distrusted this departure from the 
past norms of American policy ('do not commit yourself to any fighting 
abroad unless it can not possibly be avoided'), by those who felt that the 
costs would be intolerable and that NATO Allies ought to look after 
themselves more, and by supporters of the Air Force, with a confidence 
in airpower as the sole requirement for US security. 

In arguing for strong ground forces to counter Soviet aggression, 
the Administration relied on the rationale that had been developed in 
NSC-68. Dean Acheson explained that blocking all enemy moves when 
and where they occurred was necessary because of the importance of 
persuading an aggressor against grabbing a piece of Europe, of discour-
aging unruly Soviet satellites (such as the North Koreans) from initiating 
'overt moves which could be disclaimed by the real center of aggres-
sion', and because of the diminishing value of the American lead in 
retaliatory atomic power. 

[T]he best use we can make of our present advantage in retaliatory air 
power is to move ahead under this protective shield to build the bal-
anced collective forces in Western Europe that will continue to deter 
aggression after our atomic advantage has been diminished.13 

The acceptance of this argument led directly to the adoption by NATO of 
a Forward Strategy, aimed at holding any Soviet offensive as close to the 
original lines as possible, and then to the ambitious Lisbon force goals of 
NATO of February 1952 and, beyond that, to German rearmament. 

Once adopted, the strategy soon faced problems. First, it was extremely 
expensive; a flaw that was eventually to be its undoing. Second, in prac-
tice it was a frustrating approach to war, offering no easy and painless 
route to victory. The Korean War demonstrated just how frustrating 
a conventional strategy could be. The past American insistence on a 
'no-holds-barred' and often ferocious response to aggression was 
replaced by the imposition of strong limitations on the conduct of war. 
The Truman Administration nevertheless felt that it had little choice. The 
US nuclear superiority was destined to be lost, and so provided no basis 
for a long-term strategy. Increasingly, nuclear forces would be expected to 
do little more than neutralize those of the other side. The struggle for 
advantage would have to be waged with conventional arms. 



6 
Massive Retaliation 

The diminishing credibility of a nuclear strategy and the consequent 
advisability of a more conventional approach impressed the Truman 
Administration, but not its successor, the Administration of General 
Dwight Eisenhower. A year after taking office, in January 1954, in a 
speech to the Council on Foreign Relations, Eisenhower's Secretary of 
State, John Foster Dulles, outlined a change of direction from the stra-
tegic doctrines that had been developing under Truman. This new doc-
trine, known as one of 'massive retaliation', was widely assumed to be 
founded on an undiscriminating threat to respond to any communist-
inspired aggression, however marginal the confrontation, by means of a 
massive nuclear strike against the centres of the Soviet Union and 
China. In this chapter the origins of this doctrine will be discussed. 

Dulles's speech, and a later article in Foreign Affairs, in which he 
attempted to clarify some of those points where he felt he had been 
misunderstood, indicated that he was talking more about 'flexible retal-
iation', with 'massive retaliation' just one option among many. The new 
policy was based on giving far greater emphasis to nuclear weapons in 
US strategy, but it was much more complex than a simple belief in the 
value of all-out nuclear threats as a deterrent to virtually any unwelcome 
Soviet move. 

It revolved around a strong feeling that the West was being forced 
into fighting the cold war and would have to fight any future hot war 
according to ground rules laid down by the communists in order to 
exploit their tactical advantages. The West's policy of containment 
meant that it had been left to the communists to initiate each succes-
sive crisis, allowing them to pick the time and place for each new 
challenge. The West, however much on the offensive with its broad ideo-
logical, political, and economic challenge to communism, was always 
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on the defensive in particular military crises. The 'first move' had to be 
ceded to the East. 

The Republicans toyed with the idea of reversing this pattern by pick-
ing fights with communism where its writ had been established in a par-
ticularly illegitimate manner. But this policy of 'roll-back' never moved 
beyond rhetoric. The policy of containment was maintained by the 
Eisenhower Administration and the first move was left to the East. What 
was not to be tolerated was the imposition of communist rules for fight-
ing following the first move. In Korea they had picked the point of 
attack and had chosen the weapons - conventional forces. The West had 
accommodated them by restricting fighting to the original combat zone, 
accepting areas crucial to the enemy's war effort but outside North 
Korea's territory as sanctuaries, and obliging further by resisting the 
temptation to use the most modern weapons in the American arsenal -
atomic weapons. The consequences of this attempt to fight on com-
munist terms meant that no benefit was gained from the nuclear 
programme and an excessive strain was being placed on the US econ-
omy by the attempt to match the communists in conventional forces. 

An important contributory factor to the new strategy was a change in 
the perception of nuclear weapons. By 1953, many of the various proj-
ects initiated during the Truman years had come to fruition. The United 
States now had a range of nuclear capabilities, from hydrogen bombs 
large enough to take out a city of any size, to small weapons for battle-
field use. While 'strategic' and 'tactical' nuclear weapons each had their 
own proponents, and were often presented as alternatives, they could be 
presented as two sides to a comprehensive nuclear strategy, in which the 
'strategic' weapons would threaten devastation of Soviet and Chinese 
cities, while 'tactical' weapons would compensate for the West's lack of 
manpower by increasing available firepower. 

Proponents of smaller, 'tactical' nuclear weapons argued that these 
employed the most modern explosives for traditional purposes. The mil-
itary found this idea seductive. In December 1953 the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff observed that 'Today atomic weapons have virtually 
achieved a conventional status within our armed forces.' In a March 
1955 press conference, President Eisenhower argued that 'Where these 
things are used on strictly military targets and for strictly military pur-
poses, I see no reason why they shouldn't be used just exactly as you 
would use a bullet or anything else.' 

This dual approach was made possible by the fact that both tactical 
and strategic weapons were now being produced in large quantities. The 
age of nuclear plenty had arrived. In early 1954, Brodie noted that 
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nuclear weapons 'can no longer be regarded as exceedingly scarce or 
costly'.1 

The net effect of the move towards small tactical weapons, even 
though it was parallel to development of massive terror weapons for 
destroying cities, was to make nuclear weapons seem quite ordinary. 
As 'just another weapon' it could be used without any special qualms. 

The other major reason for promoting nuclear weapons as the centre-
piece of American strategy was economic. The rearmament in conven-
tional forces was proving inordinately expensive, and was throwing 
the government budget out of balance. To Democrats, subject to 
some Keynesian influences, this was regrettable but not a tragedy. To 
Republicans it was a tragedy. It could, they suggested, even be part of the 
communist plot - to force the West into high military expenditure and 
so cause economic turmoil. They wished to avoid choosing between 
'security or solvency'. The belief of the fiscal conservative in the need to 
reduce the budgetary burden of military expenditures encouraged strat-
egies based on nuclear rather than conventional weapons because the 
former promised 'a bigger bang for a buck'. 

The British conversion 

Taken together, conservative economic theories and the availability of 
large numbers of nuclear weapons of all shapes and sizes, created formid-
able pressures in favour of a nuclear strategy. The final factor was the 
conversion of the British to such a strategy prior to the Eisenhower 
Administration taking office. This was a conversion that required further 
proselytization. The British could not introduce such a strategy by them-
selves. All they could do was point the way forward for the US. 

Fiscal conservatism returned in Britain, in the shape of the Conservative 
Party, in 1951, a year before the Republican victory over the Democrats in 
the United States. Official British thoughts on nuclear weapons had 
been similar to those in America. Margaret Gowing has observed how 
the British decision to develop the bomb had been almost instinctive, 
based on: 

a feeling that Britain must possess so climacteric a weapon in order 
to deter an atomically armed enemy, a feeling that Britain as a great 
power must acquire all major new weapons, a feeling that atomic 
weapons were a manifestation of the scientific and technological 
superiority on which Britain's strength, so deficient if measured in 
sheer numbers of men, must depend.2 
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After the Soviet test in 1949 the British had come to accept the disadvan-
tages of a strategy based solely on nuclear weapons and even came to view 
with concern the common American belief that nuclear weapons could 
serve as a 'panacea' for all defence problems - 'something entirely new 
with which aggression could be quickly, easily and permanently elimi-
nated'. The Labour government saw atomic bombs very much as weapons 
of last resort and therefore supported the Truman Administration's drive 
for conventional rearmament in the West, despite the heavy burden it 
imposed on Britain's weak economy. 

Winston Churchill, back in power in October 1951, was disquieted by 
the inflationary impact of the rearmament programme. In addition he 
was strongly of the opinion that nuclear weapons deserved more of 
a role in Western strategy. Churchill had always felt a proprietary inter-
est in nuclear matters, and had often expressed his view that the main 
source of Western strength was the American nuclear arsenal: only this 
had held back the advance of communism. Once briefed in the United 
States on the recent advances in nuclear technology he became 
even more convinced of the bomb's vital role. Also, the scare that 
had prompted the massive conventional rearmament programme was 
now subsiding. It was evident that Korea was not just the decoy or a 
prologue for a Soviet attack on Western Europe. The communists would 
present a challenge for many years to come. Events were not moving 
inexorably to a great showdown. Preparation would have to be made for 
a long period of bad relations with the Soviet Union which would be 
punctuated by high and low points, including some moments of great 
danger. 

In the summer of 1952 the British Chiefs of Staff went to Greenwich, 
unencumbered by staff support, and constructed a global strategy for 
Britain, which reflected the above concerns. They noted that there was 
no defence against atomic attack, and suggested that the primary deter-
rent against this or any other aggression should be the knowledge that it 
would invite immediate and crushing retaliation. For this reason prior-
ity ought to be given to the long-range air forces of NATO. The Allies 
could not afford to build up sufficient conventional strength in Europe 
to defeat the Soviet Union in a clash of land armies. What was needed 
was sufficient forces in Europe to hold the Russians until the atomic 
counter-offensive made its impact felt. Given the fact that Britain was 
only on the verge of testing its first atomic bomb, and was therefore 
unable to contribute much to the Great Deterrent, the Chiefs of Staff 
were not so much offering guidelines for the British government as 
sending a message to the United States. 
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When Sir John Slessor, Chief of Air Staff, arrived in Washington with 
the British paper in July 1952, his reception was cool. The Joint Chiefs in 
Washington saw it as 'a rationalization of a British intent to renege on their 
NATO force commitment'. In six months, with a new Administration, the 
atmosphere changed. The British approach, in its sense of economic real-
ities and the forward-looking perspective of a 'long haul', was now 
viewed with sympathy. Strategic Air Command, in particular, saw in the 
British enthusiasm a recognition of the importance of airpower which 
was lacking amongst many of their compatriots. The British document, 
noted Charles Murphy with gratitude, 'gives substance to abstractions 
and theories on air power'. It was now recognized 'as an actuality, feared 
by Soviet Russia, and therefore a potent instrument for military and 
diplomatic action'.3 

Sir John Slessor became a major propagandist for the nuclear armed 
long-range bomber - 'the Great Deterrent'. In a July 1953 article he 
recorded his frustration at the lack of regard paid to SAC - 'ready to 
strike a mortally decisive blow, against which there is at present no 
defence' - because of the preoccupation with conventional rearmament. 
Yet this 'Great Deterrent' was 'the counter-threat to the vast armies and 
tactical air forces of our potential enemy. Moreover it gives us some 
degree, and an increasing degree, of initiative in the cold war, instead of 
always dancing to the enemy's tune.' This theme of using the Western 
advantage in air power to regain the initiative was a major feature of 
Dulles's presentation of the New Look, and reappeared in a later article 
by Slessor: 

We cannot rely on [the enemy] solving our problems for us by using 
the bomb first... it would suit him admirably to fight a war with the 
weapons in which he would have a decisive advantage... 
...The atomic weapon may well be used to do what thousands of 
high explosive bombs were formerly required to do; and the striking 
force need not necessarily again be restricted by another YALU. Both 
will depend upon whether they are to our tactical and strategic 
advantage rather than to that of the enemy4 

The New Look 

Influenced by the British arguments, but also by the logic of a situation in 
which the new Administration expected existing military commitments 
to be met at low cost, the US Joint Chiefs of Staff moved towards a com-
mitment to use nuclear weapons whenever it was deemed appropriate. 
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If the uncertainty surrounding the question of the use of nuclear 
weapons could be resolved, the Chiefs argued, they would be able to 
relinquish requirements for forces that would only be necessary if 
nuclear weapons were unlikely to be used. Adoption of a nuclear strategy 
promised a rationalization of defence requirements, with a cut in the 
most expensive component of the military force structure - manpower. 

On 30 October 1953 these conclusions were enshrined in a National 
Security Council Paper (NSC-162/2) on Basic National Security Policy.5 

It began by defining the basic problem of national security policy as 
'meeting the Soviet threat' while, at the same time, avoiding 'seriously 
weakening the US economy or undermining our fundamental values 
and institutions' (Para lb). The description of the Soviet 'threat' was 
grim; any diplomatic moves of apparent peaceful intent from the East 
were dismissed as gestures. '[T]he basic Soviet objectives continue to be 
consolidation and expansion of their own sphere of power and the 
eventual domination of the non-communist world' (Para 3a). It also 
warned that the capability of the Soviet Union to attack the United 
States with atomic weapons and soon, hydrogen bombs, using aircraft 
on one-way missions, was growing. Nevertheless, there was little expec-
tation that this growing Soviet power would tempt the Kremlin into 
deliberately launching a general war. 'The uncertain prospects for Soviet 
victory in a general war, the change of leadership, satellite unrest, and 
the US capability to retaliate massively, make such a course improbable' 
(Para 6a). 

For the future it was considered essential to develop and maintain: 

1. a strong military posture, with emphasis on the capability for inflict-
ing massive retaliatory damage by offensive striking power; 

2. US and Allied forces in readiness to move rapidly initially to counter 
aggression by Soviet bloc forces and to hold vital areas and lines of 
communication; and 

3. a mobilization base, and its protection against crippling damage, 
adequate to insure victory in the event of general war (Para 9a). 

The paper also emphasized the importance of allies - to provide forces, 
to accommodate bases and to co-operate in the general conduct of the 
cold war. It was necessary to build up 'the strength, cohesion and com-
mon determination of the free world'. Confidence was placed in collec-
tive security systems. These would dissuade aggressors through the 
prospect of a united front. To create this moral strength in the free world 
it was necessary that allies understood the purposes and assumptions 
that informed US strategy. 
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In Europe, both allies and adversaries had to be convinced of the 
'manifest determination of the United States to use its atomic capability 
and massive retaliatory striking power if the area is attacked'. The US 
military forces now based in Europe had become an index of the com-
mitment to the allies. Though America's armed forces were 'over-
extended', any major withdrawal of US forces from Europe or from the 
Far East 'would be interpreted as a diminution of US interest in the 
defense of these areas and would seriously undermine the strength and 
cohesion of the coalition'. However, elsewhere, in areas 'not gripped by 
war conditions', allies needed to accept that US forces should not be fur-
ther extended but should have 'mobility and initiative'. Any blatant 
gaps should be filled with indigenous forces. Unwillingness to base more 
conventional forces overseas would be compensated for by a greater 
readiness to issue deterrent threats, even in areas other than Europe, and 
to employ 'tactical' nuclear weapons. 

39a In specific situations where a warning appears desirable and fea-
sible as an added deterrent, the United States should make clear to 
the USSR and Communist China, in general terms, or with reference 
to specific areas as the situation requires, its intention to react with 
military force against any aggression by Soviet bloc armed forces. 

b ...In the event of hostilities, the United States will consider 
nuclear weapons to be as available for use as other munitions. 

Before moving on to the manner in which the judgments of this paper 
were publicly presented, a few points can be noted. First, the term 'mas-
sive retaliation' (or a derivative) was used a number of times. It was not 
invented by journalists and academics as a useful label to hang on to the 
Administration's policy. It was, however, used solely in connection with 
the deterrence of Soviet moves towards a general war, most likely to 
begin with an assault on Europe. The doctrine extended deterrence 
through threat of punishment to areas other than Europe in place of a US 
contribution to local defence, but it was not stated that this punishment 
would take the form of massive retaliation. 

Second, the paper anticipated the major arguments of the opponents 
of 'massive retaliation'. It was not oblivious to the fact that current US 
superiority in nuclear weapons would not last for ever. Indeed, the 
President personally added to the original paper a requirement to recon-
sider the 'emphasis on the capability of inflicting massive retaliatory 
damage' if this came to 'work to the disadvantage of national security', 
thus anticipating a 'New New Look' of 1956. Unlike NSC-68, it was 
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expected that when the two major powers reached 'a stage of atomic 
plenty and ample means of delivery' the result could be a 'stalemate, 
with both sides reluctant to initiate general warfare'. Or, as Churchill 
put it, peace could become the 'sturdy child of terror'. Drawing on the 
experience of the Korean War it was suggested that if general war came 
it would, as likely as not, be the result of miscalculation rather than 
deliberate intent. 'To avoid this, it will in general be desirable for the 
United States to make clear to the USSR the kind of actions which will 
be almost certain to lead to [general war].' But it was recognized, as the 
Administration's opponents later claimed had not been recognized, that 
'as general war becomes more devastating for both sides the threat to 
resort to it becomes less available as a sanction against local aggression' 
(Paras 6b and c). 

The third feature of the new strategy was a distinction, often only 
implicit, between nuclear forces for strategic and for tactical purposes. 
There was felt to be a major qualitative difference between area bombing 
resulting in enormous destruction, and improved munitions, which 
would allow a shrinking Army to maintain or even increase its fire-
power. This distinction was blurred by Dulles and emphasized by many 
of the Administration's critics. The main innovation was to attempt to 
convince allies and enemies that there were to be no abnormal inhibi-
tions on the use of either type of weapon. As Field Marshal Montgomery, 
then Deputy Supreme Allied Commander, Europe (DSACEUR), 
explained in late 1954: 

I want to make it absolutely clear that we at SHAPE are basing all our 
planning on using atomic and thermonuclear weapons in our 
defence. With us it is no longer: 'They may possibly be used'. It is very 
definitely: 'They will be used, if we are attacked'.6 

Dulles and massive retaliation 

The controversy over the new policy was largely a result of John Foster 
Dulles's interpretation and presentation. He already had great confi-
dence in America's strategic airpower as a means of deterring the Soviet 
Union from any military adventures in Europe. In December 1950, 
reflecting views popular in Republican circles, he had spoken of 'the 
capacity to counter-attack ... by action of our own choosing' as the 'ulti-
mate deterrent' and the 'only effective defense', and in May 1952 of 
'instant massive retaliation' and the need for the 'free world to develop 
the will and organize the means to retaliate instantly against open 
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aggression by Red armies, so that if it occurred any-where, we could and 
would strike back where it hurts, by means of our choosing'.7 

Dulles was not greatly involved in developing the Administration's 
'New Look'. He understood it in terms of his own concepts and theories 
concerning the importance of punishing aggression and the value of 
collective security. Perhaps more important, he had a diplomat's view 
of the utility of nuclear power which he believed to have been validated 
in the first year of the new Administration in ending the stalemate in 
Korea. 

One of the Republican complaints against the Truman Administration 
was that it had been too feeble in prosecuting the Korean war. The 
hesitation over the use of atomic weapons, plus the recognition of 
sanctuaries beyond the Yalu River, in Chinese territory, had meant that 
the Western forces were severely constrained. When the Eisenhower 
Administration took over in January 1953, the Korean Armistice talks 
were deadlocked. Over the next year the deadlock was broken. The 
Administration believed that this was due to skilful employment of 
nuclear threats. The first break in the deadlock came in February 1953 
after 'discreet' suggestions that 'in the absence of satisfactory progress, 
we intended to move decisively without inhibition in our use of 
weapons, and would no longer be responsible for confining hostilities to 
the Korean Peninsula'. Then, as the talks bogged down again, more 
hints were dropped in July 1953 to the effect that it would not be possi-
ble to observe the self-imposed restriction on US activity and that hos-
tilities might not, in the future, be confined to Korea. In April 1954 
Dulles claimed that progress had been achieved because the communists 
had realized that in its absence 'the battle area would be enlarged so as 
to endanger the sources of aggression in Manchuria'. The enemy could 
not rely on their sanctuaries.8 

This must have been in Dulles's mind when, in his speech in January 
1954, he emphasized the need for the free world to keep the initiative, if 
necessary with nuclear weapons and against any suitable targets - not 
only those in the immediate combat zone - even after the Soviet Union 
had taken it upon itself to commence hostilities. 

The speech began by surveying the events of the cold war, approving 
the fact that responses had been taken to communist actions, but regret-
ting that these had been hurried. 'Emergency measures are costly; they 
are superficial; and they imply that the enemy has the initiative. They 
cannot be depended on to serve our long-term interests.'9 It would be 
necessary to plan for a 'long haul', to rebuff Soviet challenges but to do 
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this 'without exhausting ourselves': 
We need allies and collective security. Our purpose is to make these 
relations more effective, less costly. This can be done by placing more 
reliance on deterrent power and less dependence on local defensive 
power. ... 
... Local defense will always be important. But there is no local 
defense which alone will contain the mighty landpower of the 
Communist world. Local defenses must be reinforced by the further 
deterrent of massive retaliatory power. A potential aggressor must 
know that he cannot always prescribe battle conditions that suit him. 
Otherwise, for example, a potential aggressor, who is glutted with 
manpower, might be tempted to attack in confidence that resistance 
would be confined to manpower. He might be tempted to attack in 
places where his superiority was decisive. 

The basic decision that had been made was to 'depend primarily upon a 
great capacity to retaliate, instantly, by means and at places of our own 
choosing'. 

The immediate interpretation given to the doctrine was that this 
meant a US response, to any aggression anywhere, of massive retaliation 
with nuclear weapons. This was not the Administration's actual policy 
as set out in NSC-162/2 but was an impression easily taken from Dulles's 
statements on reinforcing local defences by 'the further deterrent of 
massive retaliatory power'. The respected columnist James Reston wrote 
in the New York Times on 16 January 1954 that Washington was saying 
to the Chinese and Russians 'as clearly as Governments ever say these 
things, that in the event of another proxy or bushfire war in Korea, 
Indochina, Iran or anywhere else, the United States might retaliate 
instantly with atomic weapons against the USSR or Red China'. The 
same paper, on 14 March 1954, reported Vice President Nixon as saying: 
'Rather than let the Communists nibble us to death all over the world in 
little wars we would rely in the future primarily on our massive mobile 
retaliatory power which we could use in our discretion against the major 
source of aggression at times and places that we choose.' 

Some clarification was considered to be in order. This duly appeared in 
Foreign Affairs in April 1954.10 In this article Dulles recognized, as had 
done NSC-162/2, that the US 'air striking power', 'while now a dominant 
factor, may not have the same significance forever. Furthermore, massive 
atomic and thermonuclear reaction is not the kind of power which could 
most usefully be evoked under all circumstances.' He repudiated the 
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notion that the US 'intended to rely wholly on large-scale strategic 
bombing as the sole means to deter and counter aggression'. Though 
such an option would always be available, it was only one of a wide vari-
ety of means available for responding to aggression. Exactly the most 
appropriate form of response to any given enemy action should not be 
disclosed publicly: 

It should not be stated in advance precisely what would be the scope 
of military action if new aggression occurred.... That is a matter as to 
which the aggressor had best remain ignorant. But he can know and 
does know, in the light of present policies, that the choice in this 
respect is ours and not his. 

This was in contrast to NSC-162/2 where great clarity in the description 
of deterrent threats had been considered necessary to avoid general war 
through miscalculation. In opting for ambiguity, Dulles hinted at a pos-
ture later known as 'brinkmanship', whereby caution is forced on the 
aggressor, uncertain as to how far to the 'brink' the United States would 
be willing to go. The worth of a massive retaliatory threat, declining in 
the face of an equivalent threat from the Soviet Union, would be upheld 
by bold diplomatic action. 

There was an indication of a formula that might be used to measure 
the amount of retaliation deemed necessary as a response to a given 
amount of aggression: 'The heart of the problem is how to deter attack. 
This, we believe, requires that a potential aggressor be left in no doubt 
that he would be certain to suffer damage outweighing any possible 
gains from aggression.' This formula - that the costs to the aggressor 
must always outweigh his gains - was repeated thereafter. The important 
thing was to have the capacity to retaliate massively, because that would 
be the only fitting punishment to the greatest crime - an all-out attack 
on Western Europe. For lesser crimes a more appropriate measure of 
retaliation would have to be found. Dulles was thus talking about 'flexi-
ble retaliation'. This suggested a continuum of nuclear responses, and 
thus blurred any distinctions which may have been in the mind of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff between 'strategic' and 'tactical' weapons. 

As formulated the policy attempted to introduce a certainty into 
adversary calculations through the threat of severe sanctions that the 
prospective gains of any provocative military action would be out-
weighed by the costs. However, this did not do justice to the variety of 
forms a policy of deterrence could take. If the aim was to ensure that 
costs outweighed gains, then an alternative to the imposition of costs 
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was the denial of gains. This was often described as 'defence' to be dis-
tinguished from 'deterrence', but if it involved local forces sufficient to 
beat off any attack then it could act to deter any adventures. NATO 
seemed to be moving towards this sort of strategy in the early 1950s. 

In reversing the trend, the 'New Look' uncoupled the response from 
the offending action. The West would not reply in kind to an Eastern 
invasion but raise the stakes of war. Thereafter Western strategy would 
depend on convincing the Soviet leaders that it had the nerve to do this. 
This problem would become progressively more difficult as the Soviet 
capabilities to fight at the new level increased. 

The obvious analogue to a policy of deterrence in international rela-
tions was deterrence in a national legal system. In order to convince anti-
social elements that 'crime does not pay' costs were made explicit through 
punishment designed not only to stop a particular offender from making 
further trouble, but also to serve as a warning to others. John Foster Dulles 
frequently employed this analogy. In the January 1954 speech he spoke of 
what he was advocating for the international community as being 
'accepted practice as far as local communities are concerned': 

We keep locks on our doors; but we do not have an armed guard in 
every home. We rely principally on a community security system so 
well equipped to punish any who break in and steal that, in fact, would-
be-aggressors are generally deterred. That is the way of getting maxi-
mum protection at bearable cost. What the Eisenhower Administration 
seeks is a similar international security system. 

The analogy was, however, somewhat misleading. A legal system nor-
mally involves one supreme authority capable of definitively pronoun-
cing on matters of interpretation and of taking the responsibility for the 
general maintenance of law and order, because of a general monopoly of 
legitimate and effective violence. When challenges can be made with 
impunity or important constraints exist on the legitimate use of force, 
then there is a breakdown of law and order. 

For a sanction of tough punishment to be an effective deterrent it is 
necessary for a would-be offender to know that there is a high chance of 
(a) being apprehended and (b) being punished severely. The most dire 
threats diminish in impact when there is little certainty that they can 
ever be put into effect. It is the fact that one is to be put at the mercy of 
the court, as much as what the court does, that constitutes the deterrent. 

In strategic terms, with airpower any country could put another 
country at its mercy. There were no problems of making the offender 
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available for punishment. The sanction could be applied with, in all 
probability, a minimum of resistance. The offender, nevertheless, would 
not have to be apprehended by the forces of the law (which strategically 
would take the form of occupation of his territory) and so would remain 
a free agent. Moreover, he might well have means of replying to the 
punishment. The fact that a transgressor maintained options other than 
full compliance with the dictates of international law, including the 
option of replying in kind to any sanction, undetermined the credibility 
of the threat of sanctions. This represented the central problem in all 
deterrence theory. How credible was a threat of punishment that would 
literally, as the schoolmaster says as he prepares to spank a naughty 
schoolboy, 'hurt me as much as it hurts you'? 

The spirit of the offence 

An immediate and lasting result of the 'New Look' was that NATO stra-
tegy became oriented around a hope that nuclear weapons could be 
employed in such a way as to particularly favour the West. However, 
events in Indo-China, where there was concern that the Chinese might 
intervene on behalf of the Viet Minh in their war against the French, 
suggested that the Administration was not quite as daring with atomic 
weapons as it might care to think. In September 1953 Dulles warned 
China that any physical involvement in the dispute 'could not occur 
without grave consequences, which might not be confined to Indo-
China'. The timing of his 'massive retaliation' speech was widely seen as 
being geared to Indo-China. The use of nuclear weapons was being con-
sidered at the time, to help the French out at the battle of Dien Bien Phu. 
It was then dismissed, but not purely because of a loss of nerve at the 
crunch. If the United States had decided to intervene, nuclear weapons 
might well have been used. The constraining factor was that this would 
still have involved committing large numbers of ground forces to Indo-
China. Contrary to the view that the use of nuclear weapons in a tactical 
mode would obviate the necessity for a large number of troops, the 
Army insisted that such use of nuclear weapons 'would not reduce the 
number of ground forces required to achieve a victory in Indo-China'.11 

How then are we to view the 'New Look'? On one level it was a revival 
of the spirit of the offence in military strategy. The strategic concepts of 
the Truman years were cautious and restrained. The communists would 
be only contained; the main aim was defence. In battle there should be 
nothing provocative, nothing that might extend the conflict into a cata-
clysmic war. To those reared in the tradition of total war for uncondi-
tional surrender this all seemed unnecessarily restrictive. MacArthur 
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spoke of 'no substitute for victory', the Strategic Air Command scornfully 
of a 'Maginot Line mentality' as if the German circumvention of France's 
static defences in 1940 served as a judgment on all attempts to 'hold a 
line'. With a cry that the 'best defence is offence' and a conviction that 
the communists had far more to fear from a general war than had the free 
world, the opponents of Truman argued that the American advantages 
should be capitalized to the full. The Republican Administration 
endorsed these sentiments but not the policies associated with them. It 
too, through Dulles, spoke, at length, about the need to 'seize the initia-
tive' and refused to accept any restrictions on targets or weapons. But, 
though the new Administration's policy appeared more muscular in 
practice, there was still a recognition of the restraints imposed by the 
horrendous consequences of a slide into total war, and of the growing 
strength of the Soviet Union's own capacity for massive retaliation. 

If anything the strategy was more retrospective than prospective. It 
explained how the Korean War ought to have been fought. It explained 
how a new war might be fought during the remaining period of grace of 
patent nuclear superiority. Observing the influence of US airpower on 
Soviet conduct, it sought to exploit this to avoid meeting the cost of 
conventional rearmament. A nuclear strategy was far cheaper than a 
conventional strategy. 

Because of this strong economic point in the New Look's favour, one 
that has remained impressive ever since, the emphasis on nuclear 
weapons became a permanent feature of NATO's strategy. Apart from one 
moment in the Kennedy Administration when serious consideration was 
given to dealing with the Warsaw Pact on its own terms, the notion that 
the West cannot afford to match the East in conventional forces became 
firmly established in NATO minds. American troops in Europe served to 
signify a US commitment to NATO - not a means of blocking a Soviet 
advance. Their role was not as a shield but as a 'trip-wire', capable of 
triggering the entry into a war of America's nuclear arsenal. 

The economic logic remained forceful if the military logic could be 
only temporary. The circumstances which made the strategy plausible 
would pass. Dulles, however, appeared to suggest that the new posture 
was a statement of basic principles appropriate for the new age, and not 
just the coming few years. His rigid presentation offered critics a ready 
target. When he attempted to qualify and elaborate, he only made it 
worse. A flawed strategy that arguably increased the risk of nuclear war 
sufficed to stimulate an interest in military matters amongst intellectu-
als. A strategy that was also inconsistent and contradictory was a positive 
incitement for intellectual criticism. 
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7 
Limited Objectives 

Consensus on a nuclear strategy 

The strategic debate that developed in the US during the mid-1950s was 
impressive both for its vigour and, viewed in retrospect, its underlying 
consensus. The debate found the Administration, with qualified support 
from the Air Force, ranged against almost every other interested party. 
The immediate stake was the size and composition of the defence 
budget. The Army and the Navy sought to check the rise in the propor-
tion of the budget devoted to strategic air power. There have been few 
greater stimuli to creative thought than competition over the alloca-
tions of men, money, and equipment to the armed services. 

A stimulus to the debate more powerful to those without a direct 
interest in the defence budget was the meaning of the awesome proper-
ties of thermonuclear weapons which was gradually sinking into the 
public consciousness. As information became available on the growth of 
destructive capabilities and the lingering after-effects of radioactive fall-
out,1 and as it became apparent that Western cities were becoming vul-
nerable to these weapons, awareness of the gravity of the situation was 
heightened. With the cold war still the defining characteristic of inter-
national relations and an arms race gathering pace, the manner in 
which statesmen spoke of nuclear arsenals and their readiness to bran-
dish them in power games became a topic of abiding interest. 

The prospect of nuclear annihilation had yet to become a cliche; the 
'shadow of the bomb' was still a novel sensation. Given the feeling that 
one false and ill-considered move could result in the 'end of civilization as 
we know it' the significance of the slightest nuance or element of style 
became amplified. A rigorous analysis of the utterances of both Dulles 
and his critics can reveal great similarities by way of premises, logic, and 
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conclusions, but what mattered at the time were the variations in attitudes 
over the use of nuclear weapons as instruments of international politics. 

The danger of nuclear war put a premium on stable, calm personalities 
for those with 'a finger on the button'. Equally, the danger of Soviet 
aggression, generally taken seriously, put a premium on being 'tough' 
and courageous. People wished to be neither 'dead' nor 'red'. The effort 
to avoid having to make the choice had become the central problem of 
Western strategic thought. A contribution to its resolution, especially if it 
came from a statesman such as Dulles, was judged by reference to actions 
as well as words. These factors provided the broad political and emo-
tional context in which the debate triggered by the 'Massive Retaliation' 
speech of Dulles took place. 

Having said that, it is as well to note just how much was agreed 
between the various participants in this debate. First, arguments on the 
efficacy of strategic bombing had been settled conclusively. Nuclear 
weapons were available in abundance and there was no known defence 
against their use. Even Blackett, once the most sceptical of all regarding 
the claims made on behalf of strategic bombardment, now worked on 
the assumption that 'there is no effective defence at present, nor is there 
one in sight, against a large-scale and determined atomic attack on cities 
and centres of population. In relation to strategic air power, offence has 
now definitely the ascendancy over defence.' 

Second, as Blackett also noted, 'this applies to both East and West'.2 

A stalemate was perceived to be evolving. An early and dramatic warn-
ing of its imminence came from Robert Oppenheimer in mid-1953: 

We may anticipate a state of affairs in which the two Great Powers 
will each be in a position to put an end to the civilization and life of 
the other, though not without risking its own. We may be likened to 
two scorpions in a bottle, each capable of killing the other, but only 
at the risk of his own life.3 

As the aircraft carrying atomic weapons of both sides would be able to 
'get through', the net effect would be for each force to neutralize the 
other. Both sides would hold back out of a fear of retaliation. Recognition 
of the extent to which that retaliatory capability would have to be cared 
for and protected did not become widespread until the late 1950s. For 
most of the decade the imminence of a strategic stalemate was taken as 
a basic premise. 

Third, there was little doubt that the Soviet Union was a 'potential 
aggressor'. In fact aggression, in various forms and guises, was considered 
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to be the normal mode of behaviour for the Soviet Union. If the integrity 
of the non-communist world, often described euphemistically as the 'free 
world', was to be preserved there was a requirement for constant vigil-
ance. Diplomatic means to solve the cold war were considered impractical 
and dangerous, in that they involved concessions to Soviet demands. The 
result of this, it was supposed, would be only to add to the Kremlin's 
appetite. To any suggestion to the contrary, attention was drawn to the 
sorry consequences of appeasement in the 1930s. Nor was there much dis-
agreement with the proposition that communist aggression in the com-
ing years, under the shield of the nuclear stalemate, would take the form 
of local, controlled actions, often on a small scale, using all available 
means, political, psychological, economic and military, short of general 
war. The terminology of the time admitted of 'brush-fire wars', something 
that would rapidly expand unless beaten down promptly, and of 'salami 
tactics', in which the aggressor would attain his objectives in the shape of 
numerous, small, thin slices - each by itself not worth a major Western 
response but taken together constituting substantial gains. 

Fourth, there was a consensus that a nuclear strategy could work to the 
advantage of the West. The Soviet Bloc had a tremendous superiority in 
manpower which, in its designated role as aggressor, it was able to deploy 
at times and places of its own choosing in order to initiate a confronta-
tion. If the West could not avoid the reactive second move, it need not 
feel bound by the East's definition of the character of the contest; it 
should respond in a manner to its own choosing. And it was accepted 
also, though not quite as unanimously, that in most cases the West would 
not choose conventional weapons, an area in which it was, numerically 
at least, patently inferior. The area where the West was still superior over 
the East, in terms of quality and quantity, was that of nuclear weapons. 
Where there was a debate in the West was over the types of nuclear 
weapons, the most suitable targets for them, and the contingencies in 
which their use should be considered. 

The critics (a collection of Democrats, soldiers, sailors, and a growing 
band of academic specialists in defence) charged the Administration 
with being wedded to a view of war as inevitably an all-encompassing, 
no-holds-barred struggle for the highest stakes. The Administration was 
prepared, on occasion, to acknowledge the imminence of a stalemate in 
general war capabilities, but it was doubted whether it had really come 
to terms with the strategic implications of this. As it was now in every-
one's interest to avoid general war, a diplomacy based upon it would be 
inhibited. Both the Administration and its critics spoke of the need for a 
full range of nuclear capabilities (only some of the critics sought a major 
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conventional option) but the critics saw little political or military bene-
fit, other than neutralizing the comparable Soviet forces, in a capability 
for massive retaliation. 

As we shall see, those critics who argued for a 'tactical' nuclear option 
succeeded in getting themselves in as much of an intellectual tangle as 
the Administration and its supporters. This was, in part, because of a 
lack of clarity in the concept of 'tactical' nuclear weapons, apparently a 
tolerable species of an unpleasant genus, and how they were to be dis-
tinguished from 'strategic' nuclear weapons. It was also because of a con-
fusion over how tactical nuclear weapons were to be used. Was this to be 
in a conventional mode, to enhance traditional war-fighting capabilities 
and so block any Soviet agressive move, at whatever level it occurred, 
without having to resort to strategic attacks on cities and so total war? 
Or was it to be a form of deterrence, a smaller punishment for a smaller 
crime, though carrying with it the implied threat of the larger punish-
ment if the aggressive activity persisted and expanded? 

Tactical nuclear weapons could therefore be seen in terms of deter-
rence either through the denial of gains or through the imposition of 
excessive costs. To the critics, the Dulles version of deterrence could be 
faulted for its lack of 'credibility'. An intellectual search began for a 
method to inject this magic ingredient into strategy. The basic principle 
of deterrence - that the potential enemy's behaviour could be manipu-
lated through threats - was not subjected to severe scrutiny. 

One key source of credibility was the setting of limited and attainable 
objectives to guide the use of military means. Much of limited war the-
ory is a plea for moderation in political rhetoric, a warning against a 
diplomacy based on belligerence and the rigid adherence to war-aims 
that permit nothing but the enemy's unconditional surrender. 

The problem was underlined when Paul Kecskemeti of the RAND 
Corporation published a book with 'surrender' in the title which exam-
ined the problems of pursuing total objectives when this could lead to 
the destruction of one's own society. Kecskemeti pointed to the tension 
between the US tradition of fighting for 'unconditional surrender' so as 
to eradicate the evil enemy system completely and the need, resulting 
from the mutual fear of nuclear annihilation, of coming to terms with 
the enemy. War aims which required the destruction of the enemy lead-
ership were becoming unattainable, yet the rhetoric of the cold war 
made compromise with the Kremlin appear quite unsatisfactory.4 

When garbled reports of this book reached the US Congress, Senator 
Russell of Georgia, Chairman of the Armed Services Committee, became 
convinced that Kecskemeti's book was concerned with 'how, when, 
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where or under what circumstances the Government would surrender 
this country and its people'. He introduced an amendment to a military 
appropriation bill which would ensure that taxes would not be used 'to 
conduct any studies concerning the circumstances under which the 
United States would surrender to any aggressor'. The Defense Department, 
in defending the study, indicated its sensitivity to the prevailing mood 
when it claimed, quite inaccurately, that the book discussed how the US 
might win a war and cause the surrender of its enemies.5 

The task before the limited war theorists was difficult, involving basic 
changes in the climate of opinion. If that could be achieved, narrower 
strategic problems would be more soluble. The hope was that once it was 
recognized that any wars could only be fought for limited ends, the 
problem of controlling a military conflict, through the process which 
later came to be known as escalation, would become more manageable. 

The prospect of total victory would have to be eschewed in return for 
reprieve from possible total defeat. This raised one of the most signifi-
cant hypotheses of contemporary strategic thought - the possibility that 
a modern war, even a nuclear war, could be fought according to some 
conventions, tacit or explicit, that could contain hostilities. 

The concept of limited war 

The intellectual father of contemporary theories of limited war was 
Captain Basil Liddell Hart. Liddell Hart's advocacy of this approach to 
war stemmed from his whole philosophy. It was not, as it was with 
many of the 1950s adherents, a pragmatic response to the exigencies of 
the moment. To Liddell Hart it was axiomatic that, because of the suf-
fering and the disruption of normal relations between nation states 
caused by war, wars should be limited. 

Liddell Hart's achievement was to develop an alternative to the 
prevailing strategies of total war based on sound principles rather than 
simply an emotional response to the horror of it all. Since the late nine-
teenth century, at a series of international conferences, there had been 
attempts to agree on means of containing war as a social institution and 
to maintain a sharp distinction, through bans on indiscriminate weapons 
and prohibitions on attacks on commerce and cities, between the military 
and the civilian spheres.6 The attempt had been to preserve the tradi-
tional forms of warfare in response to the steady progress of military tech-
nology. It had been to little or no avail. 

Liddell Hart sought to remind his audience that wars were but an 
unpleasant episode in relations between nations, and were usually 
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avoidable. The country that you now called an enemy might be needed 
as a friend in the future. War should therefore be a controlled affair, con-
ducted with the minimum of fuss and bother and without the barbarous 
excesses to which the most civilized democracies seemed capable once 
their ire had been raised, the result of which was to inflict superfluous 
suffering, encourage reprisals and lower all standards. 

The development of airpower had introduced a source of tension into 
Liddell Hart's theories. At first he saw the ability to move right to the 
heart, and the brain, of the enemy without the painful necessity of pro-
ceeding through battlefields as a logical development. It seemed to fit in 
with his own preference for an 'indirect strategy', that is one aimed at 
the 'dislocation of the enemy's psychological and physical balance', 
rather than a predictable struggle 'along the line of natural expecta-
tion'.7 However, though a method of paralysing the enemy's will, air-
power was a blunt instrument. It resulted in brutal attacks on civilians 
which would increase the hostility between the two sides and render the 
objective of a moderate, negotiated peace more distant. The bluntness of 
the air instrument also offended against Liddell Hart's sense of the milit-
ary art. By the start of World War II he had come round to a view, that 
became quite prevalent after the war, namely that airpower did not con-
stitute a means of delivering a decisive, paralysing blow but was merely 
another means of attrition - but one that pushed the dehumanizing 
trend of modern warfare a stage further. 

Thus Liddell Hart's critique of total war pre-dated the atomic bomb and 
had indeed been articulated throughout World War II. The atomic bomb 
served to confirm his worst fears. Writing just after Hiroshima, he did not 
look to the immediate future but anticipated the age of large nuclear 
stockpiles and rocket carriers available to both sides in a war. In such 
circumstances nothing of benefit to anybody could result from a war: 

When both sides possess atomic power, 'total warfare' makes non-
sense. Total warfare implies that the aim, the effort, and the degree of 
violence are unlimited. Victory is pursued without regard to the con-
sequences. ... Any unlimited war waged with atomic power would be 
worse than nonsense; it would be mutually suicidal. 

He further argued, almost uniquely at the time and in contrast to the 
strong belief that atomic bombs would make all warfare unthinkable, 
that it was by no means certain that 'warfare will completely disappear. 
But, unless the belligerent leaders are crazy, it is likely that any future 
war will be less unrestrained and more subject to mutually agreed rules. 
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Within such limits it may develop new forms.' For instance, aggressors 
might avoid direct confrontations but prefer subtle means of 'infiltra-
tion' that would 'check the employment of atomic bombing in retort'.8 

Liddell Hart's views on limited war were not readily accepted in the 
1940s. However preferable in principle, in practice such wars were hard 
to arrange. War appeared to many as an activity limited only by the 
quantity and quality of military capabilities. It might be best to under-
stand the enemy in human terms, unless, as in the last war, the enemy 
was so genuinely barbarous that compromise was impossible. For 
restraints on weapons and targets to hold, a modicum of trust was 
needed, and this tended to be in short supply in war. When the issues 
were the survival of whole civilizations, a way of life or a national iden-
tity, there was little inclination to admit defeat, or to show mercy, or to 
miss any opportunity to bring it all to a satisfactory conclusion, even if 
that meant the employment of distasteful methods. Perhaps the 
strongest charge against Liddell Hart was that he was out of touch with 
his time. The distinguished American strategist Edward Mead Earle 
accused him of being 'nostalgic'. 'Wars are an inherent part of the soci-
eties within which they are fought', which meant that they were now 
'primarily battles of production and logistics'. 'No nation possessed of 
sea power has ever abandoned the blockade; it is unlikely that any 
nation possessed of air power will abandon bombing as a means of 
immobilizing the enemy.'9 

Liddell Hart found no reason to change his views. The stupendous 
accretions of destructive power represented by H-bombs underlined his 
arguments. Not long after Dulles's 'massive retaliation' speech, he 
repeated his earlier arguments. 

Would any responsible government, when it came to the point, dare 
to use the H-bomb as an answer to local and limited aggression? ... To 
the extent that the H-bomb reduces the likelihood of full-scale war, 
it increases the possibilities of limited war pursued by widespread 
local aggression: ... the value of strategic bombing forces has largely 
disappeared - except as the last resort.10 

By now Liddell Hart was not alone. The approach of a thermonuclear 
stalemate had alerted many to the danger of assuming the inevitability 
of total war. Bernard Brodie wrote to Liddell Hart how 'I became in effect 
a follower of yours early in 1952, when I learned... that a thermonuclear 
weapon would be tested in the following autumn and would probably 
be successful.'11 
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In 1954 Brodie, who had always recognized the role of nuclear threats 
as a source of restraint, argued that 'The availability of this threat as a 
deterrent will be increasingly limited to only the most outrageous kind 
of direct aggression.' A prudent regard for the suicidal character of 
nuclear exchanges, when the West seemed to be relying on a threat of 
total war, would create a 'diplomacy straight-jacketed by fear'. It was 
therefore necessary to 'explore ways of consciously limiting those con-
flicts we may be unable entirely to avoid'.12 

This message was frequently repeated over the next two years. In 1956 
a collection of essays edited by William Kaufmann, entitled Military 
Policy and National Security appeared, providing a forum for a number of 
critics of 'massive retaliation'. In his introductory essay, which had been 
distributed as a monograph in 1954, Kaufmann stressed the importance 
of 'credibility'. In assessing the risk of an American response to any 
agression, the enemy would use three sources of information: the state-
ments and behaviour of the US government; the attitudes of public 
opinion; and also the 'government's performance in comparable con-
tingencies'. He then noted, with justice, that the up-to-date evidence of 
East-West confrontations would suggest that it would be 'out of charac-
ter' for the US to retaliate massively. In fact, it would suggest 'rather 
strongly that the United States is willing - and, it should be added, able -
to meet [Soviet efforts at expansion] successfully on the grounds and 
according to the rules set by the opponent'. If the United States was 
unable to respond in this way, because of the communists' own ability 
to retaliate on a massive scale, then any threats it cared to make with 
regard to less-than-total provocations would not be taken seriously. 

If the Communists should challenge our sincerity and they would 
have good reasons for daring to do so, we would either have to put up 
or shut up. If we put up, we would plunge into all the immeasurable 
horrors of atomic war. If we shut up, we would suffer a serious loss 
of prestige and damage our capacity to establish deterrents against 
further Communist expansion.13 

The same message - that the choice was between having to put up or 
shut up - was repeated in different forms throughout the 1950s. It 
would be 'holocaust or humiliation'; 'suicide or surrender', 'sudden 
destruction or slow defeat'. 

In 1957 Robert Osgood published a book which sought to establish 
the theoretical and historical credentials of limited war. He stressed 
that the 'principal justification of limited war lies in the fact that it 
maximises the opportunities for the effective use of military force as 
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a rational instrument of policy', and then argued that America's experi-
ence in the twentieth century had proved to be so unsatisfactory 
because of a failure to establish this link between military power and 
national policy. Recognition had been forced upon her since 1945, but 
the process of adaptation had been partial and ad hoc. The Korean War, 
fought according to the right principles, especially that of the primacy 
of politics, had proved to be so traumatic for the American people 
because these principles had been inadequately explained. It was now 
necessary, to achieve success in the cold war, to confront this problem in 
an organized and systematic manner. If there was to be a strategy of 
deterrence it had to be credible, and 'credibility, in turn, requires that 
the means of deterrence be proportionate to the objectives at stake'.14 

This was the essential principle of the limited war theorists. 
The most stimulating book of the mid-1950s, bringing this debate to 

a wider public, was Henry Kissinger's Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, 
also published in 1957. Kissinger was acting as rapporteur for a Council 
on Foreign Relations study group which included a number of Democrats 
and supporters of the army. Though not original in its basic formula-
tions, it was written in a challenging, confident, and assertive style. 
Kissinger too attacked the propensity of the Americans to think in total, 
absolute categories, in which war and peace, the military and politics, 
were seen as separate and opposite. The only available doctrine was one 
concerned with the repulsion of overt aggression. Atomic bombs had 
been seen as 'merely another tool in a concept of warfare which knew 
no goal save total victory and no mode or war expect all-out war'. But 
now the problem of limited war had 'forced itself on American strategic 
thought despite itself. With the end of the atomic monopoly 'it is no 
longer possible to impose unconditional surrender at an acceptable cost' 
nor could one 'combine a deterrent based on a threat of maximum 
destructiveness with a strategy of minimum risk'. 

This problem of limited war could not be understood in purely milit-
ary terms. To stop when ahead but not triumphant, or when behind but 
not defeated, was against military logic. 'The prerequisite for a policy of 
limited war is to reintroduce the political element into our concept 
of warfare and to discard the notion that policy ends when war begins 
or that war can have goals distinct from those of national policy.'15 

Limited objectives 

Much of the effort of the limited war theorists was educational, attempting 
to explain the realities of international life, and in particular of the growth 
of Soviet power, to an audience that appeared to be temperamentally 
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unsuited to a moderate approach to war. The need was to calm the spirit 
of the offence, potent in Air Force circles and influential in the 
Administration. The Administration might recognize the need for 
restraint in actual crises, but its rhetoric encouraged a view of war that 
was out-moded and dangerous, with an expectation of a decisive show-
down between East and West. 

This is why these theorists - Brodie, Kaufmann, Kissinger and Osgood -
all made a special point of insisting on the need to scale down America's 
political and military aspirations. Brodie wrote: 'The one basic proposi-
tion which must be established in the minds of men if progress is to be 
made towards resolving our terrible military dilemma is this: limited war 
must mean also limited objectives.'16 

This basic proposition was true as far as it went. Limited objectives 
would be a necessary condition for limited war. But they would not 
guarantee a limited war. The Great War had started amidst considerable 
confusion over war-aims, and those that were clear were not immoder-
ate. In this conflict, as in others, the war-aims began to grow in scope 
and intensity with the steady expansion of the fighting. What was being 
asserted was not a fundamental truth but an observation related to the 
circumstances of the time. Thus, the best historical precedents could be 
found in the eighteenth century, before the Industrial Revolution. This 
point needs some further elaboration. 

Osgood defined limited war as one in which 'the belligerents restrict 
the purposes for which they fight to concrete, well-defined objectives 
that do not demand the utmost military effort of which the belligerents 
are capable and that can be accommodated in a negotiated settle-
ment'.17 There is a clear suggestion of a symmetry between the two bel-
ligerents in both capabilities and intentions. One could argue that the 
question of intentional limitation of war arose only when there was a rea-
sonable symmetry of capabilities, sufficient to ensure that the outcome 
of a conflict was not a foregone conclusion. Many wars are limited 
unavoidably, for example because of logistical problems caused by the 
awkward location of the territories in contention, or because large dis-
tances between the territories of the combatants makes invasion impos-
sible. Or else a war is limited for one side, in the sense mentioned by 
Osgood with 'economic, social and political patterns of existence' con-
tinuing without 'serious disruption', while the experience for the other 
is of total war. A war between a major power and a minor power would 
take on this appearance. 

For the United States in the 1950s, war with any potential enemy 
other that the Soviet Union would be 'limited' for she would have no 
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reason to extend herself. It was only when facing a country with approx-
imately equivalent capabilities for general war, which meant the Soviet 
Union, that a victory became less than a 100 per cent certainty. Then the 
United States would have to accept, as other countries with more lim-
ited resources had often before had to accept, that the successful con-
clusion of a war could not be guaranteed and would only come at 
substantial cost. This was a novel idea only to the United States. 

There was little doubt that if either super-power tried to attack the 
other the resulting clash would be anything but limited. It was also sus-
pected that a full-scale Soviet attack on Europe, because of the objectives 
inherent in the action, would also be total. The problems would come in 
the 'grey areas' - disputed territories between East and West. The key 
assumption was that any trouble, whether subversion, civil war, or 
claims on the territory of another, would be inspired, or at least sup-
ported by, the Soviet Union. 

Not only did the Kremlin have an interest in fomenting trouble every-
where, but also it was assumed to be actually in control of the individ-
ual conflicts and thus able to negotiate settlements. Recalling the 
necessity for the symmetry of intentions as well as capabilities, this 
adversary, despite persistent efforts for new gains, must recognize the 
logic of limited war, of the need to accept restraints. 

The basic assumption for this kind of conflict - and it is one that 
appears to correspond accurately with reality under existing condi-
tions - is the assumption of a calculating individual with a multiplic-
ity of values, aware of cost and risk as well as advantage, and capable 
of drawing significant inferences from symbolic acts.18 

With this interpretation of the likely motives and behaviour of the 
Soviet Union, the prospect of limited war, though more appealing than 
total war, was still one of permanent but indecisive hostilities between 
East and West. There was to be little resemblance to the limited wars 
of the past, which had not been limited through recognition of a capa-
city for mutual destruction but because the objectives were genuinely 
limited. Wars were not over fundamentals and, at least in the pre-
Napoleonic days, had had a low ideological content. They were not 
expected to lead to irreparable damage between nations. Alliances and 
enmities were fragile. In the 1950s the argument between East and West 
was considered to be fundamental and the two positions irreconcilable. 
It was only the possibility of mutual destruction that provided the 
incentive for restraint. 
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The difficulty lay in deciding upon objectives that were moderate 
enough to permit eventual compromise yet worthy enough to impel the 
necessary mobilization and risk-taking that even a limited war required. 
If only a restricted amount could be achieved and the stakes were small, 
could the effort be justified? If the stakes were high enough, could each 
side be persuaded to pull punches? In practice, the limitation of objec-
tives meant that there could be no attempt to force the unconditional 
surrender of the Soviet Union. In the past the elimination of the offend-
ing country, or at least its regime and armed forces, had sometimes been 
adopted as a war-aim. Such a demand would now be unrealistic. It had 
to be accepted that even if hostilities could be concluded to the West's 
satisfaction, the East would live to fight another day. 

This was spelled out in a 1957 article by James King: 

We cannot win the cold war by military means alone. We cannot be 
confident of our ability to destroy International Communism as we 
destroyed National Socialism, because International Communism is 
armed with weapons that would very likely destroy us too. We can-
not liquidate the cold war; we must live with it and fight it on terms 
that make sense. 

The only victories to be expected were gains in the cold war balance of 
advantage. The result would always be frustrating; the basic stalemate 
would remain. 'Properly considered, then, limited wars are but episodes 
of increased tension and irritation in this ceaseless striving to retain a 
political position and to gain political advantage.'19 

If the Soviet Union lacked the bomb or could not be linked with those 
occasional hostilities, such as colonial wars, with which Western coun-
tries were getting involved, there would have been no great enthusiasm 
for limited war. It was not a theory about the primacy of political objec-
tives over military means, but of the primacy of military realities over 
political objectives. 



8 
Limited Means 

Limited nuclear war 

Henry Kissinger wrote that 'The more moderate the objective, the less vio-
lent war is likely to be', as if the choice of weapons and the manner of 
their use would be governed by the war-aims of the contestants. Yet the 
choice of means had to be decided on the basis of those available, and the 
problem faced by the proponents of limited war was that the means most 
appropriate for limited objectives - strong, local conventional forces -
were by far the most expensive. However strong the argument for con-
ventional forces in terms of military logic, it would not carry the day if 
there were no funds available from hard-pressed and restricted national 
budgets (paradoxically, limited budgets did not make for limited war). In 
consequence many, but not all, of the proponents opted for 'tactical' 
nuclear weapons. This was not with great reluctance for, it should be 
remembered, there had long been an interest in the use of small nuclear 
weapons in a tactical mode amongst those who had been seeking an alter-
native to strategic bombardment as the centre-piece of Western defence. 

Therefore, what many were writing about was limited nuclear war. 
Bernard Brodie wrote: 

Whether or not we can relinquish strategic bombing as a way of war, 
we can hardly afford to abjure tactical use of such weapons without 
dooming ourselves and allies to a permanent inferiority to the Soviet 
and satellite armies in Europe. 

Robert Osgood said much the same: 

With the Communist superiority in trained manpower, magnified by 
our own reductions in ground troops, these weapons may be virtually 
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the only effective means the West possesses for checking local 
Communist advances, short of massive strategic retaliation.1 

It was believed that this was likely to be an area of overwhelming 
Western superiority for some time to come, at least until the end of the 
1950s. Soviet nuclear technology was still in its infancy. Not only were 
the Russians some way from refining small fission bombs for tactical 
use, but they were still building up their stockpile for strategic use and 
could not spare any for battlefield operations. 

The argument in favour of tactical nuclear weapons was not simply 
that this was an area of Western superiority. It was felt that these were 
weapons that favoured the defender of territory - the position the West 
expected to be in when facing communist aggression. The proposition 
was that offensive action required the concentration of forces, and that 
once so concentrated these forces would provide an attractive target for 
nuclear weapons. Furthermore, with a quantum jump in available fire-
power per man, a smaller army would suffice. As Denis Healey noted in 
Britain: 'An army equipped with tactical nuclear weapons should be able 
to hold up an enemy many times its own size.' Blackett, his compatriot, 
gave a qualified endorsement of this view, while adding that 'it may 
prove false': 'Highly trained and heavily equipped land forces might 
exploit tactical atomic weapons for effective offence.'2 

Others also noted this possibility. Could not the offence use the extra 
firepower to breach a hole in the defence through which it could then 
move? In these circumstances the defence would have to remain dis-
persed, making it harder to concentrate its firepower and hold a line. All 
that this indicated was that, in preparing to fight war in which both sides 
would be armed with nuclear weapons, new tactical doctrines would 
have to be developed. 

The most celebrated effort to develop a doctrine for limited nuclear 
war was that of Henry Kissinger. He insisted on the need to be rid of the 
concepts of old-fashioned land warfare, taking sea warfare as a more 
appropriate model, 'in which self-contained units with great firepower 
gradually gain the upper hand by destroying their enemy counterparts 
without physically occupying territory or establishing a front-line'. Thus 
the units for tactical nuclear warfare should be small so as not to provide 
a worthwhile target for the enemy. Because nuclear firepower would not 
depend on numbers these small units should be mobile (to avoid detec-
tion and thus easy destruction) and self-contained 'because the supply 
system of World War II is far too vulnerable to interdiction'. The ability 
of these units to carry their own supplies and maintain their own 
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equipment was important in Kissinger's scheme of things. Forces would 
be much less dependent upon lines of supply. The lines of supply there-
fore, which usually passed through centres of population, would be less 
attractive as targets. In an age of nuclear plenty, forces in being at the 
start of hostilities would suffice. Future wars would be less 'wars of pro-
duction' and there would be less interest in attacking cities as centres of 
production. Cities might therefore be spared completely the horror of 
bombardment, so keeping the war limited. 'With cities no longer serv-
ing as key elements in the communications system of the military 
forces, the risks of initiating city bombing may outweigh the gains 
which can be achieved.'3 

It was not, as Kissinger himself eventually came to realize, quite as 
easy as that. Certainly the US Army had already by 1957 come to the 
conclusion, which it was not too unhappy to reach, that nuclear 
weapons could not be relied upon to reduce manpower requirements. 
Once involved with large ground forces, a support organization was 
needed. Large forces were required because the rates of attrition must be 
expected to be high and because, presumably, there would still be an 
advantage in having superior numbers of nuclear delivery systems and 
warheads. Furthermore, these would constitute a prize for the other side. 
Nuclear weapons were useful mainly against fixed targets rather than 
moving 'targets of opportunity'. In consequence, so as to be less vulner-
able to the other side, the units were to be mobile. But could they not be 
attacked by mobile conventional forces? To guard against this eventuality 
conventional forces of some size would be needed, not only to beat off 
a conventional attack but also to protect the nuclear delivery systems -
and then it would be necessary to provide a logistics organization to 
support them, and once any form of logistics organization is set up this 
too has to be protected. 

Kissinger's arguments on how to do away with such an organization 
were the least satisfactory aspect of his case, depending on futile hopes 
of technological advances. As tactical nuclear weapons were considered 
particularly suitable for interdiction, lines of communication would 
soon be under attack. Once this began to happen the consequences for 
the society playing host to the battle would be horrific. As James King, 
who developed these arguments in one of the most penetrating critiques 
of the Kissinger strategy, observed, there could be no promise of 'immun-
ity to society and its facilities'. 

On the contrary, sizeable opposing forces nervously trying to get in 
the first effective nuclear blow will use far more nuclear weapons 
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than the one-per-battle unit theoretically necessary to do the job if all 
hit their marks, and civilian facilities and centers will be used because 
using them will enable both sides to increase their forces.4 

William Kaufmann, reviewing Kissinger's work, emphasized the 
implausibility of civilians surviving a limited nuclear war with as much 
ease as in a conventional war. 'In his version of warfare, airmen do not 
get panicky and jettison their bombs, or hit the wrong targets, missiles do 
not go astray, and heavily populated areas - whether rural or urban - do 
not suffer thereby. Surely this is wishful thinking.'5 

All the practical exercises with simulated tactical nuclear weapons also 
suggested that it was wishful thinking. This would be a war in which the 
'fog of war' would be even murkier than usual. With both sides dis-
persed, one's own troops would be hard to identify and communication 
would be extremely difficult. These would be battles of great confusion; 
the casualties would be high; troops would be left isolated and leader-
less; and morale would be hard to maintain. It would be difficult to 
ensure uncontaminated supplies of food and water or even of spare 
parts. The Army found it extremely difficult to work out how to prepare 
soldiers for this sort of battle and to fight it with confidence.6 

A more alarming conclusion was that there seemed little hope of pro-
tecting civilians from the worst effects of nuclear explosions. Two exer-
cises became notorious: Operation Sage Brush, a war game in Louisiana 
(the size of Greece and Portugal) in which, after some seventy bombs, 
each of not more than 40 kilotons yield, had been dropped on military 
targets, the umpires ruled that all life in the state had 'ceased to exist'. In 
an exercise called Carte Blanche in West Germany in the same year tac-
tical weapons were 'used' only by the NATO Allies. The results showed 
that the German people would be devastated in this sort of nuclear war 
through the effects of blast and fallout. Over two days, 355 devices were 
exploded, mostly over West German territory. Even without the effects 
of residual radiation, this would have left up to 1.7 million West Germans 
dead and 3.5 million wounded - more than five times the number of 
German civilian casualties in World War II. West German public opinion 
was alarmed. This could hardly be considered to be either a 'tactical' or 
a 'limited' matter. 

The recognition that tactical nuclear weapons could not be used in 
such a precise, discriminating manner as to spare civilians had two con-
sequences. First, it meant that if they were to be used it was best that 
they were used early on in a conflict and before the invading forces had 
captured much territory. If it were true that nuclear weapons favoured 
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the defence, then they would be of little use in regaining lost ground 
and a forward defence would avoid too much of Germany becoming a 
nuclear battleground. Some felt that the results of these exercises did no 
more than preclude defending Europe with tactical nuclear weapons. 
Elsewhere, where the population was less dense and there were large 
open spaces, their use might still be appropriate. This view was criticized 
as rendering the West vulnerable to the charge that it only considered 
nuclear weapons appropriate for use against Asians. 

The second consequence of appreciating the local consequences of 
limited nuclear war was to cast grave doubts on the notion that tactical 
nuclear weapons could be considered virtually conventional in nature. 
Many nations, especially those whose allegiance to the West was waver-
ing, would not be pleased to be defended with these weapons. There 
would therefore be strong grounds for holding back on their use. If not 
quite 'weapons of last resort' they would be of 'penultimate resort'. But 
any employment after defeats in conventional battles would be over 
friendly territory, accentuating the problem of inflicting nuclear devas-
tation on people whose rights to self-determination justified the fight-
ing in the first place. What was certain was that the use of nuclear 
weapons could never be a purely 'tactical' decision, taken by the local 
commander according to the state of battle. It would be a strategic deci-
sion to be taken at the highest level and with reference to the prevailing, 
overall political and military situation. 

The Soviet view 

It takes two to keep a war limited. The United States might wish to fight 
for limited objectives but the Soviet Union could be intending to annex 
a large segment of Western Europe. The United States might hope to 
confine its firepower to the battlefield, but it might suit the Soviet pur-
pose to expand the combat zone. In principle Soviet doctrine allowed 
for wars of virtually any type. Little interest was claimed in starting a 
war, so strategy was ostensibly reactive. In addition, there was a con-
gruity between the Soviet and the Western limited war advocates when 
it came to a preference for directing attacks at the armed forces of the 
enemy rather than his civilian population. Where the Soviet Union 
refused to go along with many of the Western theorists was in the 
proposition that a war in which nuclear weapons were used could in any 
way be described as 'limited'. 

The development of Soviet nuclear strategy will be discussed in 
Chapter 17. For the moment only Soviet reactions to the notion of 
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'tactical' nuclear weapons need be noted. It was only very rarely that 
Soviet commentators admitted that such a category was at all legitimate. 
They would still be 'weapons of mass destruction' and, however 
restrained in their first use, they would still result in all-out exchanges. For 
small tasks on the battlefield, conventional weapons were usually suffi-
cient, and employment on a wide scale, especially against such targets as 
railway junctions and munition plants, would result in huge loss of life. 
Grave doubt was expressed over the prospects for precise use and over the 
possibility of separating military targets from the civilian population. 

The Russians certainly expected nuclear weapons to be used on the 
battlefield. In early 1956 Marshal Zhukov told the 20th Party Congress 
that: 'In recent years considerable work on the training of troops in the 
art of conducting combat operations under conditions of the use of 
atomic weapons and other new weapons in the ground forces, aviation, 
and the navy has been conducted.'7 Soviet field manuals reassured 
troops as to the prospects for survival when under nuclear attack. The 
tactical response to tactical atomic weapons was similar to that antici-
pated in the West: greater dispersion and mobility. More use would be 
made of airborne forces and of tanks, considered less vulnerable to 
atomic explosions. A Major-General of the Tank Troops proposed in 
1957 that 'Under conditions of the employment of atomic weapons, 
troops will in general operate dispersed in order to save men and mat-
erial, collecting into a striking concentration only at the time of attack.' 
Another suggestion was a 'hugging' technique, 'The best defence against 
an atomic strike is precipitate closing with the enemy', so that he could 
not use the weapons without putting his own troops at risk. 

This was one example of the extent to which the threat of employment 
of atomic weapons on the battlefield could stimulate offensive action. 
Another example was in the encouragement of pre-emptive strikes. To 
quote Major-General Pokrovsky: 'The role of timely detection and 
destruction of the enemy's atomic weapons... increases.' Finally it was 
argued that 'atomic weapons significantly increase the offensive poten-
tialities of the ground troops'. This would be by means of 'a swift break-
through of defensive lines and destruction of the tactical and close 
operational reserves of the enemy'. 

Official Soviet writing thus gave little encouragement to the view that 
employment of tactical nuclear weapons was either consistent with a 
desire for limited war or liable to favour the defence. Once the Soviet 
Union had accumulated its own stockpiles then, with its offensive strat-
egy, it could still gain the advantage. It was acknowledged that ground 
combat under atomic conditions would involve great loss of life. 
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Lieutenant-General Krasilnikov of the General Staff commented in 1956 
that nuclear warfare 'calls, not for the reduction in the numbers of vari-
ous divisions of the combatants, but for their logical further increase, 
since the threat of wiping out large divisions grows, and for their 
replacement large reserves will be needed'. In such a grisly war of 
nuclear attrition, the mass armies of the East would be an advantage. 

Graduated deterrence 

Though there were problems in using 'tactical' nuclear weapons purely 
for the purposes of local defence they might still have a role in strength-
ening the credibility of deterrence. There is an important distinction, 
which has already been mentioned, between deterrence through denial 
and deterrence through punishment. This distinction was elaborated by 
Glenn Snyder.8 Denial capabilities, he suggested, worked through influ-
encing the aggressor's estimate of his probability of gaining his objec-
tive, while punishment capabilities influenced the estimate of possible 
costs, and might have little effect on his chances for territorial gain. 

The proponents of limited nuclear war were arguing that the use of 
tactical nuclear weapons would strengthen both these types of deter-
rence. The Russians would be deterred from aggression not only because 
any advance would be blocked but because the process of being blocked 
would be extremely painful. The invader would be punished. 

This theme emerged clearly in the writings of the British 'graduated 
deterrence' school. Though the term originated with Basil Liddell Hart9 

the ideas associated with the term were promoted most vigorously by 
Rear-Admiral Sir Anthony Buzzard, a former chief of British Naval 
Intelligence. In addition to articles by Buzzard, the concept was elabor-
ated in a Chatham House pamphlet which remains one of the most 
succinct statements of the limited war position.10 The main proposition 
was that punishment should fit the crime. Economy of force was a 
prevalent moral theme. 'We should not cause, or threaten to cause, 
more destruction than is necessary', Buzzard wrote. Another principle 
was the need to concentrate on military rather than civilian targets. But 
this did not mean that the use of nuclear weapons against military tar-
gets would not hurt - they were more than 'hand-grenades'. 'Let there 
be no mistake, therefore. The threat of tactical atomic war is a terrible 
and tremendous deterrent in itself, without the additional threat of 
total, global war.'11 

It was argued against this that, if the aim was to punish aggression, 
then ought not the threat to be made as fearsome as possible and would 
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it not be best to abstain from doubting its worth? As the London 
Economist wrote: 'If the effectiveness of the deterrent resides precisely in 
its certainty and horror, then any attempt to reduce either the certainty 
or the horror will reduce the power to deter.'12 The graduated deterrent 
theorists disagreed. They could offer punishment enough. Most impor-
tantly there would be less of a credibility problem for graduated deter-
rence need not be as suicidal as massive retaliation. 

One of the earliest suggestions for a policy of punishing the aggressor 
through devastating attacks on his armed forces came from an 
American, Colonel Richard Leghorn, who was in correspondence with 
the British proponents of 'graduated deterrence'. Leghorn believed in 
the defensive value of tactical nuclear weapons - their use could 'render 
a battlefield virtually inoperable'. In order to spare local populations, he 
suggested attacks on reinforcements and logistics behind the enemy 
lines (interdiction). Leghorn's formula for deterrence was quite simple: 
whatever types of forces were used to support aggression, these forces 
would be destroyed. Ground armies would be decimated by tactical 
nuclear weapons, conventional airpower destroyed through hot pursuit 
and attacks on bases, and nuclear forces through attacks on stockpiles 
and delivery vehicles. In addition, nuclear attacks on hostile cities 
should be 'unilaterally renounced... unless the cities of the Free World 
are first attacked with weapons of mass effect'.13 

Leghorn was aiming for a carefully graded and efficient deterrent. The 
response to an aggressive act would be a disabling attack that would pre-
vent any repetition. It would be like chopping off the hand of a pick-
pocket or castrating a rapist rather than relying on fines, imprisonment, 
or corporal punishment. The retaliation would be more credible than if 
it were massive because it would not be suicidal and the punishment 
would fit the crime. It nevertheless supposed that the US would be in a 
sufficiently superior position to permit the USSR to raise the stakes of 
any conflict. At each level of combat the Russians must fear defeat. Even 
if it got to the stage of the use of strategic airpower, the Americans could 
have the confidence to absorb a first blow and then find and attack, 
with little trouble over access to the enemy's stockpiles and bases. This 
was optimistic, but if it had not been optimistic then the question 
would be raised as to why it was necessary to wait. If the capability for a 
disarming strike on Soviet airpower existed, should this not be exploited 
at an early rather than at a late stage in the conflict? This question will 
be examined in the next chapter. 

The British theorists had a less elaborate approach. Their aim was to 
develop a form of warfare that would be 'sufficiently costly to an aggressor 



L im ited Means 109 

to make local aggression not worthwhile' but not 'automatically so ter-
rible that any threatened country or its allies would shrink from using 
atomic weapons to defend itself. In order to prevent it becoming too 
terrible, ideally there should be mutual understanding on restricting 
attacks to military targets. But even if the Soviet Union did not agree to 
these restrictions, it would still be preferable for the West to adopt them 
unilaterally. As it would be difficult to establish rules in the middle of a 
war, the educational process ought to begin immediately. As it would 
also be better if the Soviet Union had the onus of extending the conflict, 
Buzzard advocated saying to the 'prospective aggressor': 

If you do attack, we will, if necessary, use atomic and perhaps chemical 
weapons against your armed forces. But we will not, on this issue, use 
hydrogen or bacteriological weapons at all, unless you do, and we will 
not use any mass destruction weapons against centres of population, 
unless you do deliberately.14 

The argument was based on two premises: first, that there were two 
distinct types of war that could be fought using nuclear weapons - one 
limited, the other not - and, second, that there was a mutual interest 
between East and West in fighting the former rather than the latter. It 
was also felt that the Western interest might be greater, based on the 
hypothesis that 'tactical nuclear weapons favour the defence'. There 
seemed little reason to doubt that if matters ever came to blows, the 
major powers would have every incentive to contain the fighting. 

The main question was whether a method of war-fighting awesome 
enough to deter the Soviet Union from embarking on a provocative 
action could still be limited. The deterrent value of tactical nuclear 
weapons was that they favoured the defence by impeding offensive 
operations in a particularly painful way. But there were good reasons for 
doubting whether those weapons conveyed any particular advantage to 
the defence and there was a great danger, if used, that the defended 
population would be punished as much as, if not more than, the aggres-
sor. Both these considerations suggested early use of tactical nuclear 
weapons, at least so long as they were in effect a Western monopoly. But 
once the East was similarly armed it would be a time for second 
thoughts. If nuclear-use could not guarantee any particular advantage 
to the defence, then might not the result be an indecisive nuclear 
exchange? In this case the only result of relying on these weapons would 
be to introduce inconclusive but horrific nuclear devastation earlier into 
the conflict than might otherwise have been the case. In 1955 Bernard 
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Brodie hinted at this possibility. After noting that 'with the unrestricted 
reciprocal use of nuclear weapons tactically no substantial forces will be 
able to live in the field at all', he commented that 'Thus we tend in the 
end to get the same kind of utterly nihilistic result in considering unre-
stricted tactical war in the future that we get in unrestricted strategic war.' 

Four years later he was convinced of this. Once reciprocal use was 
visualized no 'overwhelming advantages' could be seen. Furthermore, 
'a people saved by us through our free use of nuclear weapons over their 
territories would probably be the last that would ever ask us to help 
them'.15 

This undermined the claim that graduated deterrence was more 'cred-
ible' than massive retaliation. For, while it did not entail as great a risk 
of suicide for those well away from the combat zone (though fallout 
could travel), it would involve sacrifice for those allies within and 
around the combat zone. An appreciation of this fact would inhibit 
rushing into nuclear use in a land battle. The inhibition would only get 
stronger once battle commenced, for either the enemy would be held by 
conventional means or else, if his invasion prospered, the local sacrifice 
consequent on nuclear use would become that much greater. The more 
tactical nuclear weapon use appeared comparable to the use of strategic 
nuclear weapons and the less comparable to conventional weapons, the 
more difficult it would be to maintain limitations. 

Some considerable effort was devoted to ways of establishing con-
vincing demarcation lines between tactical and strategic use of nuclear 
weapons. Factors such as size of weapon, type of target and relation to 
the combat zone, the enemy's military effort and centres of population 
were all carefully examined. Some plausible and even practical distinc-
tions were identified, mainly with regard to targets. But there was an air 
of unreality about the whole effort for the most obvious way to limit a 
modern war was to avoid using nuclear weapons at all. 

The limited nuclear war theorists insisted that there was nothing par-
ticularly reprehensible about tactical nuclear weapons as opposed to any 
other type of weapon. They warned how communists would do what 
they could to encourage faint-heartedness in the West on this matter. 
But it was more than communist propaganda that had led to the devel-
opment of a 'nuclear taboo'. What was known of the character of 
nuclear explosions, including such features as radioactive fallout, was 
extremely disturbing. The actual behaviour of politicians and the milit-
ary, aside from their brave rhetoric, demonstrated that they, too, were 
worried and would think more than once before authorizing nuclear 
attacks. Nuclear weapons were occupying a category of their own in the 
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public mind and, though sub-categories might be acknowledged, they 
could not override this basic division. As Brodie noted when reviewing the 
Chatham House pamphlet 'the use of any kind of nuclear weapon greatly 
increases the difficulties in the way of making limitations'.16 Others put it 
more strongly. James King insisted that the distinction between nuclear 
and non-nuclear weapons was 'sharp, clear and convincing'. 'General 
nuclear war is implicit in the employment of nuclear weapons. Their non-
employment is the most obvious of all possible limitations.'17 

Gradually many of those who had flirted with the idea of limited 
nuclear war came round to see it virtually as a contradiction in terms. 
Brodie's conversion has already been noted. Blackett came out unequiv-
ocally against it, while Liddell Hart saw it as complicating an already 
confused situation without solving anything. He was ready to acknow-
ledge some possible advantages of 'small atomic weapons' but felt that 
their use should not be considered in isolation from the stockpiles of 
larger weapons for strategic use. 'Once any kind of nuclear weapon is 
actually used, it could all too easily spread by rapid degrees, and lead to 
all-out nuclear war.'18 

In 1960 even Kissinger, acknowledging the failure of the services to 
develop a coherent doctrine for tactical nuclear weapons, the disagree-
ments within NATO and the build-up of Soviet forces of this type, came 
out against a limited nuclear strategy: 

The more the pressures build up against any use of nuclear weapons, 
the greater will be the gap between our deterrent policy, our military 
capability and our psychological readiness - a gap which must tempt 
aggression. The years ahead must therefore see a substantial strength-
ening of the conventional forces of the free world.19 

On strategy and tactics 

Arguments over the use of tactical nuclear weapons did not stop then. 
The 1950s debate did not resolve anything. The development and 
deployment of these weapons was encouraged before an appropriate 
doctrine had been evolved. There was then a marked lack of success in 
explaining how they could solve, in anything other than the short term, 
the problems of the West. As with strategic nuclear weapons, once 
Warsaw Pact forces acquired the tactical versions, NATO could not 
ignore them. They always had to be available lest the East should use 
them first. The contingencies in which the West should initiate their use 
remained unclear. If the defence could hold the territorial boundaries 
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without tactical nuclear weapons, there would be no value in gratuitous 
use. But, if it could not, any army so numerically and logistically weak 
that it could not satisfactorily wage a conventional war could not 
guarantee success in nuclear war. Conventional weakness might only 
become evident after battle had commenced, but retreat would not 
be the most propitious moment to adopt a nuclear strategy. A scorched-
earth policy can never be popular with the local population. Furthermore, 
the basic problem of credibility remained. A way of punishing an 
aggressor without causing undue suffering to oneself had not been 
found. 

To talk of 'tactical' nuclear weapons was a misnomer. Strategy and tac-
tics properly refer to different aspects of warfare. Strategy is about the 
overall relationship between military means and the ends of policy, 
while tactics is concerned with the specific application of military means 
for direct military ends. The responsibility for the confusion that arose 
with this terminology lay with the airmen. They used the adjective 
'strategic' to distinguish independent attacks on the heartland of the 
enemy, in anticipation of decisive results, from mere 'tactical' support 
of surface forces in battle, which they considered to be a secondary, 
unadventurous, and wasteful use of airpower. Eventually the adjective 
came to be applied not only to a role - 'strategic' bombardment - but to 
a capability - 'strategic' airpower - and then on to particular weapons -
'strategic' aircraft and missiles. It soon became common to talk of 
'strategic' war, one in which these weapons were used. 

But 'strategic' war is a nonsense term, for strategy is a feature not a type 
of war. To talk of 'strategic' war is like talking about a political election or 
a musical concert; the use of the word 'strategic' is redundant. Similarly, to 
talk of a 'tactical' weapon is nonsensical. The use of any weapons in battle 
involves judgments on targeting, the avoidance of counter-measures and 
concentration on immediate objectives, i.e. tactics. It is as difficult to 
imagine a non-tactical weapon as it is to imagine a non-strategic war. 

There are nevertheless certain distinctions that are worth making. 
One is between orthodox and unorthodox types of warfare. Orthodox 
types are those which bear strong resemblance to the classical conflicts 
of the past and are distinguished by the fact that they involve clashes 
between professional armed forces and do not involve, except inadver-
tently, attacks on civilians. Unorthodox warfare, which includes both 
guerrilla warfare and strategic bombardment, knows no boundary 
between the military and civilian spheres of society. In place of the term 
'strategic war', it would be preferable to use the old-fashioned 'total war', 
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to be contrasted with 'limited war'. Finally there is the clear-cut and 
unambiguous distinction between conventional and nuclear explosives. 

These distinctions overlap, but not completely. We might expect a 
total war to involve nuclear explosives and attacks on civilians, but 
there have been unrestricted attacks on civilians with conventional 
explosives, before and during the nuclear age. The question with tactical 
nuclear weapons was whether the orthodox/unorthodox war and the 
limited/total war distinctions could override the conventional/nuclear 
explosives distinction. By using the adjective 'tactical', it was hoped to 
link nuclear weapons to weapons of the past and to traditional land war-
fare. By the end of the 1950s it was apparent that this link was illusory. 
Nuclear weapons, whatever their shape, size or ostensible purpose, could 
not be considered 'just another weapon'. But what sort of weapons these 
'tactical' nuclear weapons really were remained a mystery. 
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9 
The Importance of Being First 

On winning nuclear wars 

By the mid-1950s it was already becoming habitual to put the word 
'win' in quotation marks when using it in connection with nuclear war. 
Traditional notions of victory and defeat dissolved in the face of the 
unavoidable level of destruction that even the technical winner would 
suffer. Every victory would be pyrrhic. Such a view lay behind the efforts 
of limited war theorists to encourage moderation in war-aims. There was 
little point in fighting for total objectives when this would require an 
unattainable total victory. 

This did not make total war completely unthinkable, for men will 
often claim to be ready to fight 'to the death' in defence of values they 
cherish. The benefit of war, in terms of horrors prevented if not of advan-
tages gained, might still outweigh the costs even though the costs be 
high. The issue was whether or not the destruction likely to be visited 
upon a country in the course of a nuclear war could ever be compensated 
for by prospective gains. The judgment turned on the anticipated levels 
of the costs and benefits, and the values attached to them. The resolution 
of a war would decide the prevailing ideology and the dominant group or 
nation. After a nuclear war, wrote Paul Nitze (the author of NSC-68): 

The victor will be in a position to issue orders to the loser and the 
loser will have to obey them or face complete chaos or extinction. 
The victor will then go on to organize what remains of the world as 
best he can. Certainly he will try to see to it that there is never again 
a possibility that the loser possesses nuclear weapons.1 

Those who could conceive of victory in nuclear war believed that its 
foundation would lie, to quote Nitze once more, in the West maintaining 
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'indefinitely a position of nuclear attack-defense superiority versus the 
Soviet Union and its satellites'. The value of such superiority would not 
be in added increments of destructive power. There was a clear law of 
diminishing marginal returns involved with attacks on cities. After the 
first few blows, additional bombs would, as Churchill put it, 'only make 
the rubble bounce'. The only worthwhile superiority would be in meth-
ods of depriving the adversary of his nuclear armaments and then block-
ing any retaliatory forces that he might still be able to muster before 
they reached their targets. By such means the costs of a nuclear war 
might be brought down to a tolerable level, given the issues at stake. 

The ability to prevail in a nuclear exchange depended on the exploita-
tion of new technologies that were improving both the means of offence 
and defence. The strategic concepts involved were derived from the tra-
ditional theory of strategic airpower. This placed great emphasis on 
securing command of the air so as to make it impossible for the enemy 
air force to operate, by destroying it either on the ground or in the air. 
The professional airmen were therefore ready to view the new technol-
ogy as facilitating further moves in an old game. 

If it was becoming possible to mount a serious attack on the enemy's 
nuclear stockpiles and delivery vehicles, it appeared good sense to get in 
this attack before the enemy forces had a chance to do any damage. And 
if Americans thought in that way, then there were good reasons to 
believe that Russians might be having similar thoughts. It was, in fact, 
widely assumed that many in the Kremlin would be full of such thoughts. 
As the 'potential aggressors', they would wish to ensure that they derived 
the maximum benefit from their first blow. If the Soviet leadership felt 
that there was a good chance of getting away with a surprise attack 
which deprived the US of means of retaliation, the whole strategy of 
deterrence would rest on shaky foundations. 

The first theorists of the atomic age were impressed by how little one 
had to do to ensure devastating effects with atomic bombs. If only a few 
weapons-carriers could penetrate determined defences, the result would 
be an unprecedented disaster for the victim country. In the early 1950s 
the new thermonuclear bombs had been hailed as individual 'city-
busters'. One such weapon on a major city was presumed to deter all but 
the most cold-blooded aggressor. Even with some uncertainty as to the 
victim's threshold of pain, the basic requirement was for a stockpile of 
bombs that could almost be counted in tens rather than hundreds. But 
as time went on awkward questions began to be raised on the likely 
character of nuclear exchanges and the opportunities available to a skil-
ful, imaginative and well-prepared attacking force. As strategists in both 
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East and West pondered the advantages of getting in a surprise first 
blow, they became impressed by just how much one had to do to ensure 
devastating effects. 

Prevention or pre-emption 

The theories of limited war were premised upon an assumption of grow-
ing nuclear stalemate. Once the problem of production of nuclear 
weapons had been solved, there seemed no reason to believe that the 
problem of delivering them to targets would prove insuperable. And 
once that problem had been solved little could be done by a prospective 
victim, whatever the size of his own nuclear arsenal, to free himself from 
the threat of destruction. Large nuclear stockpiles, accumulated in par-
allel, would cancel each other out, so resulting in a stable balance of ter-
ror. It would be in everybody's interest to discourage nuclear exchanges. 
Those who felt this to be self-evident saw their task as being to point it 
out to those who seemed disposed not to notice. 

It must be remembered that it had been felt originally that deterrence 
depended on an imbalance of terror in the West's favour. It was the pre-
ponderance of US nuclear forces, enhanced by the dynamism of her 
technology, that would keep the Soviet Union's expansive tendencies in 
check. The East was considered to have both the manpower and the 
inclination to make trouble; the West had neither. World peace would 
not, for this reason, benefit from a balance of terror, for the West did not 
need to be deterred. No community rests soundly when the forces of law 
and order and the criminal fraternity have an equality of strength. The 
emergence of a balance of terror thus threatened the utility of nuclear 
weapons for the West as an instrument of general deterrence. To those 
convinced that the West had no alternative, given its inferiority in con-
ventional arms, to the pursuit of a nuclear strategy stalemate was best 
avoided. Acknowledging the growth of Soviet nuclear power, ways had 
to be found for the West to use its own nuclear forces in a more effective 
way than the East, in order to maintain a measure of superiority. 

There were two distinct alternatives. One was to arrest the growth of 
Soviet military power through bold and timely action, exploiting 
America's comparative nuclear advantage while it lasted. Occasional 
calls to this effect - for preventive war - were heard during the period of 
US monopoly and overwhelming superiority. They intensified as it 
became apparent that this period was coming to an end. In 1954, the 
feasibility of an attack upon Soviet nuclear installations was even 
reported to have been discussed at the level of the National Security 
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Council. Public advocacy of preventive war was not encouraged 
amongst serving officers though the sentiment could, now and again, be 
detected. It was a minority opinion. Though it was generally felt that the 
Soviet Union would have few qualms about suddenly launching an 
unprovoked attack if the moment was considered right, it was equally 
generally thought that it would be quite out of character, given the pre-
vailing morality and constitutional provisions, for the US ever to do 
such a thing. This was considered to be one of the key matters of princi-
ple that set democratic apart from totalitarian societies. American lead-
ers always reacted with considerable disbelief to the suggestion that the 
Soviet Union might not be as confident in America's good behaviour.2 

The other alternative was taken more seriously. This was pre-emptive 
war. The distinction in terms of both practical requirements and outside 
appearances between this and preventive war could seem to be no more 
than a couple of letters and a hyphen. Both came down in essence to a 
readiness to be the first to launch a nuclear attack. Nevertheless there 
were differences. One was over the appropriate moment for a nuclear 
strike. Preventive war advocacy was based on a concern over an histor-
ical shift in the military balance. Any moment before that shift had been 
completed would be favourable for a strike; any moment after comple-
tion would be unfavourable. Pre-emptive war was, on the other hand, 
tied to a specific situation, most likely to arise after the completion of 
this historical shift, when there were strong grounds for believing that a 
Soviet strike was imminent. The second difference followed from the 
first. Preventive war would be based upon straightforward strategic 
superiority. Pre-emptive war would be launched in all probability 
against an enemy of equivalent strength if slower in movement. The 
technical requirements would be exacting: a reliable intelligence system, 
to ensure adequate warning of attack, and an ability, including a capac-
ity for quick movement, to abort this attack. Captain W. D. Puleston 
USN (Retd) formulated the policy in a book which appeared in 1955: 

In order to make atomic retaliation effective as a deterrent to aggres-
sion, we must decide now and prepare to strike first whenever we 
have positive evidence that an attack is being mounted against the 
United States. Such a policy does not contemplate preventive war or 
a sneak attack. We would only strike if the prospective enemy did not 
cease preparing to attack us or our allies by a certain time.3 

The reactive aspect of this strategy satisfied the moral principle of 
attack only in self-defence, though how certain the Americans would 
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have to be of the imminence of a Soviet attack before launching one 
of their own was never made completely clear. The military principle was 
that of getting in the first blow. To the proponents of pre-emptive war that 
was the paramount consideration. Colonel Jack Nicholas wrote: 'con-
ceding the initiative in the thermonuclear age is an enormous conces-
sion. At best it could produce a critical military situation for us. At worst 
it carries the seeds of a national disaster.'4 The Air Force was not pre-
pared to concede the initiative to the Soviet Union, especially if the first 
blow could be decisive. For if it could be decisive then it was still possi-
ble to imagine a clear victory in a confrontation with the Soviet Union 
through the effective use of nuclear weapons. This represented the last 
chance for a plausible alternative to nuclear stalemate. 

The virtues of counter-force 

To its opponents one of the more deplorable features of the policy of 
massive retaliation was that it put the threat of unprecedented genocide 
at the centre of American strategy. Those who objected to targeting cities 
sought for ways in which the wars of the nuclear age could be fought 
along traditional lines, concentrating on an effort to destroy the 
enemy's armed forces rather than his civilian population. Limited war 
theorists placed great emphasis on this point. In the process they began 
to explore the possibility of developing capabilities for 'counter-force' as 
opposed to 'counter-city' strikes. Writers such as Richard Leghorn 
argued for the development of counter-force capabilities in the termino-
logy of limited war. In his scheme the West would only use nuclear 
weapons against military bases in the Soviet Union if weapons from 
these bases had already been used against the West. 

To the Air Force the virtue in counter-force lay not so much in its 
respect for non-combatants, though they were pleased to point to this 
humanitarian bonus. It was certainly hoped that by refraining from 
attacking cities the loss of life would be kept down, but there was little 
pretence that civilian suffering could be avoided. T. F. Walkowicz, a for-
mer senior Air Force officer and one of the main advocates of counter-
force, recognized the difficulty of making clear distinctions between 
military and counter-economy targets. He noted that 'major air bases are 
frequently located near cities; troops can be concentrated in cities; and 
submarine bases are associated with major seaports. Thus, even counter-
force operations will inevitably lead to some destruction of Soviet cities.'5 

The real value was in the opportunity it provided for actually defeating 
the enemy. It was seen as a method of fighting a total not a limited war. 
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Limited war was considered an unrealistic proposition. There was no rea-
son to believe that the Kremlin would fight with hands tied behind its 
back or would forsake its long-term objectives for more modest gains. If 
war came it would be fought for the highest stakes with no holds barred. 
Senior Air Force officers argued that this was the sort of war the US had 
to prepare to fight and should not be diverted by the hope that fighting 
could be confined to battlefields comparable to those of the last war. 

The airmen also wished for a greater purpose in war than merely neu-
tralizing the airpower of the other side and were eager to prove that the 
first blow could be decisive. The most consistent theme of USAF doctrin-
al pronouncements throughout its whole existence has been the insis-
tence on a critical role in warfare for the manned bomber. It has 
influenced and coloured all beliefs as to what is right, proper, and neces-
sary in the nuclear age. The Air Force has always had a view on how a 
nuclear war ought to be conducted. The only countermeasure to the 
bomber given any credence by the airmen (except for those who piloted 
fighter aircraft) was the bomber. The Air Force and its supporters scoffed 
at the very idea that a bomber offensive could be seriously impeded by 
air defence.6 Air defence was seen more as a competitor for a share of the 
budget than a complement in an overall strategy. 

The US Air Force had initially been pleased with the doctrine of mas-
sive retaliation. It recognized the qualities of airpower which became the 
Great Deterrent. Gradually, however, it became unhappy with the 
thought that if the deterrent ever failed there would be little to be done 
but engage in an attack on Soviet cities, which was becoming increas-
ingly suicidal. This was hardly a rational response to aggression. The 
most effective deterrent, Air Force officers began to argue, would be based 
on power that could be actually used with confidence. A threat that 
would, in all probability, turn out to be empty when challenged lacked 
credibility. A credible threat would be an American capability to win a 
nuclear war without intolerable loss. The Soviet Union's growing nuclear 
strength was reducing the American interest in a counter-economy war. 
As it would be impossible to mobilize the country's industrial base after 
the start of war (because of the likely disruption and destruction from 
nuclear attacks) the war would have to be decided with forces-in-being 
at the start of hostilities. A decisive result was more likely if the enemy's 
forces-in-being could be reduced significantly by a timely attack. The 
main effect of bombardment of cities, however, would be to invite retal-
iation against one's own cities. Striking out at all forces, not just nuclear 
forces, offered a way of winning a war at tolerable cost. 



The Importance of Being Firs t 123 

The 1955 policy statement of the Air Force Association pointed to the 
significance of the growing capabilities for surprise attack: 

Given modern weapons and the advantages of initiating surprise 
attack, one nation can paralyze and conquer other nations without 
undue risk to itself. 
Massive retaliation, as a deterrent to war, as a hope for survival, is 
steadily becoming obsolete. There can be no practical retaliation, 
after an all-out surprise attack with thermonuclear weapons, which 
destroys military bases simultaneously with centers of industry and 
population. 
...We must have the ability and the determination to apply our 
airpower the instant active aggression becomes evident on the part of 
the Soviet Union.7 

The requirements for actually fighting a nuclear war were exacting. It 
must be worth fighting and the destruction received must not be so great 
as to be terminal. To do this, it was necessary to explore all means of 
reducing the enemy's strike forces to manageable quantities as well as all 
his means of defence. This included any methods available for protecting 
the civilian population from blast and fallout, and implied that the 
offence-minded Air Force must reverse a past position. It involved a vig-
orous pursuit of superiority in all departments. The essential message was 
that thermonuclear war need not be suicidal; America could survive, bat-
tered but capable of recovery. It would be possible 'to live through a major 
nuclear war and even to re-establish a national economy and society'.8 

The blunting mission 

In the traditional theory of strategic airpower, critical importance was 
assigned to securing command of the air by making it impossible for the 
enemy air force to operate, either by destroying it on the ground or in 
the air. Leading figures in the British and American Air Forces saw no 
reason to change this view after the war.9 This 'blunting mission' was 
considered in the first post-war operational plans for the use of air and 
atomic weapons against the Soviet Union. An internal Air Force docu-
ment of January 1948 described the concepts of operations 'in a war 
which might take place in the next 4 to 15 years' (by which time it was 
hoped plans for a greatly expanded Air Force had been endorsed and 
acted upon). 
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[W]e will first employ our long-range strategic bombers in a retaliatory 
action as expeditiously as possible. Atomic bombs will be used and the 
system of targets to be attacked will be those which would produce the 
maximum 'blunting' effect. That is, the results we would hope to 
obtain would be those that will produce the greatest immediate dam-
age and destruction to the enemy, thus reducing his capability to 
operate against vital objectives of the United States and its allies.10 

William Liscum Borden provided a forceful presentation of the argu-
ment that the opening shots of a future war would be directed against 
military facilities rather than cities.11 However, few of the major works 
of strategic thought of the time gave the idea much prominence. While 
nuclear stockpiles were small, the available weapons had to be devoted 
to attacks on cities. Furthermore, it was thought unlikely that any 
nation would permit vital military resources to be concentrated in a few 
vulnerable targets. 

Interest in counter-force attacks revived in the 1950s. The growth in 
nuclear stockpiles meant that a variety of offensive missions could be 
considered. Furthermore, advances in reconnaissance capabilities could 
be contemplated to make it possible to pinpoint key enemy targets with 
sufficient accuracy.12 The object was to devastate the enemy's retaliatory 
capability on the ground. If this could be done then all the effort that 
the Russians had put into catching up with the Americans would be as 
nought. One well-aimed blow would disarm them, prevent a response in 
kind, and render them vulnerable to the remaining American bombers. 

But as with all attempts to discover a form of nuclear war that would 
work to the advantage of the West, problems arose as soon as the Soviet 
Union attained comparable capabilities. Once both sides enjoyed a dis-
arming capability then the whole course of a war could be decided by 
the first blow. It was not a situation to appeal to those of a nervous dis-
position yet, if this was feasible, the thought that the Russians might 
acquire such a capability first was incentive enough to push ahead with 
an American acquisition. Developments along these lines would steer 
the arms race towards something almost directly opposite to a stale-
mate. The feasibility of the blunting mission thus had tremendous 
implications for the whole character of the nuclear balance. 

The significance of this was recognized by Bernard Brodie in 1954, in 
an impressive essay in which he set out the case for limited war: 

We have a number of alternative possibilities for the future oriented 
around a single criterion - that is, the expected degree of success of 
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a blunting mission. Now it should be clear that a political or military 
strategy suitable to one condition may be most unsuitable to another. 
If, for example, we are living in a world where either side can make a 
surprise attack upon the other which destroys the latter's capability 
to make meaningful retaliation (which is almost a minimum defini-
tion of 'success' for the enterprise), then it makes sense to be trigger-
happy with one's strategic air power. How could one afford under 
those circumstances to withhold one's SAC from its critical blunting 
mission while waiting to test other pressures and strategies? This 
would be the situation of the American gunfighter duel, Western 
frontier style. The one who leads on the draw and the aim achieves a 
good clean win. The other is dead. But if, on the other hand, the sit-
uation is such that neither side can hope to eliminate the retaliatory 
power of the other, that restraint which was suicidal in one situation 
now becomes prudence, and it is trigger-happiness that is suicidal!13 

Preparing for war 

The agitation for counter-force capabilities might have been dismissed 
as Air Force self-interest were it not for the disturbing thought that it was 
not inconceivable that the United States would find itself engaged in a 
thermonuclear war. If this was the case, it was infinitely preferable that 
a considerable fraction of the country's population and industry should 
survive intact. In the late 1950s, with Soviet military strength growing 
(apparently) daily and a series of crises in Asia, in the Middle East and in 
Europe (where the uncertain status of Berlin was proving to be a persist-
ent source of tension), it was possible to conceive of war. 

In these circumstances many considered preparation for war the only 
responsible course of action. 'The danger of total war is real and finite', 
wrote Bernard Brodie. 'So long as there is a finite chance of war, we have 
to be interested in outcomes; and although all outcomes will be bad, 
some would be very much worse than others.' If war came, getting in the 
first blow would provide an undoubted advantage. So it was necessary to 
ensure that one's own retaliatory force was protected and it was neces-
sary, to the extent possible, to prepare for an American first blow. Brodie 
recoiled with horror from the offence-minded wish for total solutions. 
He recognized that it was virtually impossible to create a first-strike 
capability which could, if used expeditiously, completely spare North 
America the full horrors of nuclear war. Even the drifting fallout result-
ing from an American attack would ensure a measure of reflexive retri-
bution. He suspected that, given the choice, the US would prefer to fight 
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a limited war, even though this would mean deliberately not using 
'these existing instruments which from a strictly military point of view 
are far the most efficient'. However, it would be difficult to do without 
some first-strike capabilities and the necessary superiority in equipment 
to provide it. Apart from anything else, this was necessary to fulfil 
alliance commitments. 'We have and will probably continue to have 
obligations under treaties which require us to defend our partners with 
all the resources at our command from nuclear attack. For this and other 
reasons we need the capability for a first strike both in spirit and military 
power.'14 The other requirement was for a measure of civil defence: 
protecting key elements in the fabric of society; constructing fallout 
shelters; and planning and practising evacuation. Reading Brodie's book 
one senses a gap between the desirable and the practical. Strategy in the 
Missile Age is a gloomy book because of its awareness that there is no 
escape from the possibility of war, nor from horrific levels of destruction 
should worst fears be realized. 

A comparable message is contained in another book by a member of 
the RAND Corporation's staff, Herman Kahn, though here the message 
is presented in a somewhat bizarre manner. In his effort to persuade peo-
ple to 'think about the unthinkable' Herman Kahn employed a style 
designed to shock and bemuse. Kahn had worked on a major investiga-
tion of possibilities for civil defence and had come to the conclusion 
that thermonuclear war could be survived more easily than many peo-
ple thought. There were alternative post-war states, all 'tragic' but 'dis-
tinguishable'. The distinctions were important, argued Kahn, because 
they were relevant to America's willingness to take on the Soviet Union. 
Kahn reported somewhat macabre conversations with representative 
Americans on the sacrifice in lives 'acceptable' to prevent a Communist 
take-over in Europe. Apparently the threshold of tolerance was the loss 
of a third of the population; a half would be too much. So if casualties 
could be kept down, Americans could bravely contemplate war, the 
deterrent threat would be strengthened and, if the threat failed to deter, 
war could be fought to something less than the ultimate disaster. 
'Sober study shows', reported Kahn using his favourite adjective, 'that 
the limits on the magnitude of the catastrophe seem to be closely 
dependent on what kinds of preparations have been made, and on how 
the war is started and fought'. 

Making those preparations was a form of insurance, a means of 
reducing the chance of war, and of seeing to it that, after the war, the 
survivors did not envy the dead. Not to take these precautions seemed 
the height of irresponsibility. 
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We must still be able to fight and survive wars just as long as it is pos-
sible to have such a capability. Not only is it prudent to take out 
insurance against a war occurring unintentionally, but we must also 
be able to stand up to the threat of fighting, or credibly to threaten to 
initiate a war ourselves - unpleasant though this sounds and is. We 
must at least make it risky for the enemy to force us into situations in 
which we must choose between fighting and appeasing.... Under 
current programs the United States may in a few years find itself 
unwilling to accept a Soviet retaliatory blow, no matter what the 
provocation. To get into such a situation would be equivalent to dis-
owning our alliance obligations by signing what would amount to a 
nonaggression treaty with the Soviets - a nonaggression treaty with 
almost 200 million American hostages to guarantee performance.... 
These remarks will distress all who very properly view the thought of 
fighting a war with so much horror they feel very uneasy at having a 
high-quality deterrent force, much less a credible capability for initi-
ating, fighting, and terminating all kinds of war. I can sympathize 
with this attitude. But I believe it borders on the irresponsbile.15 

Kahn was particularly concerned to debunk the notion that the paral-
lel nuclear capabilities made war inconceivable. He reminded his read-
ers, as had Brodie, that the obligations of the United States to NATO 
required the ability to strike against the Soviet Union even if it had not 
been attacked itself. 'The agonizing decision to start an all-out ther-
monuclear war would be ours.' He refused to accept that the threat of 
mutual suicide would guarantee deterrence. Moreover, it would leave 
the US helpless if it did 'fail'. In such circumstances the US would want 
a capability to prevail in the ensuing conflict. If they had such a capa-
bility then deterrence would be much stronger in the first place. Thus he 
argued for a 'Credible First-Strike Capability'. 

A capacity for counter-force attacks was essential to such a capability. 
But it was not enough to rely on this alone: 

Credibility depends on being willing to accept the other side's retalia-
tory blow. It depends on the harm he can do, not on the harm we can 
do. It depends as much on air defense and civil defense as air offense. It 
depends on will as well as capability. It depends on the provocation and 
on the state of our mind when the provocation occurs.16 

Complementary to counter-force capabilities therefore would be ade-
quate civil defence preparations and a suitably sacrificial frame of mind. 
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A sense of vulnerability 

An occupational hazard for the military is to spend a great amount of 
time thinking about and preparing for what you are to do to the enemy, 
while neglecting the problem of what the enemy might do to you. 
While the US had been refining its nuclear offensive capabilities, very 
little attention had been given to the vulnerability of these capabilities 
to a Soviet surprise attack. After the first Soviet test of an atomic bomb 
in 1949 some thought was given to the problem.17 Attention was focused 
on this problem in the 1950s through the efforts of civilian analysts with 
backgrounds in economics and engineering at the RAND Corporation 
(a non-profit research organization with close links to the Air Force). In 
1951, led by Albert Wohlstetter, they began a study on the most effective 
acquisition, construction and use of air base facilities in foreign coun-
tries. They came to recognize that these bases were far more vulnerable 
to a surprise enemy attack than had previously been appreciated. By 
1953 the problem had been investigated thoroughly at RAND and the 
Air Force leadership was being briefed on the need to protect bases.18 

The civilians at RAND were not impressed by the Air Force response 
and continued to analyse the vulnerability of US facilities. By 1956 they 
were assessing the sort of damage that a Soviet intercontinental ballistic 
missile (ICBM) attack might do to US bases. Into the evolving jargon of 
strategic theory were introduced the concepts of first and second strikes. 
A first strike was taken to refer to a strike that was not only the opening 
volley of a nuclear war, but was also directed against the nuclear capabil-
ity of the enemy with the intention of crippling his means of retaliation. 
A second strike force was one capable of ensuring effective retaliation even 
after absorbing an enemy first strike. Whereas a first strike involved 
counter-force, a second strike need be no more than counter-value. 

In one sense, ICBMs were not as effective counter-force weapons as 
bombers for, in their first generation, they lacked accuracy. Against 
small, protected targets this could be a disadvantage, but when the tar-
gets were larger and vulnerable to nuclear explosions in the locality, 
such as Air Force bases, ICBMs had a crucial advantage. By the time the 
defending force had become aware of an incoming ICBM attack it might 
be too late to get the bombers safely off the ground to deliver a retalia-
tory blow. In Europe, American bases would be even more vulnerable, 
for the warning time would be minimal. If the Soviet Union was the first 
to achieve a significant ICBM capability, then the ease and speed with 
which these weapons could reach their targets could place the United 
States at a considerable, perhaps decisive, disadvantage. 
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The clearest, most sobering and most public challenge to the pre-
sumption of stability came from Albert Wohlstetter, writing with the 
authority of the leader of the RAND team which had been exploring the 
vulnerability of US strategic forces. In a January 1959 article he argued 
against the view that deterrence was an 'automatic' consequence if both 
sides have a nuclear delivery capability, suggesting instead that the bal-
ance of terror was 'delicate'. The delicacy had been missed because the 
'technological race' had been construed as being a race to develop better 
and more nuclear strike forces than the other side. Deterrence required 
more than matching the other's ability to strike first. 'To deter an attack 
means being able to strike back in spite of it. It means, in other words, 
a capability to strike second.' (Here Wohlstetter introduced to the gen-
eral public the distinctions between a first and second strike outlined 
above.) The problems of assured retaliation had been underestimated. 
Wohlstetter warned: 'at critical junctures in the 1960s, we may not have 
the power to deter attack'. This warning was based on a technical assess-
ment of the problems of second strikes, of surviving enemy strikes, com-
municating the decision to retaliate, reaching enemy targets through 
'active' air defences and destroying them despite 'passive' civil defence, 
and a political assessment that a 'totalitarian aggressor' has considerable 
advantages of flexibility and secrecy over a liberal democracy. He con-
cluded: 'The notion that a carefully planned surprise attack can be 
checkmated almost effortlessly, that, in short, we may resume our deep 
pre-Sputnik sleep, is wrong and its nearly universal acceptance is terribly 
dangerous.'19 

These concerns were echoed by others alarmed at the thought of the 
US being left defenceless following a cleverly constructed Soviet attack. 
For example, Bernard Brodie, who was himself at RAND, wrote regularly 
of the need to provide adequate protection for essential military facil-
ities. In his 1954 article on limited war he wrote how 'The first and most 
pressing item of military business before us is therefore to reduce the 
vulnerability to surprise attack of our own strategic striking forces.' 
Almost five years later he was still on the same theme: 

If in this book we have frequently reiterated the importance of the 
security of the retaliatory force, it is because our ability to retaliate in 
great force to a direct Soviet attack is taken far too much for granted 
by almost everybody, including our highest national policy-makers.20 

Few civilian strategists writing in the second half of the 1950s failed to 
make the same point.21 
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Even George Kennan, long sceptical of strategic abstractions and the 
fantasies and phobias of cold warriors, acknowledged the need for 
defensive precautions: 

But now that the capacity to inflict this fearful destruction is mutual, 
and now this premium has been placed on the element of surprise, I 
am prepared to concede that the atomic deterrent has its value as a sta-
bilizing factor until we can evolve some better means of protection. 
And so long as we are obliged to hold it as a deterrent, we must obvi-
ously see to it that it is in every way adequate to that purpose - in 
destructiveness, speed of delivery, in security against a sudden preven-
tative blow, and in the alertness of those who control its employment. 
I should certainly not wish to convey the impression that I have advo-
cated anything like a neglect or slackening of our retaliatory capacity.22 

The delicacy of the balance 

The question of whether or not the balance of terror was delicate was 
critical to the development of nuclear strategy. A delicate balance would 
demand hair-triggers and cool nerves, offering the possibility of over-
whelming victory or an equally overwhelming defeat. An indelicate bal-
ance would calm anxieties about headlong rushes into nuclear war or 
sudden blows from the East, but left troubling questions as to how the 
United States was to meet its international responsibilities without the 
assistance of effective nuclear superiority. 

The answer to this question would have to come largely from techni-
cal considerations, concerning the feasibility of counter-force attacks and 
ballistic missile defence. But complementing an evaluation of the prop-
erties of the weapons themselves was an assessment of the sort of strat-
egies that could be sustained by the societies of the contending parties. A 
war-winning strategy might result from the ability to reduce the damage 
to one's own society to 'acceptable' levels while ensuring that the adver-
sary could not escape 'unacceptable' damage. It could be helped by a 
readiness to 'act first and ask questions later' when a crisis seemed immin-
ent and a quick move to the draw was essential to victory and survival. 

In the following two chapters this question will be further explored. 
Chapter 10 will examine American views of Soviet advantages in the 
preparation and initiation of surprise first strikes, and how the Soviet 
theorists themselves considered these advantages in the context of the 
revolution in their strategic thought following the death of Stalin. Then 
Chapter 11 will examine the ease with which first strike aspirations 
could be thwarted, so stabilizing the balance of terror. 
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Sputniks and the Soviet Threat 

The impact of Sputnik 

No event focused popular attention on America's vulnerabilities to 
attack more than the launching of the world's first artificial earth satel-
lite, Sputnik I, by the Soviet Union on 4 October 1957. It brought home 
the fact that the United States no longer enjoyed invulnerability to 
the ravages of war. The peoples of Western Europe were familiar with the 
effects of aerial bombardment and were already growing accustomed to 
being well within the range of Soviet bombers and missiles. Before the 
capability to destroy the United States provided the Russians with a 
retaliatory option, the Western Europeans had served as a hostage. Now 
Americans also began to suffer the uncomfortable sensation of being 
candidates for annihilation in the event of total war. 

The Russians had put only a limited effort into the development of a 
long-range bomber force, giving ICBMs a higher priority. As their ICBM 
programme had started earlier than that of the Americans, it was the first 
to produce results. When these results became evident there was wide-
spread alarm and despondency in the US. Successful completion of the 
Soviet programme before the American would mean that there would be 
a couple of years during which the Russians could enjoy a decisive superi-
ority. The US had embarked on a nuclear strategy to ensure an upper 
hand over the Soviet Union; now the position might be fundamentally 
reversed. 

Sputnik pushed these dark thoughts to the fore. This achievement in 
space captured the popular imagination in a way that stark and subdued 
reports of monitored ICBM tests could not. Sputnik exhibited the rele-
vant technology in an exciting and visible fashion. As important was the 
general shock it provided to American self-confidence. The Russians had 
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shown that they could match - indeed exceed - the Americans in tech-
nological sophistication. Previously the cold war had been a competi-
tion between economic systems. In the West the capitalist system had 
been expected to triumph because of its superior performance both in 
developing wealth and encouraging innovation. The communist system 
was viewed as being so rigid that it would not be able to meet the chal-
lenges of the modern world. Sputnik demonstrated that the Soviet Union 
could operate as a modern industrial power in its ability to mobilize and 
exploit scientific and engineering talent. For this reason it serves as a 
watershed in American attitudes on technology and the strategic balance.1 

Finally, as a surprise in itself, Sputnik lent credibility to the notion that 
the Russians could, surreptitiously, steal an unexpected lead over the 
United States and put her at a terrible strategic disadvantage. 

First strikes for whom? 

The Air Force continued to believe that superiority could be maintained 
and that wars might be won in the future with nuclear weapons. Yet sur-
prisingly, given a strategy that depended on making nuclear power an 
area of comparative advantage for the West, it was the Air Force which 
most publicized and amplified the growth of Soviet nuclear strength. 
Not long after the first Soviet long-range bombers had been seen flying 
around Moscow, the Air Force was issuing intelligence estimates warn-
ing that the Soviet Union was liable to out-produce the United States in 
bombers in a couple of years. In 1957, after the first Soviet ICBM tests 
had been monitored, the Air Force, not alone, postulated a 'missile gap' 
in which the Soviet Union would deploy ICBMs quicker and in greater 
numbers than the US.2 

According to the Air Force, the Soviet Union was after more than a 
mere parity with the United States, a matching of forces to confirm the 
stalemate. They sought a decisive superiority.3 Such a stress upon the 
capabilities of an adversary was an odd way to support a strategy based 
on a preponderance of military strength. One result of the 'missile gap' 
clamour of the late 1950s was, in fact, to undermine the confidence of 
America's allies in the reliability of their super-power protection. But the 
Air Force was not proclaiming Soviet military power in a spirit of 
defeatism; rather it was in a spirit of 'act now before it is too late'. 

This sense of urgency was shared by those who felt that not enough was 
being done to protect the retaliatory forces against a Soviet surprise attack. 
This was, however, primarily a defensive concern, designed to ensure 
a continuance of nuclear stalemate as opposed to Soviet superiority. 
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The Air Force was not saying 'act now and then it will be all right', but 
that there was no alternative to continual investment in military tech-
nology and hardware to preserve the US lead. If the West did not take up 
the challenge, the East certainly would. Thus the ominous presentations 
of the 'threat'. The projections showed the Soviet Union doing those 
very things the Air Force believed the United States ought to do. The 
Soviet Union was attempting to create the conditions for winning a 
nuclear war; the United States should do the same. 

The problem was that, according to prevailing beliefs, this task was eas-
ier for the Soviet Union. Since 1945 commentators had been stressing 
that nuclear weapons were particularly suitable for aggression. It was 
taken for granted that the Soviet Union was the most aggressive and 
cold-blooded of the two super-powers which suggested that, in principle, 
she should be best able to cope with the new situation. So long as the 
West enjoyed nuclear superiority this thought was not too worrisome 
but, once the Soviet Union had caught up in nuclear capabilities, her 
non-technical advantages (in manpower, secrecy and ideological deter-
mination) would start to come into play. 

The West's only objective was to sustain the status quo. The Soviet 
leaders seemed to want to expand their dominion and it was therefore 
up to them whether or not war began. The West would have to assess 
the costs when deciding whether to respond, but the first judgment on 
costs would have to be made by the aggressor. The purpose of develop-
ing a US first-strike capability, it was insisted, would be no more than to 
pre-empt a Soviet attack. No such scruples were thought to inhibit the 
Russians. If the Americans would really only strike on receipt of unam-
biguous confirmation that the Soviet Union was about to attack -
'I won't strike first unless you do' - then the strategy was still reactive. 
For a would-be pre-empter the strain would be terrific, watching and 
waiting on a continual high-alert status, attempting to interpret all the 
incoming information and wondering whether enemy preparations 
were sufficiently blatant to justify a nuclear war. The aggressor, on the 
other hand, could choose his moment, when his victim's attention was 
relaxing, confident that nothing was going to happen. Apart from 
anything else, the openness of American society gave the Russians a 
clear intelligence advantage. The most important Soviet targets would 
be hidden from view. 

A final proposition, used to challenge the presumption of nuclear 
stalemate, was that the Russians could tolerate a sufficiently high level 
of costs to contemplate launching a nuclear war. Evidence for this was 
found in a Russian fatalism born of a long history of disease, death and 
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destruction, of famines and purges. The tremendous Soviet losses in 
World War II - some 7.5 million military and 12.5 million civilian dead -
appeared to be the key. As the former Commander of SAC wrote: 

With such grisly tradition and shocking record in the massacre of 
their own people, the Soviets cannot be expected to let the risk of 
even millions of Russian lives deter them from starting a nuclear war 
if they should consider such a war to be in the best interests of the 
Communist cause. Nor would they be deterred by the danger of los-
ing some cities because widespread devastation and subsequent 
recovery have had numerous precedents in Russia's hectic history.4 

On a similar theme, Albert Wohlstetter wrote: 

Russian casualties in World War II were more than 20 million. Yet 
Russia recovered extremely well from this catastrophe. There are sev-
eral quite plausible circumstances in the future when the Russians 
might be quite confident of being able to limit damage to consider-
ably less than this number - if they make sensible choices and we do 
not. On the other hand, the risks of not striking might at some point 
appear very great to the Soviets, involving, for example, disastrous 
defeat in a peripheral war, loss of key satellites with danger of revolt 
spreading - possibly to Russia itself - or fear of attack by ourselves. 
Then, striking first, by surprise, would be a sensible choice for them, 
and from their point of view the smaller risk.5 

However, the Russians did not choose to lose 20 million people. The 
Soviet Union did not attack Germany; Germany attacked the Soviet 
Union. The question for the Russians at each point was whether to suc-
cumb to the German invasion or to fight on. The casualty lists grew at a 
frightening speed but the casualties were accumulated over time. A series 
of decisions to fight on against aggression when a level of costs had 
already been incurred and the future costs were indeterminate, was quite 
different from a single decision to launch a nuclear strike, knowing that 
a likely, virtually immediate and irresistible result is a catastrophic level 
of destruction. To know the trauma of such a catastrophe, despite recov-
ery, was unlikely to encourage a repeat performance. The human mean-
ing of 20 million deaths was far more comprehensible to those who had 
seen it than to those who knew it only as a hypothetical statistic.6 

Patrick Blackett, who had 'no doubt' that the balance of terror was 
stable 'against sane actions of rational governments' and that it was ever 
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becoming more so, argued that Wohlstetter could only have come to the 
opposite conclusion 'by negating the conclusions of both common 
sense and of formal military theory by introducing a large and arbitrary 
degree of moral asymmetry between the two contestants'.7 

If one accepted this judgment of a warped Soviet psychology (once 
bitten, twice bold) it only confirmed that the Soviet Union was better 
prepared to wage a nuclear war than the United States. Thomas Power 
acknowledged: 

The point is that what will deter us will not necessarily deter the 
Soviets, and what will make them accept risks will not make us accept 
similar risks. Moral principles would deter us strongly from launch-
ing a pre-emptive war unless there were no other way of averting cer-
tain aggression and still greater losses. But moral considerations and 
the prospect of losing Russian lives and cities would not deter the 
Soviets from launching an aggressive war if they saw no better way of 
achieving their objectives.8 

So the Soviet leaders were seen as not only acquiring the wherewithal 
for nuclear first strikes, enjoying the advantages of a secretive and total-
itarian society in planning and executing a surprise attack, and offering 
a variety of plausible motives for executing such an attack, but they also 
appeared to gain from an insensitivity to the possible suffering for their 
own people. Meanwhile the Americans were respectful of human life, 
open in military planning, desirous only of protecting the free areas of 
the world, and constitutionally incapable of contemplating a first strike. 
It was quite clear who gained most from a nuclear strategy! 

The view that an aggressive nuclear strategy would prove to be attrac-
tive to the Soviet Union followed logically from the major and minor 
premises that nuclear weapons were particularly suitable for aggressors 
and that the Soviet Union was an aggressive state. This advantage did not 
come into play so long as the Soviet Union lagged well behind the United 
States in the development of nuclear weapons and their means of deliv-
ery. The main attraction to the West of a nuclear strategy was provided by 
American superiority in actual capabilities, confirmed by the stony Soviet 
silence on the subject of the 'bomb' except for occasional disparagement. 
However, once their capabilities improved, the Russians became notably 
less reticent and inhibited in their discussions of the bomb and more 
assertive in their considerations of the role it might play in Soviet strategy. 

The changing tone was picked up by US observers of Soviet strategic 
affairs. In 1956 there was still a widespread presumption that the Soviet 



136 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

interest lay in playing down the importance of the bomb and concen-
trating instead on their other strengths. In one of the first serious assess-
ments of post-war Soviet military capabilities, edited by Liddell Hart, it 
was argued that 

The over-publicized surprise attack with nuclear weapons against a 
powerful opponent, trusting to the annihilating effect of the 'first 
blow', is too great a gamble for cold-eyed men whose fundamental 
ideology tells them that time is on their side.9 

In the post-Sputnik climate such an attack seemed quite plausible. In 
January 1958, a few months after the launch of Sputnik I, a leading ana-
lyst of Soviet strategy, Herbert Dinerstein, published an article in Foreign 
Affairs. He reported that 'the Soviet armed forces have greatly improved 
their capability both to deter and to wage war', and that they had 
adopted a strategy of pre-emptive war. He then speculated that this 
would be inherently unsatisfactory to the Soviet leaders. He concluded: 

If the Soviet Union should continue to gain technologically while the 
NATO alliance made little progress, the Soviet Union would be able to 
make war without fear of the consequences: It will be difficult to attain 
the ability to eliminate the opponent's nuclear striking forces in a sin-
gle blow. But that is the goal which the Soviet leaders must strain to 
reach. If they should acquire such preponderant military strength, they 
would have policy alternatives even more attractive than the initiation 
of nuclear war. By flaunting presumably invincible strength, the Soviet 
Union could compel piecemeal capitulation of the democracies. This 
prospect must indeed seem glittering to the Soviet leaders.10 

The rest of this chapter will examine the shift in Soviet strategy to see 
whether or not fears such as these were justified. 

Soviet strategy after Stalin 

Stalin's death in March 1953 had a liberating effect on Soviet strategic 
thought. Under Stalin, the military had been permitted little more than 
the incantation of official dogmas concerning Permanently Operating 
Factors and the selective study of their own wartime campaigns to 
find instances of these factors at work. All things that were difficult to 
explain in the past, which might undermine complacency in the pres-
ent or lead to loss of confidence in the future, were ignored. 
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In September 1953, Major General Talensky published in the officers' 
journal Military Thought, of which he was the editor, an article entitled 
'On the questions of the laws of military science'. In tentative language, 
Talensky argued for a military science concerned with the waging of 
wars and based on laws independent of those believed to be governing 
the socio-historical process. This was a distinct and limited discipline 
concerned with the conduct of wars rather than why and when and 
against whom they should be fought. It ought not to be full of general 
philosophical and sociological observations. Equally 'philosophers and 
sociologists ought not to intrude into the domain of military science'. 

In principle the laws of war would apply equally to the armies of both 
capitalist and socialist societies. This view challenged the supposition 
that socialist societies gained imposing military strengths simply by 
being socialist. In another heresy, Stalin's Permanently Operating 
Factors were demoted. They could not be considered laws of wars, nor 
could it be assumed that a socialist state was inevitably superior in each 
of these factors. Talensky also hinted at a major departure from past 
dicta by suggesting that 'surprise' may not be quite so 'temporary' a fac-
tor as Stalin had insisted. 'Victory in modern war is attained by the deci-
sive defeat of the enemy in the course of the armed conflict through the 
employment of successive blows accumulating in force', he wrote; then 
added that this 'formulation does not exclude the possibility of a deci-
sive defeat in a limited time of one or another opponent, given the exis-
tence of certain conditions'. This was a guarded reference to nuclear 
weapons, still a curiously unmentionable subject. A sustained effort to 
educate the military in questions relating to atomic energy was about to 
begin. Eventually it also became possible to discuss the factor of surprise 
in a manner less cryptic.11 

Talensky's article stimulated a debate in which he was criticized for 
paying insufficient regard to the Permanently Operating Factors. There 
were indications that official opinion was not prepared to endorse 
Talensky's views. In 1954, he was relieved of his position as editor. A 
more radical article by General Rotmistrov, 'On the role of surprise in 
contemporary war', was held back by the new editors. In February 1955 
when Marshal Zhukov became Minister of Defence, as his reward for 
helping the Khruschev-Bulganin faction displace Malenkov at the top of 
the Soviet hierarchy, the atmosphere changed. Zhukov was well aware of 
the parlous and obsolescent state of Soviet military science. The month 
before his appointment, at a meeting of 'leading staff of the armed 
forces', he had advocated 'a thorough study of modern military tech-
nology and advanced military theory'. 
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The immediate publication of Rotmistrov's article signalled the 
change. Here slavish obeisance to the Permanently Operating Factors 
was mocked, and it was asserted that 'In the situation of the employ-
ment of atomic and hydrogen weapons, surprise is one of the decisive 
conditions for the attainment of success not only in battles and opera-
tions but also in the war as a whole.' He did, however, emphasize that it 
was not the only decisive condition. The 'operations of the ground 
forces' would 'also decide the outcome of war'.12 

In March 1955, under Zhukov's guidance, the editors of Military 
Thought effectively concluded the debate that Talensky had begun. They 
criticized themselves for holding back Rotmistrov's article and called for 
more creativity in thought and less committing to memory of Stalin's 
writings. They endorsed Talensky's view that the 'subject of military 
science is, above all, the investigation of these very special laws of... the 
armed conflict'. Credence was given to the new emphasis on the impor-
tance of surprise. The official line had changed. Now the Permanently 
Operating Factors as an explanation for the dynamics of armed conflict 
were derided, though the potential significance of the individual factors 
was still recognized. By 1956, the term had been dropped from Soviet 
strategic writings. 

The logic of pre-emption 

In this reappraisal of Soviet strategy the whole question of surprise 
attack assumed considerable importance. There were a number of rea-
sons for this. The refusal to attribute any significant benefits to the 
attainment of surprise had been the hallmark of the old strategy and was 
thus an inevitable target for any revisionist. In Stalinist hagiography, the 
sudden German invasion of 1941 had been characterized as a 'failure' 
because it had not resulted in an ultimate 'victory'. The Soviet Generals 
knew how close to victory the Germans had come, were aware that their 
country could have been and should have been better prepared to meet 
this attack, and that the price for this lack of preparedness had been 
extremely high in lives of Soviet soldiers and citizens. 

There has never been any doubt that surprise could influence the 
course of a particular engagement. It had been possible to downgrade 
surprise as a strategic factor so long as it could be demonstrated that no 
single military operation could determine the outcome of a war. With 
the quantum jumps in destructive power brought about by atomic 
energy this was becoming more difficult to demonstrate. Insisting that 
the Soviet Union could always survive now lacked plausibility. 
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The gratifying growth in Soviet nuclear power promised one method 
of meeting this threat - deterrence. If the Imperialists could be per-
suaded that the Soviet Union would respond in kind they might think 
twice before launching aggression. This possibility had been seized upon 
by Stalin's successor, Malenkov. In late 1953 and early 1954 the idea was 
floated that the strength of the socialist camp might now bring peace to 
the world because it had 'sobered' the imperialists by reminding them 
of their own vulnerability. Malenkov and his associates put it about that 
the danger of war had receded, that improved relations with the West 
were now possible and that this was just as well for a new world war 
'with the present means of warfare' would result in 'the destruction of 
world civilization'. 

Malenkov's predictions appear to have been too optimistic for his col-
leagues. His views were severely criticized and in early 1955 he was 
replaced as leader by Khruschev and Bulganin. The criticisms were 
phrased in ideological terms. Claiming that the Americans could be 
effectively deterred forever contradicted what was claimed to be a law of 
history: that war was an inevitable concomitant of capitalism and that a 
showdown between the capitalist and socialist camps was destined to 
happen at some point. Stating that war could involve the destruction of 
world civilization suggested that instead of war being the occasion for 
the triumph of socialism it could be the moment of its demise; its last 
stage along with that of capitalism. Such a proposition involved not 
only the suspension of a law of history but the end of history itself. 

There was, in fact, no well-established Leninist doctrine concerning 
the inevitability of war and, to the extent that doctrine did exist, it con-
cerned wars between the capitalist states. Lenin and Stalin had frequently 
referred to a coming clash between socialism and capitalism only because 
this had often appeared quite likely; Stalin had found emphasis on a per-
sistent threat useful in keeping the population mobilized.13 It did not 
take Khruschev long after assuming power to denounce those who 
believed that war was 'fatalistically inevitable' and to proclaim the possi-
bility of 'peaceful coexistence' between the two opposed camps. The 
compromise formula was to accept that a rationalist aggressor would be 
deterred, while acknowledging the possibility of 'madmen' failing to 
calculate risks. War was not inevitable, but neither was peace. 

Malenkov's mistake was not so much ideological revisionism but to be 
too premature in his relaxed assessment of the balance of forces. The view 
of his group was that the Soviet Union now possessed 'everything neces-
sary to guard the peaceful toil of our people and to bring to his senses any 
one who dares encroach upon our freedom and independence', and that 
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the new conditions made possible a diversion of resources away from 
the military sector towards light industry. This was not favourably 
received by either the military or those responsible for heavy industry. 
The issue was less whether the imperialist aggression could be prevented 
and more what was the level of preparedness necessary for this task. The 
opposition insisted that the imperialists had not relaxed their hostility 
to the Soviet Union or their military build-up. Bulganin stated in March 
1954: 'We would commit an irreparable error if we did not strengthen 
our armed forces. Very many facts indicate that the imperialist forces 
headed by the US are openly conducting a policy of the preparation of a 
new war against us.' In January 1955, as the campaign against Malenkov 
reached a new pitch, there was an increase in war scares14 and calls to 
strengthen heavy industry. Dmitri Shepilov, the Editor of Pravda, 
attacked those who wished to downgrade this sector: 

In generally understandable language this means: we surrender the 
advantage of forcing forward the development of heavy industry, 
machine construction, energy, chemical industry, electronics, jet 
technology, guidance systems, and so forth, to the imperialist 
world. ...It is hard to imagine a more anti-scientific, rotten theory, 
which could disarm our people more.15 

The call was for the Soviet Union to accept that a technological arms 
race was unavoidable. 

The question of the effects on a socialist society of a nuclear attack was 
more difficult to deal with. Talk of the destruction of world civilization 
had been attacked for encouraging fatalism and defeatism. The impres-
sion that the destructiveness of nuclear war excluded the possibility of 
its occurrence was corrected. However references to the horrors of 
nuclear war increased. In 1958 Khruschev described these horrors: 

In addition to immediate destruction, the employment of nuclear 
weapons will poison the atmosphere with radioactive fall-out and 
this could lead to the annihilation of almost all life, especially in 
countries of small territory and high population density. These all 
will be literally wiped off the face of the earth. 

These words were chosen with care. There was no escaping the grievous 
consequences of nuclear war but they were worse for some than for oth-
ers. Particularly vulnerable were 'countries of small territory and high 
population density', an apt description of some of America's allies in 
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Europe but not of the Soviet Union (nor of the United States). Marshal 
of Aviation Vershinin explained in 1957 why 'the possibility of light-
ning annihilation of the Soviet Union is excluded'. The reason was that 
'our country is not an island or a point on the globe; it has enormous 
territory over which our vital resources are dispersed'.16 Thus reassur-
ance was found in the physical character of the Soviet Union. However, 
with the growth of US stockpiles there were limits to even this argu-
ment. It became increasingly difficult to demonstrate how the Soviet 
Union would survive nuclear exchanges and prevail over her enemies. 

The only satisfactory way out of this quandary lay in finding a means 
of reducing the destructiveness of the enemy attack. A recognition of 
the factor of surprise suggested such a way. If it was scientifically proven 
that the Soviet Union could thwart the imperialist's plans for attack by a 
sudden blow of their own then the Soviet Union and communist ideol-
ogy might yet survive a war intact. Thus the Soviet theorists moved, as 
did many in the United States, towards a theory of pre-emptive attack as 
a means of demonstrating how the Soviet Union could fight and win a 
thermonuclear war. 

In the early post-Stalin period the possibility that surprise could add to 
the problems of a country not prepared for war was conceded. If caught 
unawares, tremendous damage could be suffered. The menace was one of 
unnecessary damage rather than defeat. Surprise was still not seen as a 
decisive factor until Rotmistrov's celebrated article of February 1955: 

Surprise attack, employing atomic and hydrogen weapons and other 
modern means of conflict, now takes on new forms and is capable of 
leading to significantly greater results than in the past war.... Surprise 
attack with the massive employment of new weapons can cause the 
rapid collapse of a government whose capacity to resist is low as a 
consequence of radical faults in its social and economic structure and 
also as a consequence of an unfavourable geographic position. 

Given that neither of these latter weaknesses were admitted for the 
Soviet Union, Rotmistrov's argument suggested the benefit of attacks 
directed against the social and economic centres of a capitalist enemy 
rather than its armed forces. Such an attack was advocated, but only for 
'pre-emptive' reasons: 

The duty of the Soviet armed forces is not to permit an enemy sur-
prise attack on our country and, in the event of an attempt to accom-
plish one, not only to repel the attack successfully but also to deal the 
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enemy counter blows, or even pre-emptive surprise blows, of terrible 
destructive force. For this the Soviet army and navy possess every-
thing necessary.17 

These statements were only true if the author was thinking of counter-
value rather than counter-force nuclear attacks, or of attacks involving 
conventional forces.18 

A pre-emptive attack against strategic air forces required more air 
power than was then available to the Soviet Union. An article published 
just before that of Rotmistrov spoke of nuclear weapons placed on air-
craft being used to interdict airfields or to affect the course of the ground 
or naval battle, but not for long-range strategic missions. By 1956, with 
the first Soviet intercontinental bombers in service, long-range opera-
tions were considered feasible and were being openly discussed. At the 
20th Party Congress in June 1956, Marshal Zhukov spoke of the 
increased importance of the Air Force. This then was taken up by General 
Krasilnikov in a contribution to a collection of essays on warfare. 
Krasilnikov made it clear that a war could not be won by a single blow 
against the armed forces of the enemy, especially if they were dispersed 
in a large, well-defended territory. Nor could a strategic attack against 
the enemy's 'deep rear' be decisive, though it would help. Victory would 
only come through an extended war. 

This was as before. The new feature was that the initial phase could be 
of critical importance and could be decided itself by surprise. 

The successful employment of strategic surprise in the initial phase 
of the war can lead to disruption of the opponent's existing plans for 
the strategic deployment of his main forces and to the possibility of a 
rapid piecemeal destruction of the troops concentrated by him.... An 
especially intense struggle to pre-empt the opponent will take place 
in the campaign of the initial phase of the war. ... In as much as air 
forces have the greatest readiness for action and dispose of means for 
dealing powerful blows, campaigns will obviously be started by their 
active employment. In the campaign of the initial phase both sides 
will first seek to deal crushing destruction to the opponent's air 
forces, and his sources for the production of atomic weapons, and to 
seize mastery in the air. 

Complementary to these attacks on the armed forces of the enemy 
would be strikes 'aimed at undermining the economic might of the 
opponent and weakening his will for resistance'.19 



Sputniks and the Soviet Threat 143 

The ICBM completed the revolution in Soviet military affairs. During 
the post-Stalin thaw there had been explicit discussions on the potential 
of missiles. They were played down with predictions of limited range, 
inaccuracy and generally inefficiency as a means of delivering high-
value payloads. However, from 1956 on, encouraged by an enthusiast 
for missiles, General Pokrovsky, it was argued that 'The future... belongs 
to long-range ballistic rockets.' By the middle of 1957 the Russians were 
reaping the benefits of the early start to their ICBM programme by being 
the first to test ICBMs. For the first time the Soviet Union appeared to be 
pulling ahead in the arms race. With many Americans also sharing the 
same belief, this was a moment for the Kremlin to savour. 

With evident relish the Soviet leaders began to lecture on the primacy 
of the rocket over the bomber. Khruschev spoke, without the whole-
hearted support of his own Air Force, of bombers being 'obsolete': 
'The present period is something of a turning point. Military specialists 
believe that airplanes, bombers and fighters, are in their decline. 
Bombers have such speed and altitudes that they are vulnerable to attack 
by contemporary rockets.'20 ICBMs were able to deliver thermonuclear 
weapons at great speed to anywhere on the globe and in any weather; air 
defences were incapable of stopping them. Their mobility allowed for 
concealed launching points and so they could be used for surprise 
attacks while being virtually invulnerable to attack. Major General 
Pokrovsky noted in 1956: 'The most effective defence against such long-
range rockets is by means of their destruction in storage places, in the 
process of transport, and on the launching platforms where the prepa-
ration for each firing takes a rather long time.' However, these rockets 
would not require very complicated preliminary equipping and could be 
'deployed in the most unexpected places'. Launching platforms could be 
'constructed relatively quickly, quite dispersed, and well concealed'. 
They would be harder to detect than air-fields. 'Therefore it will be very 
difficult for the enemy to prevent the launching of a rocket.'21 Once 
launched, the speed of the rocket would prevent 'its interception and 
destruction by conventional flying means, artillery fire or any other 
means. It is possible that some counter-weapon will be found, but without 
doubt for some time the probability of destruction of the rockets cannot 
be very great.'22 

In March 1958, reflecting the general euphoria, General Talensky even 
went so far as to suggest that ICBMs were decisive - a radical departure 
from the consistent official line that no single weapon or mode of war-
fare could itself decide the outcome of wars. The movement in Soviet 
strategy had been dramatic. In a five-year period it had moved from 
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assigning only minimal importance to the factors of surprise and the 
new technologies of nuclear weapons and long-range delivery vehicles 
to a strategy dominated by the concept of surprise and relying on Soviet 
prowess in ICBMs. 

Conclusion 

Khruschev attempted to gain as much political benefit as possible from 
his apparent lead over the Americans, capitalizing on American anxi-
eties. In a classic case of counting chickens before hatching, he regularly 
boasted of his country's success in missile technology. This strategy 
became unstuck when it became evident in 1961 that the missile gap 
was in America's favour and not the other way round.23 

It is doubtful if Soviet war-plans placed quite so much emphasis on 
ICBMs as did Khruschev in his rhetoric. The single-minded devotion to 
this particular weapon was one of the criticisms levelled at Khruschev 
after he was removed from office in 1964. Though it is natural to observe 
the similarities in the calls for pre-emptive war capabilities in each of the 
super-powers, there were still important differences between the two. 

The Soviet assumption was that Europe would be the prize in a future 
war and that this prize would be gained by land forces. There was an 
obvious incentive not to destroy this prize by thermonuclear bombard-
ment if it could possibly be avoided. Victory would come through the 
destruction of the enemy's armed forces. There was unceasing rejection 
of a strategy that relied solely on the bombing of the enemy's economic 
and population centres. Furthermore Soviet considerations of possible 
sources of surprise attacks did not stop with a nuclear strike. The Americans 
were influenced by their experience of Pearl Harbor; the Russians by their 
experience of land invasions. When Eastern and Western experts met in 
1958 to consider ways of reducing the dangers of surprise attacks the 
Americans were wholly preoccupied with 'nuclear Pearl Harbors' while 
the Russians were concerned with a wider range of eventualities, includ-
ing old-fashioned invasions over land. Their interest in the military role 
of atomic weapons was as much with their impact on land warfare as on 
the 'stability of the rear'. The Soviet Generals insisted that though they 
would have to adjust tactics to conditions of atomic bombardment they 
could still prevail. 

If it came to nuclear war the Russians did consider, as an article 
of faith, that their society was better suited to cope with a nuclear war 
than capitalist societies. They also took practical steps to improve their 
civil defences, though much of this took the form of reassurances to the 
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population that atomic war could be survived if sensible precautions 
were taken. There was, however, an important cultural point that needs 
to be borne in mind when considering the pronouncements of Soviet 
and American commentators when assessing the strengths and weak-
nesses of themselves and each other. There has always been an element 
of reassurance in Soviet pronouncements on the state of the strategic bal-
ance, a function perhaps of the inferior position from which the Soviet 
Union began the nuclear age and the consequent desire to avoid 
defeatism (and the generally optimistic tone about all things encouraged 
by the prevailing ideology). The Americans, because of a sense of declin-
ing superiority, erred in the opposite direction, stressing the gains being 
made by the Soviet Union. Often a motive could be found in the desire 
to encourage a more determined national effort in the arms race. It was 
quite possible for the Americans to offer gloomy assessments of a deci-
sive tilt in the balance towards the Soviet Union, have it confirmed by 
Soviet leaders, and yet still be wrong. As will be seen, this is precisely 
what happened in the late 1950s. 

The Soviet Union opted for a policy of pre-emptive war as a way out of 
the problems posed by parallel nuclear stockpiles of vast destructive power. 
Given that war could not be ruled out, the Soviet military were as anxious 
as their Western counterparts to find means of prevailing and of limiting 
the damage to their own side. There is no evidence that they believed that 
their improving capabilities for waging nuclear war gave them the option 
of starting a war, or of gaining a sudden victory with only minimal harm 
to themselves. Whether or not even a pre-emptive strategy was viable was 
a question that had to be faced in both East and West. 



11 
The Technological Arms Race 

Not everyone previously convinced of the inevitability of nuclear 
stalemate was ready, because of Sputnik, to adopt the opposite view. 
Many of those who had warned throughout the mid-1950s of the dan-
gerous illusion of perpetual Western nuclear superiority saw the evident 
growth of Soviet nuclear capabilities as doing no more than confirming 
expectations. The folly of a strategy of massive retaliation was even more 
evident. Proponents of limited war felt their case to be strengthened. 
'[T]he first effect of the Sputnik on American policy has been to empha-
size the thermo-nuclear stalemate and to strengthen the case for supple-
menting or replacing massive retaliation by limited atom war - and for 
giving tactical atomic weapons to America's allies', wrote British MP 
Denis Healey.1 

In the United States the Army remained insistent on the need to prepare 
for a limited war and saw no reason to doubt the existence of a nuclear 
stalemate: 'It would seem that we will have a stalemate just so long as both 
sides retain the capacity to destroy a large segment of the other side's 
homeland whether or not the enemy attacks first and with surprise.' The 
assumption that a surprise first strike could win a war was described as 
'wishful'. 'This would be a highly doubtful venture in any event and from 
the standpoint of the US an immensely risky one as well, because we for-
feit from the outset the option of surprise under our form of government.'2 

The Administration appeared to be moving towards a greater appreci-
ation of limited war capabilities, sensing less value in the threat of mas-
sive retaliation. Dulles now wrote that it might well be 'feasible to place 
less reliance upon deterrence of vast retaliatory power'. This was more 
because of an 'alteration' in the character of nuclear weapons, which 
made them suitable for clean, tactical use against conventional aggres-
sion, than any changed assessment of Soviet nuclear power.3 

146 
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The official view was that the balance would be stable for the foresee-
able future. By 1956 the Administration had begun to come to terms 
with the balance of terror. In August of that year, Secretary of the 
Air Force Donald Quarles articulated a doctrine of 'sufficiency'. War had 
become an 'unthinkable catastrophe' from which 'neither side can hope 
by a mere margin of superiority in airplanes or other means of delivery 
to escape'. The absolute destructive power available to each side had 
resulted in a 'substantial invulnerability' to interdiction. A 'sufficiency' 
of force was that required to perform the essential retaliatory mission, 
and was already possessed by the United States. It would take 'some 
unforeseen technological breakthrough', perhaps in the field of air 
defence, to cause these requirements to change. It was not expected that 
technological changes would 'occur in such a revolutionary fashion'.4 

The balance of terror was tending towards a stable equilibrium. 
Technology was not seen as a particularly disruptive force. 

When Sputnik I was launched, Administration spokesmen dismissed it 
as a 'gimmick', and attempted, unsuccessfully, to reassure the public 
that essential needs of national defence were being seen to and there 
was no need to panic. To many at the time this appeared to show 
extraordinary complacency; the Administration seemed unaware of the 
vast changes taking place in the strategic environment, unable to share 
the sensation and excitement of being in the midst of a technological 
revolution. Yet, in retrospect, the Eisenhower Administration stands out 
as having a more accurate assessment of the state of the strategic balance 
and the likely impact of technology than its critics. The programmes to 
which it gave high priority stabilized the balance while the more exotic 
programmes resulted in few changes in the military situation.5 

This chapter will look at the developing vision of a technological arms 
race, particularly as it related to first-strike capabilities. Through the 
second half of the 1950s increasing but excessive emphasis was placed on 
technological change. A retrogressive tendency was introduced, resulting 
in an exaggerated appreciation of both the evolving technology and its 
impact on the strategic balance. It came to be assumed that the series of 
startling innovations of the past two decades set a pattern for the future; 
if sufficient funds and ingenuity were applied to any given problem it 
could be solved; the results of the growing expenditure and scientific tal-
ent being applied to military problems could be spectacular; and also (and 
here came the major mistake) that any improvement in technology 
would result in a corresponding improvement in the state of the strategic 
art. A tendency for strategy to lag behind technology was noted and 
deplored, with lectures on the need to anticipate the coming technologies 
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so that they could be better exploited. Persistent innovation was 
confused with strategic revolution. 

Exemplary of this sort of tendency was Herman Kahn, a devotee of sci-
ence fiction since his youth and mesmerized by expectations of fantas-
tic technical progress. He described as 'one of the most startling things 
that ever happened to me' his participation in 1950 on a Technical 
Advisory Board when he 'first came in contact with the philosophy 
which is willing to ask any question and tackle any philosophy'. The 
final one-third of his book On Thermonuclear War (virtually a transcript 
of a popular series of lectures) consisted of a set of predictions for the 
future. Kahn described eight wars, each one a 'technological revolution 
ahead of its predecessor'. The first two were the familiar World Wars I 
and II; the second two were hypothetical conflicts of 1951 and 1956; the 
final four were speculations. As the date for World War VIII was put at 
1973, it can be seen that Kahn was expecting at least four technological 
revolutions in the means of modern warfare in the coming thirteen 
years. Some of the predictions were remarkably accurate, others remark-
ably inaccurate or at least premature. One example of the former was 
the prediction that there would be a landing and take-off by manned 
vehicles from the moon by 1969. But this illustrates the difficulty with 
Kahn's technological expectations. Putting a man on the moon was 
achieved through a well-funded crash programme which had been 
made a national priority. The same is true of many other of Kahn's accu-
rate predictions. His major error was to assume that dramatic scientific 
breakthroughs and their immediate and rigorous exploitation was the 
natural state of affairs, not requiring any extraordinary effort. 

Kahn recognized that certain feasible developments would be 
eschewed. Some would be deemed impractical because they 'cost a little 
too much';6 others because of a failure to perceive the need for them, a 
result of the adoption of a misguided doctrine. He considered it quite 
likely that the US would content itself with a limited deterrent capabil-
ity, one which provided no options for taking the nuclear initiative. The 
US might fail by neglect to do enough in boosting air defence, air 
offence and civil defence. By 1961, given the 'possible Soviet lead in mis-
siles, their interest in a cheap but useful civil defense program and a 
sober attitude towards the risks of war and peace', the Russians could 
have the upper hand. Eventually Kahn suspected there would be fewer 
inhibitions about exploiting technology. He described and prescribed 
a frantic search for methods for improving all capabilities. It must be 
remembered that Kahn's basic assumption was that thermonuclear war 
would be an ever-present possibility and that though, if it ever came, the 
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results would be tragic, the amount of tragedy could be reduced by the 
proper precautions. Thus any avenue which promised an amelioration 
of the effects of enemy attack was worth exploring. 

The growing expectations of continual achievement in new technolo-
gies that would destabilize the strategic balance can be detected in two 
official reports written in 1954-55 and 1957 by panels of experts. Both 
were prepared under the auspices of the Science Advisory Committee of 
the Office of Defense Mobilization for presentation to the National 
Security Council. The first was the report of the Technological 
Capabilities Panel on 'Meeting the Threat of Surprise Attack'. The second 
was the report of the Security Resources Panel on 'Deterrence and 
Survival in the Nuclear Age'. They were known as the Killian and 
Gaither Reports after their respective Chairmen. Each included a forward-
looking timetable, anticipating the course of the arms race in the 
coming decades. 

The Killian Report 

The Killian Report, presented to the NSC in February 1955, characterized 
the current period as particularly dangerous. The US had a growing 
offensive capability not yet quite of 'multi-megaton' dimensions, but 
the US lacked reliable early warning and defensive capabilities and 
Strategic Air Command (SAC) was not properly protected against the 
rapidly improving Soviet offensive capabilities. Neither side could 
mount an atomic strike which would 'surely be decisive', but the USSR 
might be tempted to attack before the US forces had achieved the ability 
to deliver warheads measured in 'multi-megatons'. 

Soon this would be achieved. Despite improvements in defences both 
sides would be vulnerable to surprise attack. The difference was that 
'The US can mount a surprise attack; the USSR cannot.' For a 'period of 
short duration', possibly up to 1960, the US military position relative to 
that of the USSR would be favourable so that it could hope to emerge 
from war a 'battered victor'. 'Our military superiority may never be 
so great again.' It was suggested that the possibilities for exploiting this 
situation for political benefit should be explored. 

By the time the Russians had acquired their own 'multi-megaton' 
weapons, the Americans should have improved their defences and 
reduced the vulnerability of SAC. There was a warning that, if the US was 
laggard in this regard, it could be placed 'in danger of surprise attack and 
possibly defeat'. This situation could arise as early as 1958, especially 
if the Russians made faster progress than the Americans with their 
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ICBM programme. The first to win this race would gain an important 
relative advantage. Not surprisingly, the report impressed upon policy-
makers the urgency of speeding up the US ICBM programme and of 
protecting the existing SAC bases. 

Eventually the two super-powers would reach a position where 'attack 
by either side would result in mutual destruction'. A surprise attack 
would produce no dividends: 

The ability to achieve surprise will not affect the outcome because 
each country will have the residual offensive power to break through 
the defenses of the other country and destroy it regardless of whether 
the other country strikes first. 

In the 1960s, when this prediction came true, a state of mutual 
assured destruction came to be considered reassuringly stable. Killian's 
group of experts were less than pleased with the prospect. It would be 
'fraught with danger', involving 'a period of instability that might easily 
be upset by either side'. With no defences capable of alleviating an 
attack 'a world catastrophe might occur'. Such a condition would be best 
avoided or escaped if at all possible. To this end it was necessary to 'push 
all promising technological developments'. 

Should we arrive at a condition where the contest is drawn and nei-
ther contestant can derive military advantage, we need not assume 
that this state is unchangeable or that one country or the other can-
not move again into a position of relative advantage. We see no cer-
tainty, however, that the condition of stalemate can be changed through 
science and technology. This does not mean that some new unimagined 
weapon or development, far afield from any present weapon system, 
might not provide an advantage to one side or the other.7 

It could be argued that this statement was too dogmatic. Antiballistic 
missiles, multiple warheads with extraordinary accuracies, satellites and 
so on had yet to come. Nevertheless, a form of stalemate was created, 
perhaps because many developments neutralized each other. The 
nuances of the strategic relationship have changed enormously. Yet this 
picture of a stalemate impervious to technological break-throughs cap-
tured the reality of the evolving relationship more accurately than some 
of the more dramatic presentations that became more popular later in 
the decade. 
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The Gaither Report 

The Gaither Report, presented to the National Security Council in 1957, 
shared the Killian Report's anxiety over the race to deploy ICBMs, and 
the vulnerability of the US deterrent: 'The current vulnerability of SAC 
to surprise attack during a period of lessened world tension (i.e. a time 
when SAC is not on a SAC "alert" status), and the threat posed to SAC by 
the prospects of an early Russian ICBM capability, call for prompt reme-
dial action.' In order to maintain the US advantage and to prevent 'both 
the Russians and our allies', believing that the US will 'feel increasing 
reluctance to employ SAC in any circumstance other than when the 
United States is directly attacked', active and passive civil defence meas-
ures were urged, including 'a program to develop and install an area 
defence against ICBMs at the earliest possible date'. 

In its timetable of future relative strength, the Report confirmed the 
accuracy of the earlier Killian prediction of the 1956-60 period as being 
one of comparative US advantage. 'This could be the time to negotiate 
from strength, since the US military position vis-a-vis Russia might 
never be so strong again.' The precondition would be an adequate 'alert' 
status for SAC. Without such, a surprise Soviet attack 'might also com-
pletely disarm' the 'air atomic strike capability' of the US. Similarly inad-
equate protection for the Soviet equivalent to SAC would leave them 
vulnerable. With neither properly protected 'a surprise attack could 
determine the outcome of a clash between these two major powers'.8 

The most worrisome prediction, erroneous as it turned out, was that 
the USSR was leading in the race for a significant ICBM capability. If suc-
cessful this would render SAC vulnerable. The period 1959-62 was thus 
described as 'very critical'. By the mid-1960s SAC should be protected, 
an early warning capability developed and a start made on anti-ICBM 
defences. In such circumstances, the only way in which either side could 
avoid total destruction would be 'a nationwide fall-out shelter program'. 

Neither of the two reports believed that the first strike need be critical 
if appropriate measures were taken in time. The latter report derived 
its sense of urgency from the fact that these measures had yet to be 
taken. One of the briefings to the Gaither Committee was by Albert 
Wohlstetter who presented them with a similar analysis to that later 
published in Foreign Affairs on 'The delicate balance of terror'. Where they 
differed was on the feasibility of defence. The Killian Report saw little like-
lihood of defences adequate to permit survival against a full-scale attack, 
or that there could be much escape from a condition of stalemate. Here 
the Gaither Report diverged. Starting from the early 1970s it envisaged 
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dramatic improvements in the quantity and quality of long-range bal-
listic missiles, but also in 'means for detecting and defending against 
missile attacks'. It continued: 

The missiles in turn will be made more sophisticated to avoid destruc-
tion; and there will be a continuing race between the offense and the 
defense. Neither side can afford to lag or fail to match the other's 
efforts. There will be no end to the technical moves or countermoves. 

The strategic balance was seen to tend not towards stability but to 
an 'extremely unstable equilibrium', for 'a temporary technical advance 
(such as a high-certainty missile defense against ballistic missiles) 
could give either nation the ability to come near to annihilating the 
other'.9 

A situation could develop, indeed could be developing, in which 
groups of military technologists would be pitting their wits against each 
other, attempting to gain strategic advantage through technical innova-
tion. There would be no definitive solutions to military problems. 
Though recent innovations had aided the offence, there was no reason 
in principle why future innovations should not favour the defence. 
Then, in solving one problem for the defence, a new one would be cre-
ated for the offence. The solution to this would put new demands on the 
defence and so on. Thus ICBMs would render any progress in conven-
tional air defence systems irrelevant, but it was conceivable that one day 
an effective anti-ballistic missile (ABM) could be developed. Putting 
ICBMs in concrete shelters might protect them from incoming enemy 
missiles, but only until the enemy missiles improved their accuracy. 

There were two quite distinct views presented in the Reports concern-
ing the likely and desirable character of the evolving strategic relation-
ship between the two super-powers. The Killian Report pointed to the 
development of parallel capabilities for destruction, and viewed this 
with gloom because the United States would have lost its advantage and 
a false move by either side could result in complete catastrophe. In early 
1955 to recognize that the world's two greatest powers could literally 
wipe out each other and much else besides, and that there was no obvi-
ous way out of this impasse, was profoundly disturbing. This was espe-
cially dangerous given the hostility between these two powers and the 
American responsibility for holding back Soviet expansionism. 

By 1957 the desire for US superiority was still strong but there was a 
growing fear of Soviet superiority, in which case a balance of terror was 
preferable. There was concern over an offence-defence duel, fuelled by 
persistent technological innovations. This was viewed with gloom 
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because of the prospect of an unending arms race driven by the prospect 
of moments of terrifying weakness as well as moments of transitory 
superiority. Henry Kissinger articulated these fears in a 1960 article: 

Technology is volatile. The advantage of surprise can be over-
whelming. The forces-in-being are almost surely decisive - at least in 
all-out war. A major cause of instability is the very rate of technolo-
gical change. Every country lives with the nightmare that even if it 
puts forth its best efforts its survival may be jeopardized by a techno-
logical breakthrough on the part of its opponent.10 

George Kennan spoke of a dismal future if this weapons race was 
allowed to run its course: 

The technological realities of this competition are constantly chan-
ging from month to month and from year to year. Are we to flee like 
haunted creatures from one defensive device to another, each more 
costly and humiliating than the one before, cowering underground 
one day, breaking up our cities the next, attempting to surround our-
selves with elaborate shields on the third, concerned only to prolong 
the length of our lives while sacrificing all the values for which it 
might be worth while to live at all?11 

Mutual fears of surprise attack 

Thus, by the late 1950s, prominent strategic and military figures both in 
the United States and the Soviet Union were advocating the develop-
ment of a capacity for pre-emptive attacks. In both countries technolo-
gical progress was being monitored carefully and anxiously for further 
indications of some imminent breakthrough that would provide one 
side or the other with a decisive advantage. Such a situation involved 
obvious dangers. To prepare for pre-emption, each side would have to 
build up large counter-force capabilities with an instant readiness to fire. 
Such an effort could suggest to the other side preparations for an unpro-
voked first strike, so providing an incentive to pre-empt. With both 
nervous about a surprise attack, even in the absence of any crisis or 
aggression, a climate of fear and mutual distrust could develop which 
could end in an unnecessary race to pre-empt. Kissinger warned in 
the article cited above how measures taken for self-defence could be 
'indistinguishable to the other side from a desire to launch a surprise 
attack'. The structure of strategic forces 'may contribute to instability 
regardless of the intentions of the two sides'. 
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Fears such as these were not novel. The start of World War I was widely 
believed to have been accelerated because of the extra tensions gener-
ated by the rush to be the first to mobilize. There was a developing view 
of the cold war as a consequence of mutual fear and distrust rather than 
objective conflicts of interests. The precautionary measures taken by 
one side (based on its fears) provided cause for the fears of the other, in 
turn confirming the original fears. The cold war came to be seen as self-
sustaining. The concern now was that a similar spiral of misperception 
could result in an unnecessary hot war.12 

The possibility that war could be stimulated by purely military calcu-
lations had previously been associated with neglect. Inadequate military 
precautions by the peacefully inclined were seen as a temptation for 
aggressors. For example, failure to protect strategic forces offered an 
opportunity that men in the Kremlin would find hard to resist. In 1954 
Brodie had spoken of how a 'vulnerable strategic air force...is not 
merely of no value as a deterrent, it positively invites an attack that 
might otherwise not be contemplated'. On the same theme Kahn 
explained how 'We do not want a potential enemy's high command 
contemplating for months or years a possible opportunity to eliminate 
most of his supposed trouble at one blow.'13 

Now this was taken a stage further. Thomas Schelling demonstrated 
how the calculations of two sides normally able to resist the temptation 
to launch a surprise attack, could look quite different in a crisis. He 
called this 'the reciprocal fear of surprise attack'. 

If surprise carries an advantage, it is worth while to avert it by strik-
ing first. Fear that the other may be about to strike in the mistaken 
belief that we are about to strike gives us a motive for striking, and so 
justifies the other's motive. But, if the gains from even successful sur-
prise are less desired than no war at all, there is no 'fundamental' 
basis for an attack by either side. Nevertheless, it looks as though 
a modest temptation on each side to sneak in a first blow - a tempta-
tion too small by itself to motivate an attack - might become com-
pounded through a process of interacting expectations, with 
additional motive for attack being produced by successive cycles of 
'He thinks we think he thinks we think... he thinks we think he'll 
attack; so he thinks we shall; so he will; so we must'.14 

For such a cycle to start, two conditions would have to obtain. 
First strikes would have to carry a sizeable and perhaps decisive 
premium and both sides would require the capability to launch such 
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a strike - otherwise the fear of pre-emption would not be mutual. This 
second condition added to the premium attached to the first strike, 
for it could now deny the enemy the benefit of his first strike. For the 
temptation to pre-empt to arise, there would have to be a high state of 
tension between the two and a reasonable chance of an outbreak of war 
from another cause. As Glenn Snyder noted: 'It is very hard to believe 
that any country would deliberately accept the certainty of severe 
retaliatory damage in preference to the uncertain prospect of being the 
recipient of a first strike.'15 

A successful pre-emptive attack would have to reduce the potential 
damage of the enemy's retaliatory strike to be disarming. Counter-force 
capabilities required large forces. If the other side had only a moderate 
force, they could be saturated by a sufficiently large attack and so 
removed. But in such circumstances the adversary would not have a 
counter-force option of his own, so there would be no mutual fear of 
surprise attack and the need for pre-emption would not arise. This need 
would only arise if the adversary enjoyed comparable counter-
force capabilities. But then the problems of a disarming first strike would 
be that much greater. Indeed a strike of this sort would only be conceiv-
able if each attacking weapon could destroy more than one of the equiv-
alent weapons. The exchange must favour the offence. The only factor 
that could possibly alter this calculation would be the deployment of an 
effective ABM system which might obstruct the enemy's retaliation. 
However, if ABMs were used to provide defence of the retaliatory forces, 
rather than cities, then the demands on the first strike would be 
increased further. 

Technology and stability 

In terms of the model of an offence-defence duel there were therefore 
two profoundly destabilizing possibilities that would do grave damage 
to any stalemate. The first was the ability to launch a sudden disarming, 
counter-force attack taking out more offensive weapons than were being 
used to execute the attack. The second was the ability to block an 
incoming missile attack with active defensive measures. A possible third 
was civil defence measures sufficient to absorb an attack, reducing its 
effects to manageable levels. 

The Gaither Report depicted an ABM as one of the most unsettling 
possibilities for the future, representing it as the logical next stage 
in the arms race. The early designs for air defence in the nuclear age had 
been concerned with bomber attacks. During the 1950s a defensive 
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anti-aircraft system was developed in the United States. This involved a 
line of radars on sea and land to provide distant early warning, a variety 
of guided interceptors with supporting control facilities to get them to 
the right place at the right time, and a national command and control 
mechanism, intended to tie the local units together. Unfortunately, by 
the time the system had been developed, it had been rendered obsolete 
by the imminent arrival of ICBMs. 

Study of ways to cope with this new threat began in 1956. The design 
of interceptor missiles was not the most serious problem. The real diffi-
culty lay in detecting, identifying, tracking and predicting the trajectory 
of an incoming missile in sufficient time for the interceptor to be 
launched to meet it. To achieve this feat major improvements would be 
needed in a category of technological breakthroughs on a par with that 
of the ICBM itself. Herman Kahn noted that the statement: 'in the air 
and missile age the offense has an intrinsic advantage over the defense', 
was 'only true, if at all, because our sensors are not reliable .... A break-
through in this field comparable to the invention of radar in 1935 might 
well make all forms of air offense incredible costly.'16 

Even then, as every commentator was quick to point out, the require-
ments for successful defence would be exacting. The opportunities for 
deception and confusion by the offence would be considerable, while 
the tolerance of failure would be minimal. Kahn approved of air 
defence, even given its limitations, because it would impose constraints 
on the offence, 'forcing the enemy to use a high-performance bomber, 
to put only a small number of bombs on the bomber, and to confine 
himself to saturation and deceptive tactics'. Its main value would be in 
complementing the vast civil defence effort he believed to be vital. 

Whereas an effective active defence was considered a possibility, if not 
a probability, for the future, the specific protection of the retaliatory 
forces was a problem of the moment. The point was that the vulnerabil-
ity of US bombers to surprise attack was not necessary and could be rec-
tified by prompt action. The anxiety about the threat to SAC came not so 
much from the development of a Soviet doctrine of and capabilities for 
surprise attack, but because of the lack of interest in the SAC hierarchy in 
doing much to reduce the vulnerability of its bombers. Wohlstetter and 
his colleagues at RAND proposed providing each aircraft with a concrete 
shelter placed just below the ground as the optimum way of dealing with 
the problem. This was too defence-minded for the Air Force who pre-
ferred to concentrate on pre-emption to destroy Soviet offensive systems. 
The only precaution they would accept was continual airborne alert.17 
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The intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) - Thor and Jupiter -
being deployed in Europe to provide an early missile threat to the 
Soviet Union were as, if not more, vulnerable because of their fixed loca-
tions, lack of protection, slow reaction time (because of liquid fuelling), 
and proximity to the Soviet Union. 

The Minuteman ICBMs, then under development, would be less vul-
nerable. Dispersal would mean that it would not be possible for the 
enemy to destroy more than one with a single shot of his own. 
Protection in underground silos would ensure that the enemy's warhead 
would have to be extremely accurate to ensure destruction. Solid fuels 
would permit rapid launching and so a continuous high-alert status 
(hence the name Minuteman). The chances of survival could be further 
increased through mobility. Here the Polaris missiles, to be launched 
from submarines, also under development in the late 1950s, came into 
their own. 

A Navy document of 1958 spoke of how the 'fortress concept' of hard-
ened shelters and active defences merely promoted an arms race. 

It challenges the enemy in an area (endless production of higher-
yield, more-accurate missiles) where he is ready and able to respond 
impressively. Fortress-busting is always possible, since any fixed 
defenses, including all foreseeable anti-ICBM defenses, can be over-
whelmed by numbers. 

Mobility and concealment, on the other hand, would discourage an 
arms race: 

Numbers of missiles will avail the enemy nothing, if he does not 
know the location of his target. We in effect take an initiative which 
he can overcome only by maintaining hour-to-hour fire-comb sur-
veillance of all our land areas and the vast oceans. 

The Polaris submarines, with their locations unknown and unpre-
dictable, would be a 'comparatively cheap retaliatory system', according 
to Admiral Burke, the Chief of Naval Operations. 'It won't be necessary 
to maintain large residual forces of Polaris submarines against the possi-
ble destruction of surprise attack.' A force of invulnerable submarines 
carrying nuclear weapons could guarantee deterrence, releasing resources 
to prepare for limited war, a much more plausible eventuality than all-
out nuclear exchanges.18 
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Not everyone was so convinced, including many in the Navy hierar-
chy who saw a strategic nuclear force as diverting funds away from the 
large surface ships they preferred. Another objection was the expense 
involved in basing missiles in submarines. Wohlstetter was concerned 
with the fragility of the communications links, a concern that extended 
to all mobile systems, whether missiles under the sea or on railroads 
(there was a plan to put Minuteman on rails) or bombers on airborne alert. 
The Air Force, not pleased to have another service poaching missions, 
argued that submarines might well be extremely vulnerable to counter-
force attacks, especially given the size of the Soviet submarine fleet. 
Snyder noted, somewhat blandly, 'If the Soviets were to find a way to 
locate, identify, and trail all our Polaris submarines "on station" around 
the Soviet periphery, they might be able to destroy them all nearly 
simultaneously.'19 Kahn suggested other means for disabling submarines 
including indiscriminating area attacks on the ocean, perhaps using 
mines on the sea-bed. 

Kahn's main objection was that opting for mobility would entail the 
acquisition of a lower performance system. The expense would mean that 
fewer would be bought and those that were bought would have only small 
and inaccurate warheads. Fixed ICBMs would also exhibit these weak-
nesses to some degree. The result might well be to degrade the capacity for 
counter-city attacks (especially if the enemy had taken civil defence pre-
cautions) and preclude counter-force attacks altogether, so that the mis-
siles might be inadequate for retaliation. Wohlstetter provided an example 
of five half-megaton weapons with an average inaccuracy of two miles. 
These weapons would destroy half the population of a city of 900,000 
spread over 40 square miles. If the population were provided with shelters 
capable of resisting an over-pressure of 100 pounds per square inch, 
60 weapons would be needed. If deep rock shelters were available, the 
requirement could be pushed up to 1000. (Minuteman, when it arrived, had 
about twice the yield and half the inaccuracy that Wohlstetter postulated.) 

The short-range IRBMs, however, were suitable for counter-force 
attacks. Rathjens calculated that, as guidance depended on the early 
powered portion of the missile's flight, errors would increase with dis-
tance; a 1500-mile range IRBM should only have a quarter of the delivery 
error of a 5500-mile ICBM. As IRBMs would be less than half the price of 
ICBMs, on a cost basis they might well be in the order of 35 times as 
effective as ICBMs against hard-point targets (i.e. bomber and missile 
bases). However, Rathjens added 'that it cannot be emphasized too 
strongly that the closeness of [IRBM] bases to the Iron Curtain would 
make them appallingly vulnerable'. 
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The effort to reduce vulnerability would require a loss of offensive 
capability. This is why it was felt that missiles should not completely 
displace bombers. Bombers could carry a greater and more differentiated 
pay load and deliver it with higher accuracies. They could assess damage 
and even engage in some searches for the most appropriate victims. 
With men in control, a versatility was available that could not be found 
with a missile moving inexorably towards a single pre-planned target. 
Virtue could even be detected in a bomber's lack of speed; in a crisis they 
could be put on alert and even sent part of the way to their targets, thus 
signalling resolve, with the option of recall still available. Above all, they 
could find and attack discrete military targets, possibly including pro-
tected ICBMs.20 Their main disadvantages in a counter-force role were 
that they could not achieve surprise and their vulnerability to air 
defences. 

For those enamoured by counter-force and first-strike strategies the 
bomber was an attractive instrument of nuclear warfare. Going over 
completely to missiles would signal a commitment to second-strike 
strategies, a reduction of ambitions, a recognition that only a limited 
number of exceptional threats could be deterred. It would cast doubt on 
the extension of deterrence to other nations. 

Missiles would not be very good at fighting one another. Counter-
force attacks by missiles against other missiles were likely to be costly 
and ineffectual because of the opportunities for protection. Active 
defence by anti-missile missiles was also liable to be ineffectual because 
of the speed of the attacking weapons. The only real duel left was 
between the offence and passive measures for the protection of cities 
and economic facilities. If it were possible to afford these targets some 
protection comparable to that being provided for the nuclear forces 
themselves, then the small warheads of the missile force would have 
their destructive potential reduced, perhaps to levels acceptable for the 
defender. If, however, bombers were maintained to provide a greater 
range of options and more destructive power for the offence, they would 
also provide a greater opportunity for missile attacks. Air defence missile 
systems might well get sufficient warning to intercept an attacking 
bomber force; bombers sitting idle and in the open at air bases provided 
relatively easy targets for ICBMs. 

As long as bombers and IRBMs existed the tasks that all strategic forces 
could and would be required to perform were many and various. If 
it were decided to concentrate solely on long-range missiles then matters 
would be greatly simplified. Such a decision might result from improve-
ments in the quality and quantity of missiles, so that counter-city 
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missions, if not counter-force missions, could be performed with greater 
ease and effectiveness. The replacement of bombers by ICBMs by the 
other side would make the counter-force mission less feasible. The situa-
tion would then become more and not less stable. With no bombers and 
IRBMs there would be little incentive to get forces launched at the slight-
est hint of an enemy strike lest they be caught on the ground. The pre-
mium on surprise attacks would be drastically reduced with both sides 
sure that their forces would survive a first strike and then be able to 
inflict a devastating retaliatory blow. As James King noted the 'domin-
ance of the offensive', a theme that also runs right through Brodie's 
book Strategy in the Missile Age, was linked to 'the nuclear phase of the 
Air Age', and was likely to be replaced by the 'dominance of the deter-
rent' in the missile age.21 

All this indicated the error of assigning to technology a predomin-
antly disruptive role. With the move from the established bombers to 
the novel long-range missiles, some qualities would be gained while 
others would be lost. The net result would be to enhance strategies based 
on second strikes at the expense of those based on first strikes. One con-
sequence of this move would be to dampen fears of a cycle of mutually 
reinforcing fears of surprise attacks; it would clearly take a number of 
missiles in a counter-force strike to be sure of destroying a single enemy 
missile. In such circumstances, even if one believed that war was 
extremely likely, rather than pre-empt it might be better to let the enemy 
strike first. Even if an attacker used up all his striking force, he would still 
not be able to obliterate the retaliatory force. The damage caused by retal-
iation even by a reduced force - so long as it was specifically directed at 
the cities of the aggressor - would probably be greater than the indirect 
damage to one's own cities resulting from an all-out counter-force 
attack. 

The advantages of the resultant stability were such that some argued 
that the US should move to embrace it, even at the expense of renoun-
cing counter-force as an objective, and even encouraging the develop-
ment of invulnerable Soviet systems, so that they need not feel anxious 
about US surprise attacks. Oskar Morgenstern stated the principle: 'In 
order to create a nuclear stalemate under conditions of nuclear plenty it 
is necessary for both sides to possess invulnerable retaliatory forces.'22 

Others balked at this. Snyder wrote that, given the US need to 'present 
the Soviets with at least some risk that we would strike first if sufficiently 
provoked', it could not 'be in the US interest... for the Soviets to make 
their weapons invulnerable to our counter-force fire'. In order to be able 
to fight all-out war more efficiently and deter less than all-out Soviet 
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attacks on Europe, Snyder advocated keeping some IRBMs and bombers 
in the force, despite their vulnerability.23 

With the US provision of credible nuclear threats providing the basis 
of NATO's strategy, Snyder's concern was understandable. Yet, with the 
declining opportunities for counter-force attacks that would result as the 
Russians took steps to protect their own forces, there would be a corres-
ponding decline in the attractiveness of any strategy that could require 
taking the nuclear initiative. Instead of technology offering new ways 
out of this dilemma, it was confirming the stalemate. 
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Section 5 
The Strategy of Stable Conflict 
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12 
The Formal Strategists 

Behind the whole argument about first-strike strategies was a crisis of 
identity for the military, and particularly for the Air Force. Such strategies 
offered the last best hope of fighting a nuclear war according to established 
military concepts. The idea of counter-force attacks could be traced to the 
early doctrines of strategic air bombardment and this provided a sense of 
continuity with former days. Apart from the problems created for the 
Western Alliance, if no feasible method could be found of executing a first 
strike successfully, the Air Force would be left without a means of engaging 
in a war that could bring victory in any plausible or tolerable way. 

The crisis went even deeper, for, in the construction of all conceivable 
strategies, the capabilities of the new weapons were far more pertinent 
than the qualities of the men who were to use them. With the coming 
of the missile age this process was accelerated. Destruction was becom-
ing more automated and less resistible. The links with traditional milit-
ary practices were tenuous. The bomber pilot, weaving through air 
defences, locating his target and releasing his bombs, was to be replaced 
by a technician, situated in some underground silo, protected by con-
crete and ready to launch his pre-targeted missile only on the receipt of 
a signal from a distant commander. 

The human element was being concentrated into the decision to 
employ nuclear weapons and the unambiguous communication of the 
relevant commands. Technical skill and ingenuity were devoted to the 
design and production of offensive weapons, reducing the opportunities 
for enemy defences, but in the process also reducing the demands on pro-
fessional military talents. The implementation of an order to attack would 
involve the employment of modern means of communication and a strict 
adherence to orders. Loyalty and discipline were in fact the only tradi-
tional military virtues relevant to the missile age; heroism, leadership, 
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quick wits and other combat virtues had little place in this sort of warfare. 
Soldiers were not expected to take the initiative. Every move had to await 
authorization from political masters. The last vestige of a contest with the 
armed forces of the other side, rather than the destruction of his society, 
would be lost. When remote-controlled missiles dominated the force struc-
ture of both sides, the human element of war would be lost altogether. 

In the United States, the military also found themselves being eclipsed 
by new types of experts more tuned to the perplexing demands of the 
nuclear age. Civilians intruded into domains once occupied solely by 
the professional military. The art of combat lost its relevance when the 
aim was to deter and when any future war would be fought in such a 
radically different manner from those of the past. The problems of 
national defence were those of the management of technical innova-
tion, large-scale engineering projects and far-flung organizations, and of 
the formulation of a credible doctrine for the employment of means of 
unprecedented destruction. The responsible politicians turned to civil-
ian specialists to provide guidance and assistance. 

Novel forms of expertise became associated with each aspect of defence 
policy. This was as true for the development and manipulation of stra-
tegic concepts as it was for the design of a missile nose-cone. These 
specialist civilian strategists approached their subject with tools supplied 
by contemporary social science, particularly economics. The authors of 
an influential book published in 1960 by the RAND Corporation - the 
spiritual, and often actual, home of the new strategy - explained that 
'Essentially we regard all military problems as, in one of their aspects, 
economic problems in the efficient allocation and use of resources.'1 

The intellectual apparatus developed by the civilian strategists was 
designed to cope with situations characterized by complexity and uncer-
tainty. They were masters of powerful logical reasoning based on simpli-
fying assumptions. The essence of the strategy that emerged was that 
any use or threat of use of nuclear weapons should be seen as a 
supremely political act, reducing the potential relevance of purely milit-
ary considerations. They did not devise new strategies for the military 
but strategies for politicians. These had the expressed intention of min-
imizing the influence of military considerations. For want of a better 
term, this might be called a strategy of stable conflict. 

Military problems and the scientific method 

The civilian scientist's claims for his advice on military problems to 
be taken seriously rested upon his ability to devise solutions through 
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disciplined reasoning and by using techniques available for handling 
and interpreting large quantities of conflicting data. These, he could 
argue, were more credible than those based on the fruits of military 
experience. The first attempt to use quantitative methods, by 
F. W. Lanchester in his book on Aircraft in Warfare of 1916, did little 
more than demonstrate mathematically certain military principles well 
understood in practice. During World War II opportunities arose for 
scientists to offer impressive guidance for actual operations, based 
on intensive study of the successes and failures of past operations. The 
practical nature of the work was captured by its description: 
'Operational Research'. One of its founders, Professor Blackett, differen-
tiated it from other areas where the scientific method was being used to 
study social phenomena because of 'the direct relation of the work to 
executive action'.2 

Operational Research began in Britain with studies for the RAF on 
how to make best use of radar. Some of its early success can be seen in 
anti-submarine warfare. Other studies led to recommendations on the 
most appropriate size for convoys and on the most effective targets for 
air-raids on Germany. A number of features of this early work need to be 
emphasized in order to contrast it with post-war military applications of 
the scientific method. The data for operations research were taken from 
the accumulated experience of actual operations. The conclusions 
derived from the systematic analysis of these data, often with recourse 
to mathematical techniques, could be translated into tactical advice for 
future combat. It was therefore a complement to traditional forms of 
military planning and not a substitute for it. The operations most likely 
to benefit from the application of these techniques were those in which 
there were large numbers of comparable engagements on which to base 
analysis and in which sufficient factors were constant to prevent the 
analysis being overwhelmed by too many variables. Sir Solly Zuckerman 
noted that field warfare presented problems. It moved too fast for 
any results to be applied and 'the situations in field warfare were infinitely 
more varied than in either air or sea war'.3 

In the post-war years comparable research had to address itself to 
possible operations that were completely without precedent. The 
relevant weapons had often not been built when the studies were done 
and would never be tested in combat. If war came there would be no 
opportunity for learning through trial and error. There would be one 
trial in which no margin of error would be tolerable. Exchanges of 
nuclear firepower defied human imagination and often reason. All that 
was known was a considerable amount about the effect of a wide variety 
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of types of nuclear explosions based on the aftermath of the detonations 
over Hiroshima and Nagasaki and subsequent nuclear tests,4 and 
estimates about the properties of the alternative means of delivery 
and means of defence. With the improvement of methods for intelli-
gence collection increasing amounts of information were deduced about 
the capabilities of the potential adversary. 

There was therefore still a certain amount of material with which to 
continue the operational research tradition. Analysts attached to the 
armed forces worked on operational questions, such as the optimum 
altitude of bomb release or the best way to penetrate air defences. Soon 
the range of issues widened to provide guidance to governments on 
crucial policy decisions concerning the design, procurement, basing, 
control and operation of new weapons. In the United States there was a 
growth of quasi-autonomous organizations, such as RAND, funded by 
government contracts for studies on these policy decisions. As the staff 
of these organizations also published their work in books and journals, 
the outside world was provided with a glimpse of the relevant analytical 
techniques and, on a non-classified basis, samples of the fruits of their 
application. No comparable organizations emerged in Europe. The 
necessary information and the devices for processing this information 
remained scarce and monopolized by governments. 

In the US the output of the operational researchers became influential. 
Academic strategists were exposed to it during visits to the RAND 
Corporation or at conferences and seminars where the two groups 
mixed. Nevertheless, much of their work was either classified or highly 
technical. Wohlstetter described analysts, such as those who worked 
with him on the study which discovered the SAC's vulnerability 
problem, as 'the largely unsung heroes of strategy in the nuclear age'.5 

The credit for developing the first-strike/second-strike distinction 
and recognizing the difficulties of maintaining stable deterrence, he 
argued, should go to those working in this empirical tradition, and not 
to the strategic writings of the natural and social scientists, on the whole 
unfamiliar to the teams working at RAND on the relevant studies in the 
early 1950s. 

The sort of work undertaken at RAND became known as 'systems 
analysis'. The precise nature of this work is difficult to pin down 
because, in the 1950s, some sort of systems approach appeared in 
attempts to deal with all manner of questions from the trivial to the fun-
damental. The word 'system' came to be a vogue adjective, indicating a 
capacity to view problems as a whole, rather than in fragmented com-
ponents, and to master complexity. The term was adopted in a variety of 
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distinct occupations, each with their own literature and specialist 
jargon. It could be used in connection with complicated engineering 
projects, so that it became necessary to talk of 'weapons systems' rather 
than a mere weapon (to belie the notion that a single item of military 
equipment could perform any useful task by itself). The search for the 
most effective way to perform given tasks at the lowest possible cost 
became known as 'systems analysis'. Meanwhile, systems theory 
described an academic aspiration for an all-embracing conceptual 
framework. 

A variety of systems approaches were adopted to help plan large 
military programmes or to aid decision-makers in some of their more 
difficult choices. Inevitably much of this work took for granted 
the underlying conflict that inspired and informed defence policy. 
As Albert Wohlstetter noted, for them 'conflict elements are not in the 
centre of analysis. They are treated by assumption or suppressed.' This is 
where strategists, such as Wohlstetter, came in. Their role was 'in the 
systematic study and design of the major alternatives for conflict 
systems'. This involved: 

[T]he explicit outline and study of alternative systems of interdepend-
ent parts where the comparative performance of a system is affected 
not only by the machines and the men who are elements in the 
system but also by the opposing behaviour of men and machines 
outside.6 

Thus strategic studies involved the consideration of one very particular 
sort of system. 

In this manner it was possible to make the best of the available infor-
mation and even to work out how to generate some more, but it was not 
possible to compensate fully for the lack of hard information. The limits 
of this method were determined by the number and range of the vari-
ables and the extent of what could not be known. One result was to 
encourage a tendency, which gradually became more acute, to place an 
extremely sophisticated technical analysis within a crude political 
framework. The 'conflict systems', to use Wohlstetter's terminology, 
concentrated on the relationship between the capabilities of the poten-
tial belligerents and speculated on the physical consequences of their 
hostile interaction, varying assumptions within parameters that could 
be empirically determined. Where the analysis became far less effective 
and satisfactory was when considering the 'conflict system' as a rela-
tionship between men and political structures, rather than machines. 
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Here most of the 'evidence' was soft - drawn from inadequate historical 
parallels, from limited experience of crises and from untutored intuition. 

Little could be known about the likely responses of human beings to 
any of the situations that they were liable to find themselves in during a 
nuclear war - either in deciding whether to launch a nuclear attack, or 
in implementing this decision, or in anticipating and suffering the 
results. There were unavoidable uncertainties over whether it was rea-
sonable to expect a nuclear war to have it own conventions and ground 
rules of the sort evident in the warfare of the past. One possibility 
mooted was the mutual avoidance of cities. On the other hand a nuclear 
exchange might be unremitting and indiscriminate. With each side able 
to choose from a variety of strategies there were many possible scenarios 
and this added further complications to military planning. 

It was not only that there was a range of choice likely to face decision-
makers. Many of the influences that would shape those choices lay 
outside the scope of any manageable 'conflict system' - in culture, 
economics or a series of temporary phenomena that could not be anti-
cipated in models. The construction of 'scenarios' of East-West crises to 
provide a context for war-gaming could, if the scenario was presented 
often enough, turn doubtful hypotheses into plausible contingencies. 
For example, the 'Hamburg Grab' had great value in analysing how one 
might cope with a limited, probing action against a significant piece of 
territory, but it was chosen because of Hamburg's proximity to the 
Eastern border rather than its intrinsic value. The interests that might 
lead one nation to engage in provocative adventures with a high risk of 
disaster became less relevant in the analyses than the question of how it 
might succeed. It was as if police officers were being taught the art of 
homicide detection in terms of opportunity and murder weapon, but 
never motive. 

The errors of adopting methodologies suited to the construction of a 
military force when considering its employment in complex political 
situations and of allowing crucial but unpredictable factors to be either 
excluded from the analyses for reasons of methodological rigour or else 
included in a wholly specious, quantified form, became exposed in the 
Vietnam War. However, even before this sorry experience, some of the 
former practitioners of operations research in Britain expressed concern 
over the ahistorical and apolitical bias of the American researchers, 
warning that more was being sought in the 'scientific method' than 
could ever be provided. Patrick Blackett complained of 'bizarre' recom-
mendations based on a pseudo-science that was insensitive to the real 
attributes of nations and decision-makers.7 Sir Solly Zuckerman 
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commented that: 

[I]t is based upon assumptions about human behaviour which seem 
totally unreal. It neither constitutes scientific analysis nor scientific 
theorising, but is a non-science of untestable speculations about 
Western and Soviet bloc behaviour.8 

One alternative was to rely on common sense - the sum of personal 
understanding of human nature and more immediate political 
circumstances - to develop judgments on how reasonably sensible and 
responsible national leaders might act under various scenarios. Such an 
approach could not provide definitive answers, not only because it was 
patently subjective, but also because by necessity it would be sensitive to 
changes in the prevailing conditions in international politics. It allowed 
for a few simple generalizations, but offered little room for systematic 
theorizing about nuclear strategy. 

Yet another alternative was to assume the emerging situation to be 
wholly novel, forget the past, return to first principles and attempt to 
build up a new theory appropriate to the new age. The interest here was 
in a pure theory of strategy with premises, logic, and conclusions 
relevant to East-West relations but not derived from them. Those 
who developed their judgments and prescriptions through this sort of 
disciplined, formalized reasoning will be called here the 'formal stra-
tegists'. The exemplary formal strategist was Thomas Schelling, with 
Morton Kaplan, Glenn Snyder, Daniel Ellsberg, Malcolm Hoag and 
Oskar Morgenstern also having a right to inclusion. The exemplary 
methodology for the formal strategists was provided by Game Theory. 

Game Theory 

Game Theory provided an approach to the design and study of conflict 
systems. It had been invented by the distinguished mathematician 
John von Neumann in the 1920s and developed in a joint work with 
Oskar Morgenstern in 1944.9 It was not the only type of refined theory 
of conflict available to formal strategists, nor was it always employed in 
a pure form. For a time, until the mid-1960s, the employment of matri-
ces was sine qua non of a serious strategist, though the models and 
mathematics were often applied in a somewhat desultory manner. 
Nevertheless, the appearance of quantification was taken to indicate rig-
orous scholarship. The conclusions and prescriptions encouraged by 
Game Theory could often be reached by less exotic forms of reasoning. 
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Some leading strategists such as Kahn used it only sparingly. Others, 
such as Morton Kaplan, had brief flirtations with Game Theory only to 
abandon it later. To a large measure its notoriety resulted from the fact 
that one of the most original contributors to formal strategy, Thomas 
Schelling, and one of its most trenchant critics, Anatol Rapaport, were 
both leading exponents of the techniques of Game Theory.10 

The importance of Game Theory was that it provided a means of 
reducing strategic problems to a manageable form in which the 
dilemma and the paradoxes of the age could be bared and solutions 
explored. It exemplified a certain type of thinking, presenting it in its 
purest form. It was certainly not a sufficiently powerful instrument to 
shape opinion itself. Nor could it be taken as some sort of scientific 
proof for particular policies, though it was on occasion presented as 
such. As a form of logical reasoning it depended on premises which were 
subjectively determined. It could offer valuable insights into behaviour. 
What it could not do was to predict how actors in the real world would 
respond to situations approximating to those in the theoretical models, 
or even to say how they ought to respond, given that the relevant 
decision-makers could well attribute different values to the alternative 
outcomes of a particular 'game'. 

The aspiration of Game Theory was to suggest rules for successful par-
ticipation in any conflict, be it at home, work or play, on the roads or in 
international relations. A game of strategy was one in which the best 
course of action for each player depended on what the other players did, 
and could be distinguished from games of skill or chance. This emphasis 
on the interdependence of the adversaries' decisions provided the essence 
of the theory.11 The second important assumption was that of rational 
behaviour, based on calculations aimed at maximizing values. No particu-
lar set of values was associated with 'rational' behaviour in this sense. All 
that was required was that whatever the values, they were held in an 
explicit, transitive and internally consistent manner. The values attached 
to alternative outcomes of games were known as payoffs. The aim of a 
game was to maximize payoffs while being cognizant of the adversary's 
similar intention. The range of choices permitted to each player was 
decided either by rules which could be mutually agreed, or by restraints 
imposed by the situation. Because each player affected the moves of the 
other, the resources available to shape alternative outcomes influenced the 
other's moves through their potential. The actual application of resources 
came when the moves had been decided and were being played out. 

Games could vary according to the number of participants 
(two-person, three-person...n-person games) and the extent of the 
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conflict of interest. A zero sum game was one in which the potential 
gains were fixed and so one player gained exactly what the other lost. 
Non-zero sum or variable sum games were those in which one's gain did 
not necessarily correspond to the other's loss. Both could win or both 
could lose, or there could be various mixes of gains and losses. For the 
most part, the application of Game Theory to strategic studies concen-
trated on two-person non-zero sum games. The two super-powers pro-
vided the players and the possibility of mutual nuclear destruction 
ensured that there was a shared interest in avoiding certain outcomes. 
If the payoffs for each player depended on decisions taken by the other 
player, and if there were certain outcomes which could suit the interests 
of both players, then what resulted was not all-out conflict but a 
carefully constructed bargain, which included elements of co-operation. 

Some of the uses to which game theory were put by strategists were 
severely criticized.12 A frequent complaint was of unreal assumptions. 
The concern was not so much with the assumption of interdependence of 
players or the possibility of co-operation. Indeed the gravamen of 
Rapaport's argument was that the use of theory suited to the analysis 
of conflict allowed far too little scope for the analysis of forms of co-
operation. The basic problem was with the assumption of rationality. 
The prescriptions of the theory only seemed to work if the players 
would, in practice, be rational, calculating and 'utility-maximizing'. No 
regard was taken of a whole range of psychological and sociological factors -
such as mental quirks, lack of awareness, domestic political pressures, 
value-conflicts or sheer errors of judgment. 'Purely instrumental choice 
unhindered either by emotional or ideological blocks on the one hand, 
or by ignorance on the other, exists only in the abstract world of game 
theory.'13 Furthermore, the opportunities for action and thus the range 
of choice were determined by the structure of the game, which was the 
creation of the theorist. As the structure of any game was unlikely to be 
reproduced exactly in real life, one could not predict the course of 
rational decision. Finally the situations described in Game Theory were 
static. There was a single judgment about values, the calculation of 
moves, and the receipt of payoffs. Yet in international affairs policy-
makers had to deal with a sequence of events in which their assump-
tions and circumstances were liable to rapid change. Their sense of 
values could also be affected as the full meaning of certain outcomes 
became apparent. 

The tenuous relationship, between the contrived world of the theory 
and the real world, limited the practical validity of any conclusions. Yet, 
it was argued, the opposite was often believed. The excessive use of 
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quantification and the scientific pretensions created an aura of objectivity 
that was quite undeserved. For example, the payoffs connected with the 
alternative outcomes had to be compared along some scale. One 
course of action that might be rational if one assigned a high value to 
the prevention of a Soviet take-over of Western Europe would seem less 
sensible if one was indifferent to the fate of Western Europe. This created 
a danger, through the manipulation of payoff values, of putting excep-
tional and awful strategic moves, that would result in mass death and 
destruction, in the realm of the possible and the rational. 

Most strategists using Game Theory were aware of the limitations of 
the pure theory and provided the appropriate qualifications, though 
now and again extravagant claims would be made. The counter to the 
charge of unreal assumptions was that this was based on a misunder-
standing of the role of theory. As Schelling explained, the assumption of 
rational behaviour was not necessarily close to the truth, but it was pro-
ductive for the development of new and relevant concepts.14 Hedley Bull 
commented wryly: 

A great deal of argument about military strategy...postulates the 
'rational action' of a kind of 'strategic man', a man who on further 
acquaintance reveals himself as a university professor of unusual 
intellectual subtlety. In my view this kind of formal theorizing is of 
great value in the discussion on strategic matters when it represents 
not a prediction of what will happen in the real world but a deliber-
ate and conscious abstraction from it, which must later be related 
back again to the world.15 

The model could not predict or explain actual behaviour, though it 
would suggest criteria for judging behaviour. The most important point, 
however, was that there was no valid, empirically founded theory avail-
able. Men fighting nuclear wars had not been observed in action. There 
were no analogous situations to draw upon. Human imagination 
or intuition was inadequate to cope. The abstractions of Game Theory 
and similar devices were useful as much because of the lack of suitable 
alternatives than anything else. 

The success of the formal strategists was in providing a rationale for 
a policy of stable deterrence based on secure second-strike forces. It was 
a policy determined to a large extent by technology, but the strategists 
made the abandonment of a first-strike option a source of satisfaction 
rather than a disappointment. The theory was potent here because it 
was concerned with a basic question of strategic doctrine to be answered 
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within reasonably well-defined parameters that were not subject to 
frequent and radical changes. The failure of the formal strategists came 
with their inability to provide a convincing answer to the problem of 
what to do 'if deterrence failed'. They offered a measured response as an 
alternative to all-out war but the arguments lacked plausibility and 
collapsed into paradox. To illustrate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
formal strategists it is necessary to examine two of the most famous 
'games': 'Prisoner's Dilemma' and 'Chicken'. 

Prisoner's Dilemma and Chicken 

The Prisoner's Dilemma is set by a public prosecutor. He has two prisoners 
both under strong suspicion for committing a serious crime. Without 
confessions he cannot secure a conviction. He separates the two suspects 
and tells them that they have two alternatives; they can confess or remain 
silent. If both remain silent he will prosecute them on a minor charge and 
they will receive light sentences (1 year). If both confess they will be pros-
ecuted but with a recommendation for a sentence below the maximum 
(5 years). If one confesses and the other does not then the confessor will 
get a lenient sentence (3 months) while the other will be prosecuted for 
the maximum sentence (10 years). The two players are left alone in separ-
ate cells to think things over. To predict their answers we can look at the 
matrix, shown in Figure 1. The answer is that they both confess. A unable 
to conspire with B knows that if he remains silent he risks 10 years' 
imprisonment; if he confesses he risks only 5 years. Furthermore, 
if B decides to go for the solution that would be of the greatest mutual 
benefit and so remains silent, by confessing A can improve his own posi-
tion, though, in a sense, double-crossing B. Game Theory predicts that 
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Figure 1 The figures in the corners refer to expectation of sentence 
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B will follow the same reasoning. This is known as the minimax strategy, 
in that it guarantees the best of the worst possible outcomes. 

The main point of this game is that the two players were forced into 
conflict with the result that they suffered a worse result than if they had 
been able to communicate and co-ordinate their answers and if they 
trusted each other to keep to the agreed strategy. The use of this game to 
illuminate an arms race is quite straightforward. If A devotes consider-
able resources to new weapons, at best he can gain a decisive lead over B 
and at worst he will deny B any advantage. However, if A and B agreed 
on measures to dampen down arms spending then both could enjoy 
equivalent security at a lower cost. 

In the game of Chicken two cars are driven towards each other by 
delinquent teenagers anxious to prove their toughness. The first to 
swerve loses. If both swerve nothing is gained but if neither swerve 
everything is lost. If A swerves and B does not then A suffers humiliation 
and B gains prestige. The matrix appears as shown in Figure 2. The 
minimax strategy dictates that they both swerve as the best of the worst 
outcomes. This is the solution that is to the greatest mutual benefit but 
it is not achieved by an act of co-operation or out of any sense of shared 
interests. Again there is no problem translating this into super-power 
relations. A diplomatic crisis can take on the appearance of a game of 
Chicken if each side is anxious to persuade the other than it is willing to 
go to the brink of war while both are desperately anxious to avoid an 
actual nuclear exchange. 

Some interesting points can be drawn from a comparison of these two 
games.16 The rules of Prisoner's Dilemma force two potential collaborators 
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into conflict, while those of Chicken encourage a mutually tolerable 
result despite conflict. 

If we analyse these games as single events between players who know 
nothing of each other but having the minimum information provided 
by the rules of the game, then the results are predictable. Working 
within the rules, there is no way out of the Prisoner's Dilemma. They 
can only be circumvented by setting up external mechanisms for estab-
lishing and confirming trust and agreeing on co-operative behaviour. 

By contrast, the rules of Chicken can be manipulated. Even if both 
players know that they will swerve some time before collision, it is pos-
sible to win by delaying swerving to the last possible moment. If we 
assume that both players are equal in the quality of their cars and their 
driving skills, then what is at question is each player's nerve, and their 
assessment of the other's nerve. If A considers B weak-willed he is liable 
to keep on a straight course, confident that B will swerve first. 

There are a number of ruses available to each player to create the 
impression of dedication to a collision course. He can swagger, boast, 
feign drunkenness, or pretend to lack the option of swerving. By throw-
ing the steering wheel out of the window or dismantling the brakes he 
could convince the other that he had no choice but to go straight ahead. 
The point about such ruses is that a rational player, desirous of victory, 
has to put on a play of irrationality. The more that one could give an 
impression of having taken leave of one's senses, the greater the chances 
of prevailing in a head-on clash. The obvious difficulty when translated 
into nuclear confrontations was that the relevant leaders considered 
themselves rational and did not want a nuclear war. They might bluff, 
but would be unwilling to commit themselves to a patently irrational 
course of action without some escape. Whatever the show put on for the 
benefit of the other players (and spectators), in practice one foot would 
hover close to the brake pedal and the hands would stay firmly on the 
steering wheel. 

The problems of playing this game become even greater if it is to be 
repeated. How a player performs in one game will affect perceptions of 
his likely performance in the future. If a player capitulates in one game 
he increases his problems for next time round, when the other player 
can expect to be more confident. If over time an impression of weakness 
is created then the adjustments to behaviour can create a dangerous 
instability, either because this player is seeking to compensate for 
his unfortunate image or his opponent is seeking to exploit it. Added to 
the particular payoffs for each individual game are the larger stakes for a 
larger super-game. This super-game has the characteristics of Prisoner's 
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Dilemma. The question is whether to co-operate to call off the endless 
games of Chicken (with the consequent risk of a sudden challenge) or to 
persist in these games in the belief that each will, in the end, swerve. 

There is a further problem of the tempo at which these games are 
played. The processes of decision-making and decision-implementation 
vary in time for each player. In an arms race both may decide to produce 
a certain type of weapon but one may get it before the other and so 
enjoy a significant if temporary superiority. Two powers set on a colli-
sion course may both be determined to swerve, but one may be slower 
to respond to the decision and so find himself an inadvertent victor. The 
problems of timing add to the instabilities. 

Of course no discussion of this sort can do full justice to the full char-
acter of super-power relations in the nuclear age. What it does do is to 
illuminate, in a stark form, some of the perplexing aspects of these rela-
tions. Both games present stalemate as the predominant result. Using 
Prisoner's Dilemma as an analogy for an arms race, each player strives 
for strategic advantage because the other is likely to be doing the same, 
so they end up by neutralizing each other. The policy imperative that 
flows from this is to explore means of co-operation to secure the stale-
mate at a lower level. In the game of Chicken, both sides start equal and 
neither, if both act rationally, can 'win'. When the game is played 
between two nuclear powers, the rationality of swerving is increased 
because the consequences of collision are so horrendous. But if regular 
confrontations cannot be avoided, the policy imperatives that flow from 
this game are disturbing and ambiguous. There is a temptation to pre-
tend to be all those things that Game Theory assumes you are not -
non-calculating and 'non-utility maximizing'. These temptations are 
accentuated by the knowledge that the game is to be repeated. 

It is possible to do more than simply to note the paradox that one 
game encourages a search for co-operation while the other encourages a 
tough and uncompromising stand. The Prisoner's Dilemma applied to 
the super-power arms race concerns military relationships while 
Chicken concerns political relationships. In the first neither side is able 
to gain a decisive military advantage and in the second there is no milit-
ary way out of the predicament, because any clash will be mutually dev-
astating. In both cases the answer lies in some amendment to political 
relations - either in the extension of areas of co-operation or in some 
shift in what Snyder has labelled the 'balance of resolve'.17 These 
insights provided the basis for the Strategy of Stable Conflict. 



13 
Arms Control 

The prescriptive implications of the sort of abstract theorizing discussed 
in the last chapter were perplexing to many. In one sense they were 
quite radical in that they suggested a totally new approach to strategy 
and dealings with a potential enemy. In another sense they were 
extremely conservative because they took the status quo as a given, and 
devoted their energies to its preservation. Little hope was offered that 
the East-West conflict might be resolved either by political or military 
means. Their analyses yielded neither new ideas on how to achieve a 
political accommodation with the Soviet Union nor military concepts 
that opened up the prospect of victory. 

Despite an approach which encouraged strategies more political than 
military in nature, no answer was sought to the underlying political 
differences that separated East and West. One reason for this was 
methodology. Pure theories of strategy are preoccupied with players in 
opposition. Schelling explained that his theory 'degenerates at one 
extreme if there is not scope for mutual accommodation, no common 
interest at all even in avoiding mutual disaster; it degenerates at the 
other extreme if there is no conflict at all and no problem in identifying 
and reaching common goals'.1 Morgenstern opened his book by stating 
some 'fundamental facts' which 'we shall not be able to get away from 
in our lives'. These included the impossibility of defence against nuclear 
weapons and the lack of any place to hide should thermonuclear war 
break out. Another 'fact' was of 'two hostile parties' facing each other, 
each claiming to be powerful enough to destroy the other and neither 
believing the other's protestations of his peaceful intentions. 'Rather 
each party recognizes the deadly and growing capabilities of the other.'2 

To the formal strategists the interesting feature of this antagonism was 
its incompleteness. At times interests would coincide; the challenge was 
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to recognize and act upon this mutuality of interest. In translating 
theory into practice it was necessary to explain how mechanisms for 
facilitating co-operation could survive in an atmosphere dominated by 
deep antagonism. 

The source of a common interest was the risk of mutual destruction 
if any conflict got out of hand. A major premise of the formal strategists 
was the existence of a nuclear stalemate - or else its possible existence, 
if appropriate steps were taken. The value judgment was that such a 
stalemate was preferable to a situation in which both sides were striving 
for victory, and that measures to stabilize the nuclear relationship were 
more promising and realistic than attempts to eliminate nuclear 
weapons from international affairs. Their ideas appeared timely and 
relevant because the late 1950s and early 1960s was a time in which a 
stable nuclear balance could neither be taken for granted nor ruled out. 

The strategy of stable conflict 

If any one person can be identified as the author of the strategy of stable 
conflict it is Warren Amster, an operations analyst for the Convair 
Corporation (later part of General Dynamics). In 1954 he wrote a paper 
for Convair which contained the essence of the theory. This might not 
have been noticed but for the intervention of C. W. Sherwin, a former 
Chief Scientist for the Air Force, who publicized Amster's conclusions in 
an influential article which appeared in the Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists in May 1956.3 Sherwin also employed Game Theory to help 
him make his points. No other article anticipates so succinctly so much 
of what was to become conventional wisdom by the early 1960s. 

The enduring quality of the thesis lay in the relative accuracy of the 
technical forecasts. They compare favourably with Kahn's crystal-ball 
gazing discussed in Chapter 11, supporting the hypothesis that the 
understanding of the pace and significance of technological change was 
far more realistic in the mid-1950s than it became later in the decade. 
At the time Amster was writing, Convair was being considered (success-
fully) as the Air Force contractor for the ICBM programme, so it is not 
surprising that central to Amster's argument was a consideration of the 
impact of long-range missiles on the strategic balance. 

Amster argued that: 'We may well expect that the conversion to 
intercontinental missiles will be followed shortly by the development of 
military strategies that are fundamentally deterrent.'4 He identified the 
key features of missiles. They would not be very good at fighting each 
other, being too well-hidden and protected to be caught on the ground 
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and too fast to be caught in the air. Compared with missiles, cities were 
extremely vulnerable - soft, immobile and sprawling. 

Sherwin drew the conclusions: 

If forces are very costly to attack, and cities are very cheap to attack, 
the optimum force will not be very large. If the forces become more 
vulnerable, and the economies more effectively protected, security is 
reduced. If this development is carried far enough ... an arms race 
will develop, and - considering the nature of the new weapons - great 
advantage will thus accrue to the initial attacker.5 

This was precisely the fear that exercised a great many minds later in 
the decade and was already being seriously considered at RAND. 
Anticipating the introduction of missiles, Amster and Sherwin looked 
forward to a stable deterrent. To illustrate the consequences of this 
stable state, Sherwin provided a simple 'game' involving two tribes 
living in close proximity and armed with poison darts. They could not 
disarm each other - there was no defence and the poison was fatal. 
However, it took time to be effective, so there was a probability of retali-
ation. The only rational outcome was for neither tribe to start shooting. 

Transposing this game to East-West relations, Sherwin reported 
Amster's rules for maintaining this steady state if threatened by 
accident, design or some expanding local conflict. The rules were only 
to engage in strategic bombing if attacked in this manner oneself, 
responding to attacks on cities with comparable attacks on the oppo-
nent's cities, and to attacks on bomb-carriers by sending off an equiva-
lent number of carriers to those destroyed to bomb the opponent's 
cities. The retaliation would thus be measured, its purpose 'not to win, 
but to prove to the attacker that his losses are likely to be incredibly 
large, in the hope that by this demonstration the war will be stopped 
before both sides are irreparably destroyed'.6 

Deterrence would thus work through the punitive threat of irresistible 
hurt to the enemy's social and economic structure, rather than through 
the prospect of victory in combat. Even after the outbreak of war the 
attempt would be made to contain it through nuclear attacks that would 
emphasize what might happen in the future rather than to punish past 
aggression. This would be possible because new technologies were liable 
to make stability in deterrence almost 'natural'. 

Schelling's theoretical structure, reflecting his background as an 
economist, was much more elaborate than the one described above, 
yet many of its precepts were strikingly similar. He defined deterrence as 
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being concerned with the exploitation of potential force, using it to 
persuade a possible enemy that in his own best interest he should avoid 
certain courses of action. Schelling realized that nuclear strategy would 
have to be based on the essential properties of nuclear weapons (their 
power to cause immense pain and destruction) rather than on properties 
more relevant to previous generations of weapons. In the first chapter 
of his later book, Arms and Influence, Schelling spelled out the 
consequences of this recognition. 

He distinguished between two ways of employing military strength -
as brute force and as the power to hurt. Brute force provided a means of 
overcoming the enemy and of acquiring his territory. The power to hurt 
affected the adversaries' interests and intentions rather than his capabil-
ities, and could now be employed whatever the other's capabilities. 
Because it was concerned with pain, its value lay in its potential, as 
'latent violence', rather than in its actual use, though it might have to be 
used on occasion to communicate the potency of the violence at hand. 
Used carefully this power could influence the adversary. By making the 
implementation of a threat contingent upon future behaviour, his 
actions could be manipulated. It was thus a form of bargaining, albeit 
dirty, extortionate and reluctant; a diplomacy based on coercion. Brute 
force could be used as an alternative to bargaining but threatening hurt 
involved bargaining. 

Instances of emphasizing the threat of pain could be found from 
military history, but they had tended to come at a late stage in warfare. 
A military victory had been needed before the population could be put 
at risk. Now with nuclear weapons the threat had come to the fore while 
the quest for military victory was less relevant. If 'there is no room for 
doubt how a contest in strength will come out, it may be possible to 
bypass the military stage altogether and to proceed at once to coercive 
bargaining'. Military strategy could no longer be the science of military 
victory. Rather it would be the art of coercion, intimidation and deter-
rence.7 If anything, he suggested, a stable balance of terror could simply 
be viewed as 'a massive and modern version of an ancient institution: 
the exchange of hostages'. The exchange provided a guarantee of good 
behaviour; an unpleasant device, but effective in the absence of trust, 
good faith and mutual respect.8 One can note here that in his presump-
tions Schelling was close to the original proponents of strategic 
bombardment who also saw actual fighting with the enemy as an inter-
mediate stage which could now be dispensed with. But with strategic 
bombardment no bargaining was envisaged - just the pounding of the 
enemy until he went on his knees and begged to surrender. 
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The notion of military victory was alien to Schelling's scheme. 
Bargaining strength required retaining the power to hurt and success 
depended on skill in exploiting it. Striving for a military victory could 
unsettle the whole relationship, because of the 'reciprocal fear of 
surprise attack' discussed in Chapter 11. In such an aggravated situation, 
the bargaining aspect was lost: the controlled and considered use of 
strength for the promotion of political interests would be displaced by 
the scramble to avoid military defeat. In order to ensure that military 
strength was used solely for the purposes of bargaining over political 
interests, efforts had to be made to avoid war through miscalculation. 
Both sides must feel confident in their second-strike capabilities. This 
could be assisted if each took steps to reassure the other that they were 
not planning a first strike. 

Schelling used this criterion of stability to classify weapons. The best 
weapons were protected from a first strike and insufficiently accurate for 
counter-force attacks. Their invulnerability provided no incitement to 
launch on warning and would give their owner the confidence that 
there would always be weapons available for a second strike. Their 
incompetence at counter-force attacks obviously made them inadequate 
for first strikes. This inadequacy would demonstrate to an opponent that 
only a second strike was a serious option. Cities would be threatened, 
not weapons. A capability to kill millions of people became morally 
neutral because it was reactive. A first strike, killing hundreds of 
weapons, was the more heinous crime because that would, almost auto-
matically, trigger a second strike. The crime was to start a nuclear war; 
not to prosecute it with murderous intensity. 

A weapon that can hurt only people, and cannot possibly damage the 
other side's striking force, is profoundly defensive; it provides its 
possessor no incentive to strike first. It is the weapon that is designed 
or deployed to destroy 'military' targets - to seek out the enemy's 
missiles and bombers - that can exploit the advantage of striking first 
and consequently provide a temptation to do so.9 

Such reasoning led one to conclusions that seemed quite bizarre to the 
military mind. The argument was to abstain from the most advanced 
and militarily useful weapons, while encouraging the enemy to improve 
his defences. For example Schelling discussed the 'nuclear-weapon 
submarine'. Because of the difficulty of detecting and destroying 
submarines they were considered the most invulnerable launch plat-
forms for nuclear weapons and so admirable for second-strike purposes. 
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Schelling noted that Americans ought not to want a monopoly of these 
submarines for 'if in fact we have either no intention or no political 
capacity for a first strike it would usually be helpful if the enemy were 
confidently assured of this'.10 

If Schelling's conclusions were considered bizarre by the military, his 
premises were as strange to many liberals. Liberals had opposed strategic 
bombardment as a particularly uncivilized form of warfare. Within gov-
ernment they had resisted the continued effort to perfect thermonuclear 
means of destroying cities, attempting in the late 1940s and early 1950s 
to divert research on nuclear weapons to designs for tactical, battlefield 
use. Outside government they had deplored Western reliance on such 
weapons and had spoken with gloom and despondency of the future of 
mankind in the absence of effective international measures to promote 
disarmament. To turn the capacity for city destruction into a virtue and 
to use this as a foundation for peace and stability was quite perverse. Yet 
by the mid-1960s this approach had become almost the party 'line' for 
liberals, with few dissenters. 

Disarmament to arms control 

The approach in question can be described as 'arms control', though the 
meaning of this term has now been broadened to include the substance 
and process of all international negotiations concerned with regulating 
armaments. When the term was first becoming popular, it signified a 
shift in emphasis towards the notion of managing rather than eliminat-
ing the arms race. To be 'out of control' would be to be abandoned to 
fate and human destiny to be beyond human decision. Thus arms con-
trol did not offer the promise of release from the dangers and costs of 
war-fighting and war-preparedness; it offered no sense of a final solution 
to the 'curse of armaments upon mankind'. Rather there would, for an 
indefinite duration, be a series of mutually agreed adjustments to force 
structures. 

Schelling had already indicated his scepticism as to the benefits of dis-
armament, which up to this point had described international objec-
tives in this area. He noted how, when one started to worry about 
surprise attacks, one could take the opposite view from a traditional dis-
armer. The more weapons one had, the more difficult it was for the 
adversary to wipe them out in a surprise attack. An agreement involving 
large numbers would be also easier to maintain: '[T]he difficulty of 
one side's cheating, by disguising and concealing extra missiles, or 
breaking the engagement and racing to achieve a dominant number, is 
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more than proportionally enhanced by any increase in the starting 
figures of both sides.'11 

The second aspect of arms control as a concept was that it was not to 
be as alien to military thinking as disarmament. Schelling described it in 
a book he wrote with Morton Halperin as 'a promising, but still only 
dimly perceived, enlargement of our military strategy'. It rested upon 
the explicit recognition of the incompleteness of the antagonism 
between the major powers: 

[W]hile a nation's military force opposes the military force of 
potentially hostile nations, it must also collaborate, implicitly if not 
explicitly, in avoiding the kinds of crises in which withdrawal is intol-
erable for both sides, in avoiding false alarms and mistaken inten-
tions, and in providing - along with its deterrent threat of resistance 
or retaliation in the event of unacceptable challenges - reassurance 
that restraint on the part of potential enemies will be matched by 
restraint of our own.12 

Arms control would complement deterrence by making it possible to 
confine nuclear weapons to this role, without hint of adventurism or of 
the sort of laxity in procedures which could result in unauthorized use. 

Herman Kahn also expressed the view that arms control was benefi-
cial. He saw advantages in mutual regulation of the conditions under 
which third parties might join the arms race and saw how particularly 
dangerous technologies might be avoided and how the risk of damage 
in war could be reduced. It could be confused 'with some form of 
premature disarmament, or at least with a general neglect of the armed 
services'. However, in his view, 'successful and responsible short-run 
control measures are more likely to require large military establishments 
on both sides than the opposite'.13 

The final feature of the concept was the notion that it could be tacit, 
not always requiring institutionalized and negotiated agreements. 
Schelling and Halperin interpreted control to mean 'induced or recipro-
cated "self-control", whether the inducements include negotiated 
treaties or just informal understandings and reciprocated restraints'.14 

Such a concept lacked any obvious boundaries and was much the 
weaker for that. If all that was required was co-operation between poten-
tial enemies in the military sphere, however ambiguous or vaguely 
understood, then a momentary coincidence of interests in the midst of 
war could be classed with a binding, negotiated agreement covering 
large areas of military relations. This conceptual problem indicated 
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a more serious substantive problem. Restricting arms control to explicit 
agreements, as was to be its fate in the strategic vernacular, linked it 
inextricably with the processes of international negotiation. Negotiations 
took time, had distorting effects on nations' sense of interests and prior-
ities, introduced special demands so as to make an agreement binding 
and verifiable and so on. Because of all these factors, negotiated agree-
ments were difficult to arrange. It would be dangerous if the stability of 
the relationship depended on their success. 

The concept might have maintained its purity at the expense of 
influence, if its central theme, of managing rather than eradicating the 
balance of terror, had not been so sympathetically received by the 
policy-makers. Official thinking had been moving in the same direction 
since the mid-1950s. The drastic surgery of disarmament was rejected as 
being based on over-simple theorizing and a certain innocence as to the 
strategic facts of life. Once the opportunity to abolish atomic bombs in 
the late 1940s had passed it only became a matter of time before policy-
makers stopped pretending that they had any confidence in complete 
disarmament and began to attempt to make life with the bomb a little 
safer. References to nuclear disarmament in speeches were more designed 
to cover an exposed, humanitarian flank than to point to the way 
ahead. The arms controllers were following, encouraging, and develop-
ing a trend in US policy that had already commenced. 

From the mid-1950s on, a shift could be discerned in the US negotiat-
ing positions at UN disarmament conferences. American negotiators 
accepted the bomb as a fact of international life whose influence must 
be controlled, rather than as an evil to be abolished. One indication of 
this was the change in terminology. During the drafting of the Charter 
of the United Nations the Americans had not been happy talking about 
disarmament because of its association with the futility and failure of 
the League of Nations. 'Regulation of armaments' had been preferred as 
a description of immediate objectives. After 1945 the enormity of the 
threat to the international system posed by the atom bomb had once 
again given drastic solutions greater credibility. It became more plaus-
ible to talk of disarmament. The Russians had always favoured the more 
radical terminology. Unfortunately the lack of movement in disarma-
ment negotiations renewed the term's association with futility. 
Meanwhile, the US had allowed the useful, all-embracing term 'regula-
tion of armaments' to become precisely defined in a 1953 General 
Assembly Resolution, from which it was now departing. In May 1955, 
Harold Stassen, President Eisenhower's new Disarmament Advisor, 
concluded after a major study of the arms race that the goal of total 
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nuclear disarmament was now unobtainable and that more modest 
objectives were required instead. The term 'arms control' came to be 
adopted, indicating a move away from attempts at total elimination of 
nuclear weapons with balanced reduction of conventional arms to the 
strengthening of deterrence and the guarding against surprise attack.15 

There has since been a minor but persistent debate over the relation-
ship between 'disarmament' and 'arms control'. Part of the confusion 
lies with an earlier use of the word 'control' as 'international control', 
referring to the placing of armaments within some sort of international 
legal framework and the transfer of authority for supervising the 
changes in armament levels from national governments to an interna-
tional organization.16 To the Russians the notion of 'international 
control' had a slightly weaker meaning, implying an auditing authority. 
A further confusion was that strictly speaking disarmament referred to 
one sort of adjustment of force levels which did not preclude other 
forms of regulation, such as restriction on deployment or use. Schelling 
and Halperin said that their use of 'arms control' rather than 'disarma-
ment' was intended 'simply to broaden the term'.17 Alva Myrdal of 
Sweden, on the other hand, has seen arms control as a watered-down, 
bland and lesser version of disarmament: 

I wish it were not too late to start a boycott against the use of 
'arms control' as an overall term. It is nothing but a euphemism, serv-
ing regrettably to lead thinking and action towards the acceptance as 
'arms control measures' of compromises with scant or nil disarma-
ment effect.18 

But castigating one concept as but a mealy-mouthed version of the 
other, or submerging one in some larger analytical system, hid the real 
shift of the late 1950s which was to change the focal point of interna-
tional negotiations from measures designed to remove nuclear weapons 
from world affairs to measures designed to make their presence more 
tolerable. 

Arms control has thus been a deeply conservative cause. The central 
theme has been 'stability'. To quote Robert Osgood: '[T]he novel charac-
teristics of contemporary military technology have placed an unprece-
dented burden upon the stabilizing of the military environment itself in 
stabilizing international relations as a whole.' The sources of instability 
could be found in the incredibility as much as in the incapability of con-
structing a deterrent system, or else dependence on 'changing and 
untried weapons systems', on the need for politicians with 'undeviating 
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self-restraint and low-risk-taking propensities', and on the reliance of 
Western nations on nuclear weapons to deter a wide range of limited 
threats based on conventional weapons.19 

Section 4 showed how this preoccupation with stability and the 
resultant advocacy of arms control was linked closely to the feeling that 
a nuclear stalemate was not going to be as automatic a development as 
had previously been suspected. The greatest instability would be the 
coincidence of an international crisis with 'the reciprocal fear of surprise 
attack'. The objective was therefore to reduce all temptations to pre-
empt, and 'to institutionalize a less precarious balance of terror rather 
than to supplant it. The goal is stable mutual deterrence, which in prac-
tice amounts to playing for a stalemate rather than a win in the 
grimmest of games, should deterrence fail ...'.20 

The disarmers disarmed 

Despite the effort put into demonstrating how arms control ought to be 
quite congenial to the military mind as a natural complement to 
national military policy, it remained essentially a civilian concept. The 
professional military displayed little interest in making allowances for 
the adversary's anxieties and neuroses or in reassuring gestures designed 
to ease the two super-powers into a cosier and less tense relationship. 
To the military the most stable situation was one in which the US 
enjoyed overwhelming strength. Their Soviet counterparts took a simi-
lar view. There was little point in compromising the drive for superiority 
by schemes for mutual regulation of the balance, especially if those 
schemes depended on trusting communists (or imperialists). Arms con-
trol negotiations were viewed with suspicion and agreements endorsed 
under protest. It was not really until arms control became an entrenched 
feature of super-power relations in the 1970s that the military in both 
super-powers fully began to incorporate arms control into doctrinal 
thinking. 

Success came earlier with another group who might have been 
expected to consider the institutionalization of the balance of terror to 
be complete anathema. This group, which might be called the nuclear 
pacifists, were not necessarily pacifists in their attitude towards the 
application of other types of military force, but could not sanction the 
use of nuclear weapons in any circumstances whatsoever. Their policy 
was therefore one of complete nuclear disarmament. 

The nuclear pacifists could base their cause on the 'tradition of 
civilized warfare'21 that had developed in the West, stemming from 
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attempts of theologians since the days of St Augustine to establish 
criteria that would make a war just. Just wars were those concerned with 
juridical rights rather than with adventure or plunder; they were only 
fought as a last resort, all peaceful means of settling the dispute having 
failed, and the violence employed was proportionate to the injustice 
suffered. Another aspect of the tradition was the concern to preserve 
distinctions between combatants and non-combatants, and yet another 
was the proper treatment of prisoners. These traditions found expres-
sion in international affairs in institutions such as the League of Nations 
and the United Nations, the Geneva Convention on warfare, and in 
a variety of disarmament conferences. 

Nuclear weapons violated any attempts at proportionate violence or the 
preservation of distinctions between combatants and non-combatants. 
Even when aimed at solely military targets, the associated, unintended 
damage to the civilian populations would, in all probability, exceed the 
damage caused by pre-nuclear weapons specifically designed to attack 
civilians. It was difficult to justify the employment of weapons that 
could cause unimaginable pain and threaten the survival of whole 
civilizations in terms of rational, calculated acts of policy. 

The moral problems were not new, having been raised by strategic 
bombardment during the war. Grave doubts had been voiced over the 
Allied bombing of Dresden, as well as that of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
These doubts could be answered by a number of arguments. There was a 
notion of 'just deserts'. In the justification for Dresden there had been 
elements of retribution for similar attacks on British cities and in that for 
Hiroshima remembrance of Japanese atrocities and the original act of 
aggression at Pearl Harbor. The other sort of justification was more 
instrumental. The atom bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were 
supported out of a calculus that suggested that more human beings 
would have died if the bombing had not been authorized, in the heavy 
fighting and enormous casualties that would have accompanied an 
invasion. A sweetener to this argument was that the lives that were 
purportedly saved were mainly Anglo-Saxon. The lack of obvious results 
made the bombing of Dresden more difficult to support. These moral 
arguments thus depended on the practical context. 

The use of atom bombs, as with strategic bombing, might be 
rationalized as a necessary evil. The necessity derived from the evil to be 
stopped, which had to be both stoppable by, and greater than, the evil 
being inflicted. But nuclear weapons were so evil in their effects that 
their use could only be considered a necessity in the most extreme of 
circumstances - when faced by a direct and potentially mortal threat to 
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the country. A moral crusade involving nuclear weapons, no matter how 
good the cause, could no longer be sanctioned. 

The decisive twist to the debate, as with all others that have been 
considered here, was the existence of two opposing nuclear arsenals. 
With only one nuclear capability the argument would have been over 
whether this evil was greater than any evil it was required to avenge or 
prevent. A comparable evil now existed. Each side could justify its 
nuclear preparedness by reference to that of the other. Each could claim 
that only the deterrent effect of his nuclear arsenal dissuaded the other 
from aggressive activity. Yet even if the threat of employment of nuclear 
weapons could in this manner be justified as a necessary evil, their 
actual employment could not. First use would be an act of gross genocide. 
If this invited nuclear retaliation it would worsen matters, putting 
the whole population at risk. On the other hand, use in retaliation 
would have little point, except on a retributive level. The damage would 
have been done and the domestic situation could not be retrieved by 
inflicting equivalent suffering on the enemy. 

The response from those prepared to contemplate use tended to be 
based on a choice of values rather than strategic logic. It was considered 
'better to be dead than red', to go down fighting rather than to succumb 
to the horrors that had come to be associated with communist rule. The 
nuclear pacifist might argue that the choice was not a real one. There were 
alternatives to suicide in order to preserve dignity and hope. He might 
also argue that this was a choice each individual had to make for himself. 
For a particular code of honour to be applied to a whole society was an 
imposition more absolute and authoritarian than the type of rule it was 
supposed to avoid. On this level not only nuclear pacifists but many 
others expressed concern, for example Lieutenant-General Sir John Cowley: 

The choice of death or dishonour is one which has always faced the 
professional fighting man, and there must be no doubt in his mind 
what his answer must be. He chooses death for himself so that his 
country may survive, or on a grander scale so that the principles for 
which he is fighting may survive. Now we are facing a somewhat dif-
ferent situation, when the reply is not to be given by individuals but 
by countries as a whole. Is it right for the government of a country to 
choose complete destruction of the population rather than some 
other alternative, however unpleasant that alternative may be?22 

The arguments of nuclear pacifists centred on the act of exploding 
nuclear weapons in anger. It would be criminality beyond comparison, 
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endangering the future of the whole human species. To plan to use 
such weapons was not only evil, it was irrational, for no gain could 
result. The destruction would be all-consuming. The choice appeared 
one of peace versus holocaust. Only the insane would choose the latter 
and as the leaders of the great powers had opted for nuclear arsenals, 
ergo, they must be insane. This view, that the real battle was common 
sense versus a mental abnormality endemic to world leaders, came 
through in the rhetoric of the campaigns for nuclear disarmament spon-
sored by the nuclear pacifists. In America there was a Committee for a 
SANE nuclear policy; the British campaign named its journal Sanity. In a 
book by the campaign's intellectual leader, the philosopher Bertrand 
Russell, the view that it was only folly and stupidity at the highest 
levels that prevented the abolition of nuclear weapons reverberates 
throughout. 

Such a perspective did not leave much room for a debate with those 
who felt preparation for a nuclear war was the essence of a sound 
strategy. The nuclear pacifists could barely contain their fury at this idea. 
As the distinguished mathematician James Newman wrote, reviewing 
Herman Kahn's On Thermonuclear War, 'This is a moral tract on mass 
murder: how to plan it, how to commit it, how to get away with it, how 
to justify it.'23 In a letter to the Washington Post in July 1956, Newman 
had argued that the statement 'a war of nuclear weapons is lunatic' 
admitted of no exceptions. 'It is an uncontingent truth, beyond niggling 
or casuistry' He was reacting to a sentence in an editorial in the paper, 
to the effect that 'no responsible person suggests that a heavy nuclear 
deterrent is not necessary for employment in extremis despite all its 
awful implications'. Newman averred, pointing to the consequences of 
nuclear war, how in 'such a conflict the nation fighting to preserve itself 
cannot preserve itself, and all must perish'. 

But Newman did not deal directly with the question of deterrence, of 
impressive nuclear forces dissuading another nuclear power from chan-
cing an attack. The question was whether threatening to use nuclear 
weapons ought to carry the same moral stigma as actually using them. 
After all, a threat causes no death and may cause an aggressor to think 
twice before perpetuating a great evil. Was not this the most rational 
way to survive in a world of nuclear powers? The notion was unaccept-
able to many nuclear pacifists because holding nuclear weapons implied 
using them. Yet this was an implication many strategists were coming to 
doubt. Because of the sobering thought of retaliation in kind, neither 
super-power would use nuclear weapons; without the threat of use, use 
would be much more likely. 
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Two further thoughts agitated the nuclear pacifists. The first was that, 
despite the best efforts at restraint by leaders, nuclear war could not be 
avoided for perpetuity. There were a number of statements purporting to 
offer statistical proof that war would break out within a decade. The fear 
was often of miscalculation or accident. Introducing the Sherwin article 
mentioned earlier in this chapter, Eugene Rabinowitch, the editor of the 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, expressed his doubt in the 'long-term sta-
bility of this essentially immoral deadlocked state'. A widely circulated 
report of 1960 concluded that 'there is a significant chance that a major 
accidental war may occur at some time in the 1960s'. The danger would 
be greatest at times of international tension. The sort of accidents 
discussed were 'defence system accidents', such as spurious signals from 
early warning systems, accidental nuclear explosions perhaps resulting 
from an aircraft crash, human aberrations amongst those with some 
responsibility over the launch of nuclear missiles and unintended 
expansion of limited wars and catalytic war, made possible by the spread 
of nuclear weapons to a large number of countries.24 One of the best-
selling novels of the early 1960s was Fail-Safe by Eugene Burdick and 
Harvey Wheeler, in which a technical malfunction unleashed a US 
nuclear attack. Attempts to stop all the bombers getting to Moscow 
failed, and the city was destroyed. Only by the reciprocal sacrifice of 
New York was general war avoided. So influential was this novel that the 
philosopher Sidney Hook felt obliged to issue a refutation, arguing that 
the technical dangers were exaggerated and that such writing encour-
aged a greater fear of the US nuclear deterrent than the Soviet desire for 
world domination.25 The sort of danger highlighted by the book was 
more than trivial, and concern extended beyond the nuclear pacifists. 
Herman Kahn, despite being satirised in Fail-Safe as the unsavoury 
Groteschele, showed concern about accidents and advocated measures 
to limit the possibilities of their occurrence. It was his pessimism in this 
regard that made him doubt the ultimate stability of mutual deterrence. 

The second objection of the nuclear pacifists to attempts to maintain 
a 'balance of terror' was that this ensured that the East-West conflict 
would persist. Rather than argue that only when political differences 
were resolved could the nuclear arsenals be dismantled, it was suggested 
that, on the contrary, the unease created by the arms race induced the 
political hostility. There was no real need for either side to fear the other. 
Such fears developed artificially with the descent into an arms race and 
the consequent spiral of misperception.26 If only measures could be 
found to eliminate the arms race then the super-powers would find their 
differences to be trivial. Aaron Wildavsky described such arguments 
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as follows: 

Tragedy replaces evil in the world drama and then turns into a 
comedy of errors. The final scene of Hamlet is played over again but 
a new postscript is added: the dead hero's father appears, just returned 
from a business trip, and discovers that everybody has died because of 
some trivial misunderstanding concerning his whereabouts.27 

As Wildavsky noted, such a view could be traced to a popular inter-
pretation of the origins of World War I as the consequence of the 
Anglo-German naval arms race and the thoughtless rush to mobilize at 
the first hint of crisis. Such a model of the sources of war could be con-
trasted with an alternative model, that of appeasement, in which acts of 
friendship are viewed as signs of weakness by a hostile power. In this 
model, popular in explanations of the outbreak of World War II, the 
mistake was to assume reasonableness and friendship; in the former 
model, the mistake was to assume enmity. 

Put this way the argument centred on alternative interpretations of 
Soviet goals and behaviour. A similar point is made by Jervis who stated 
that: 

[T]he explanation for differences of opinion between the Spiral theo-
rists and proponents of deterrence lies not in differing general views 
of international relations, differing values and morality or differing 
methods of analysis, but in differing perceptions of Soviet intentions.28 

This misrepresents the differences, in that many deterrent theorists, 
including Schelling, did not rest their case on the special nature of the 
Soviet Union. The difference was over whether or not there existed any 
underlying political antagonism (for which either side might be blame-
worthy) which made some acquisition of arms understandable and 
unavoidable. 

If there were no real conflicts of interests and values between the 
super-powers then the case for doing away with nuclear weapons would 
be that much stronger. Unfortunately, there was nothing in the public 
and private behaviour and attitudes of the policy-makers of East and 
West to suggest that the cold war was based on anything other than 
genuine and mutual hostility and distrust. This both explained why 
these policy-makers felt unable to give up their stockpiles of nuclear 
weapons unilaterally and why they found it difficult to negotiate 
multilateral disarmament. 

The nuclear pacifists faced these political realities in a variety of ways. 
The most prominent response was to create political pressure for 
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disarmament. 'Ban the bomb' movements became a feature of Western 
countries in the late 1950s and early 1960s. As these movements failed to 
achieve their basic objectives they became more militant and desperate, 
with some coming to feel that the only hope was radical social and 
economic change.29 The other response was to come to terms with the 
bomb's existence and to seek to keep it under tight control. 

A number of campaigners for disarmament simply failed to consider 
the arguments for a stable deterrence. The British MP Philip Noel-Baker 
had been campaigning for disarmament since the days of the League of 
Nations. His arguments were reminiscent of the earlier period: arms 
races inevitably end in wars and the alternative was disarmament. 
He described with deep regret the loss of a 'Moment of Hope' in May 
1955 when the Soviet Union at a UN Sub-Committee went a long way 
towards accepting a previous US disarmament position, only to discover 
that the US had moved away from this position, to one concerned more 
with a stable balance of terror. This new position Noel-Baker found 
indistinguishable from a pursuit of the arms race.30 

Not everyone on Noel-Baker's 'side of the fence' found the new US 
position so disturbing. Leo Szilard, the formidable nuclear scientist who 
played such a large part in the development of the atom bomb, was con-
tinually devising elaborate schemes designed to provide for national 
security while phasing out nuclear weapons. In an October 1955 article 
he noted that current US proposals had 'little to do with disarmament' 
but were 'rather aimed at giving the Strategic Air Force a few days notice 
of surprise attack'. He saw some merit in this because, if both sides need 
not fear an attack, 'the Atomic Stalemate may acquire a certain degree of 
stability'. He then went on to discuss how disarmament could proceed 
from the starting point of this stalemate.31 Others saw arms control the 
same way, as a gradual step on the road to disarmament, an intermedi-
ate stage, a state of limbo.32 By 1960 Szilard had come round to the view 
that solving the problem of the bomb by getting rid of it was not 
'a promising approach': 'I believe the time has come to face up to this sit-
uation and to ask in all seriousness whether the world could learn to live 
for a while with the bomb.' Szilard's answer was that it could, essentially 
through a balance of terror of great stability, though characteristically he 
designed a system of baffling complexity.33 

Even those who could not accept the bomb as a permanent fixture 
began to recognize the intellectual case for a 'stable balance of terror'. 
Philip Green noted in the preface to his book, Deadly Logic: 

Although I still hold to the pro-disarmament, anti-nuclear armament 
bias with which I started this study, it has become obvious to me that 
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some of the arguments for a deterrence posture are strong. Given the 
realities of world politics, it is perfectly understandable that many 
find nuclear deterrence to be the best of the practical policies avail-
able to us, although I would still demur because of moral qualms 
and lack of faith in the ability of national leadership on all sides to 
handle the complex problems of a nuclear world.34 

Once the 'practical' case had been conceded, the political force of 
nuclear pacifism diminished, and the erstwhile disarmers found them-
selves engaged in intermediate arms control rather than ultimate disar-
mament. The first serious arms control measure - the Partial Test Ban 
Treaty of 1963 - weakened the disarmers' position further for it removed 
one of the most harmful side-effects of the arms race, radioactive pollu-
tion from atmospheric nuclear tests. This, plus the successful manage-
ment of the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962 and the subsequent 
detente, led to the temporary removal of the nuclear issue from domes-
tic politics in the West. Campaigners against the bomb moved on to 
protest against the employment of simpler weapons in Vietnam. 

Nuclear pacifism persisted in contempt for 'overkill', the ability to 
destroy societies more than once (which somehow was seen to be 
morally worse than the ability to destroy them just once). This led some 
to advocate a minimum deterrent, i.e. the possession of sufficient 
nuclear weapons to inflict grievous harm on the enemy in retaliation, 
but no more. This was severely criticized because it took no account of 
the nuclear firepower that might be 'lost' or 'neutralized' in an actual 
exchange, nor did it concern itself with ensuring that a frightening 
enough retaliatory threat was retained to keep the adversary cautious. 
Once the case for a balance of terror was accepted, the question of at 
what level the balance was to be maintained became secondary. In 
becoming arms controllers, the nuclear pacifists had to shift their whole 
position: if there could be no escape from the presence of terror, then 
terror had to be respected. 
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Bargaining and Escalation 

Bargaining 

At the centre of the strategy of stable conflict was the concept of incom-
plete antagonism. The prospect of an all-engulfing nuclear war 
reminded the super-powers that they should not push their differences 
over ideology and geopolitical interests too far. The issue was how far 
was too far. Arms control was concerned with preventing any sort of 
war, but an armed clash could not be ruled out. Would it be possible at 
low levels of violence for the shared interest in avoiding the most 
extreme form of military collision to continue to govern the resolution 
of the conflict? The question aroused mixed anxieties. If a war came, 
something other than the uninhibited release of all nuclear arsenals 
would be preferable, but knowledge that war-fighting would lead to 
something less than a complete disaster could make it more tempting 
for an aggressor. Moreover, a desire to limit the use of nuclear weapons 
could work to the advantage of the combatant with the strongest con-
ventional capabilities - the USSR. 

The dilemma could only be solved if a way could be found of employ-
ing nuclear weapons to effect without bringing about total destruction 
upon oneself. The trend towards invulnerable second-strike forces, 
encouraged by the formal strategists, reduced the chances of fighting 
wars according to the principles of wars of the past. The only alternative 
was to develop rules suitable for this singular form of conflict, rules 
which would permit controlled use of nuclear weapons directed towards 
objectives other than military victory. This chapter is concerned with 
the attempts to discover such rules in known features of international 
activity or in postulated rational behaviour under alternative scenarios 
of crisis and conflict. 

196 
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The emphasis was on political objectives. The relationship between 
political ends and military means, so often forgotten in the heat of 
battle, now had to be more intimate and direct than ever before. There 
was little point in military activity for its own sake; complete victory no 
longer appeared as an acceptable route to a satisfactory political 
settlement. Without military victory there could be no unconditional 
surrender by the enemy. In consequence, after the military activity, 
there would have to be some negotiated resolution of the differences. 
Hostilities, however destructive they had become, could only be 
terminated through a process of bargaining. Consequently it was in 
contributing to bargaining positions that the utility, if any, of nuclear 
weapons could be discerned. 

The theme of bargaining in Schelling's work has already been stressed. 
It was taken up by his contemporaries. For example, Thornton Read 
concluded that 'tactical nuclear war is not an alternative to a conven-
tional ground-holding capability for NATO, but a mechanism for carry-
ing on punitive reprisals, as part of a bargaining strategy'.1 Herman 
Kahn observed that: 

Almost every analyst is now agreed that the first use of nuclear 
weapons - even if against military targets - is likely to be less for the 
purpose of destroying the other's military forces or handicapping its 
operations, than for redress, warning, bargaining, punitive, fining or 
deterrence purposes.2 

There were a number of bargains to be struck, the most important 
being over the shape of the final settlement. However, understanding 
would also be needed on the actual conduct of the war. At the start the 
combatants would signal by their actions the sort of rules by which they 
thought the game should be played. The first nuclear salvos could signal 
preferences about proper targets and the scale and tempo of attacks; the 
riposte would signal whether these rules were acceptable. 

There was in addition an interest in preventing an expansion of con-
flict. The process of deterrence need not stop with the first shots in 
anger. As 'intra-war deterrence' it could continue, in an attempt to con-
trol a deteriorating situation. Once objectives shifted from forcing an 
enemy to do something rather than persuading him not to do some-
thing, the requirement became that of compellence not deterrence. For 
example, if the nuclear phase did not come until well on in a war, there 
could well be a need to compel the adversary to withdraw from recently 
occupied territory. 
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Intra-war deterrence or compellence could not be conducted in an 
all-out rush to massive nuclear exchanges. To be successful, the threats 
had to be modulated, emphasizing what potentially could happen. In 
particular it was necessary to maintain the adversary's population as a 
hostage, for once one's cities were destroyed there was nothing else to 
lose. In this sense it was possible to speak of a limited nuclear war, grow-
ing only in stages as a result of deliberate decisions by the belligerents. 

Escalation 

The growth process in warfare came to be described as escalation. This 
word is now one of the gifts of strategic studies to everyday language, 
where it is used to describe the intensification of any conflict. The term 
was first used in the 1950s, apparently in Britain. 

By the early 1960s escalation was in regular use, though the sort of 
process involved was understood well before, as shown for example by 
William Kaufmann in 1956: 'Because of its competitive character war 
places a heavy premium upon the attainment of an advantage, however 
fleeting and this in turn invites imitation. As the belligerents strive to 
gain a comparative advantage, the conflict undergoes an expansion.'3 

Theorists such as Schelling, whose ideas were essential to the elabora-
tion of the concept, used the word only sparingly if at all.4 The idea 
received prominence in the middle of the decade because of the appear-
ance of two important books with 'escalation' appearing in the title,5 

and because of the value of the concept in describing tendencies visible 
in the Vietnam War. 

Through all this, the concept remained somewhat vague and ambigu-
ous. Kahn used the term broadly to describe 'an increase in the level of 
conflict in international crisis situations'. Elsewhere in the literature it 
was taken to describe both deliberate moves to raise the stakes of con-
flict, and an involuntary process, a phenomenon of war in which the 
belligerents find themselves fighting a war of ever-increasing scope and 
intensity. In either case the movement could be a gradual increase in the 
level of military force employed or the transformation into a different 
kind of war, for example one using only conventional, to one using 
nuclear, explosives. The importance of the distinction between these 
two types of movement was underlined by Morton Halperin. He 
described them as 'expansion' and 'explosion' respectively. Escalation, 
he felt, was inadequate as a term because it obscured this distinction.6 

To confuse matters further, Kahn suggested that he was using escalation 
as Halperin used expansion preferring eruption to Halperin's explosion. 



Bargaining and Escalation 199 

Both these latter terms were too dramatic to describe anything other 
than the most extreme form of war-transformation. Yet much of the 
interest and value in the concept of escalation has been found in its use 
to describe major transformations of a conflict, though not necessarily 
those occurring in an explosive or eruptive manner. 

To clarify the meaning of the term it is useful to turn to a more recent 
investigation of the subject by Richard Smoke, who is influenced by 
Schelling. Smoke notes how escalation implies a step-by-step qualitative 
growth rather than the sort of homogeneous, quantitative growth 
Halperin described as expansion. Furthermore it suggests an active 
thrust upward rather than a mere framework with no distinct bias. (Here 
Smoke may be reading the metaphor a little too literally. The rhetoric 
surrounding nuclear war often speaks of descents downwards, warning 
of untold horrors at the end. Movement towards Hades rather than 
Heaven seems more appropriate - and one can travel downwards on 
escalators.) Smoke eventually defines escalation in terms of a movement 
across limits previously constraining both sides, or 'a step of any size 
that crosses a saliency'. These saliencies, which serve to contain wars, are 
'objective and hence noticeable by all parties'; they are 'in some way 
discrete or discontinuous'.7 This definition is quite restrictive, but this 
makes it analytically useful in assessing the theories of the 1960s. 

Tactics in escalation 

For this bargaining between two extremely antagonistic parties, there 
was a need 'for some common language that permits them to hold 
discourse'.8 This language was unlikely to emerge through formal nego-
tiations or declarations; it had to be evident in the shared culture of 
international politics, tacit as much as explicit, with mutual under-
standings created and reinforced through deeds as much as words. 
Such a mode of communication would not allow for great subtlety or 
sophistication. The reference points would be prominent symbols and 
values in the shared culture. 

The possibility of co-ordinating actions - or at least understandings -
without the benefit of formal communication was of great interest to 
Schelling. He explored it in some methodological detail in Strategy of 
Conflict, seeking to re-orient game theory to take account of the fact that 
'people can often concert their intentions or expectations with others 
if each knows that the other is trying to do the same'. The key is 
some mutual focal point. It may 'depend on imagination more than on 
logic; it may depend on analogy, precedent, accidental arrangement, 
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symmetry, aesthetic or geometric configuration, casuistic reasoning, 
and who the parties are and what they know about each other'. In 
consequence, the choices facing belligerents on where to draw the lines 
around their conflict would not present themselves as a continuous 
range of possibilities. Rather, it 'is a lumpy, discrete world that is better 
able to recognize qualitative than quantitative differences, that is 
embarrassed by the multiplicity of choices, and that forces both sides to 
accept some dictation from the elements themselves'.9 

In Arms and Influence Schelling pursued the matter further. He listed 
some markers and distinctions which displayed the requisite qualities of 
'simplicity, recognizability, and conspicuousness': 

National boundaries and rivers, shorelines, the battle line itself, even 
parallels of latitude, the distinction between air and ground, the 
distinction between nuclear fission and chemical combustion, the 
distinction between combat support and economic support, the dis-
tinction between combatants and non-combatants, the distinctions 
among nationalities.10 

He noted that tradition and precedence would be a source of guidance. 
Yet in maintaining the most important saliency - between the use of 
conventional and nuclear explosives - and developing new rules once 
that saliency had been crossed, tradition and precedence were of only 
marginal value. 

The problem was to relate the use of nuclear weapons, an act 
transcendent of any immediate quarrels in its historical implications, to 
the course of a conflict and the interests at stake. James King, in The New 
Strategy (as yet unpublished) placed great emphasis on 'proportionality' 
as a recurring theme in the writings of those strategists who were trying 
to come to terms with nuclear weapons; when attempting to tailor 
responses to aggression, sufficient military strength should be applied to 
counter the aggression and/or a punishment should be devised to fit the 
crime. This notion of proportionality provided one answer to the ques-
tion of whether one could bargain with nuclear weapons. The yardstick 
for measuring response would be reprisal in kind, 'an eye for an eye'. 
This answer impressed itself on some of the first writers who attempted 
to come to grips with the implications for strategy of a prolonged 
nuclear stalemate. The assumption of Amster and Sherwin that there 
would be a measured response to any nuclear transgressions by the other 
side has already been noted.11 In October 1955 the irrepressible Leo 
Szilard outlined a 'strategy of rational demolition' in which a price tag 
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was attached to any act of aggression. For example, if a specified 
area was attacked, five medium-sized cities would be demolished 
(time would be allowed to permit evacuation). The rule of conduct 
would be 'Tolerate the destruction of one of your cities for each city you 
destroy.'12 

Similar ideas were pursued by, amongst others, Morton Kaplan. In a 
1958 article he took up Szilard's suggestion, employing a form of Game 
Theory. The United States could respond to a sustained attack on Europe 
by 'a series of installment reprisals that eventually progress to reprisals 
double the value of Europe'. Variations might permit the right to a 
return attack on a US city without further reprisal. Failure to settle mat-
ters at this level would push the schedule higher, but the assumption 
was that the first installment would have the requisite effect. Kaplan 
wondered whether public opinion would accept this plan despite its 
'rational advantages'. He saw no better alternative, and advocated a 
peacetime announcement that nuclear war would be conducted in this 
manner. Because such a strategy would need Soviet compliance and 
understanding, 'it would be highly important to send a team of experts 
to the Soviet Union to explain the rationale of the strategy'.13 

Kaplan developed his ideas in a monograph14 and later in a contribution 
to a collection of essays on the subject of Limited Strategic War, edited by 
Klaus Knorr and Thornton Read. 

The character of this sort of war was explained in an introduction by 
Knorr. It was 'strategic' because of the weapons employed, which would 
be nuclear and long-range (in this way the adjective 'strategic' ceased to 
have any relation to the original noun). Second it would be deliberately 
limited in the damage 'threatened, planned, and done, as well as in the 
types of targets attacked'. Such a war would be 'primarily a contest of 
resolve'.15 The problem lay in trying to identify rational tactics for an 
irrational situation. Analogies could be found from lovers' tiffs to indus-
trial strikes where two parties who needed each other entered into a 
mutually destructive argument before eventually reconciling their inter-
ests. Pain might be the catalyst of common sense. But once the contest 
of resolve had begun there was no obvious end. Furthermore, could 
there ever be an agreed scale, to measure damage, ensuring that it was 
appropriate to the situation? How did one compare in strict terms, 
understood on both sides, the value of Russian cities as against European 
cities? 

On the one hand, punitive attacks could influence the opponent's 
will, but not control it. On the other hand attempts to use nuclear 
weapons to gain a decisive military advantage (and thus political 
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control) could be the ruination of the strategy. Against military targets 
the effects of reprisals could not be measured. Mutual destruction of sea 
ports, for example, would have a more deleterious effect on the West's 
capabilities. Once nuclear weapons were used to affect the course of bat-
tle, the bargaining aspects would be lost and escalation could be rapid. 
As Kaplan explained, 'the political game must over-ride the military 
one'.16 If this was the case, political factors would be determinate, and 
factors such as comparative resolve would in turn be based on the issues 
at stake in the conflict. By itself, limited strategic war could decide noth-
ing. It would be a means of concentrating minds. 

The scheme implied something so formalized and delicate that it was 
difficult to conceive of it functioning properly amidst the chaos and 
deep passions likely to be aroused by the actual damage caused by each 
signal in this bizarre communication. One could not expect many sub-
tle and complex agreements to be developed coincident with occasional 
volleys of nuclear weapons. There would have to be some meeting of 
minds, involving a recognition of basic interests. Without this there 
could be no other outcome but mutual destruction. However, the basic 
interests one might feel at the outset of hostilities would be altered quite 
radically once hostilities were under way. Not only would passions rise 
and the 'doves' run (or fly) for cover, but also the demands to be put on 
a country that had actually turned upon you were likely to be more strin-
gent than those that would be put on a country that might turn on you. 
For these reasons it was accepted that reasonable bargaining would 
become more difficult as escalation progressed. Apart from anything 
else, unless war began with a miscalculation, it would be because of a 
direct conflict of interest - most probably because of a Soviet desire to 
expand further into Europe. 

To Morton Kaplan, any settlement would need an 'aura of legitimacy'. 
It must have a common logic. The best possible basis would be the 
status quo. It would satisfy the Americans, even when applied against 
them, because in practice they were not a revolutionary power. As disas-
ter would be unavoidable if both super-powers attempted to stir and 
support revolutions in the other's sphere of influence, the Soviet Union 
might be persuaded to accept the same criteria. But would this be essen-
tially a cease-fire, or a return to the status quo ante? If war had begun 
because of a Soviet conventional attack, and if the West had resorted to 
nuclear weapons because the conventional war was going badly, then 
the territorial control of the contending forces would be different from 
that obtaining at the start of hostilities. In this sense, as both Kaplan and 
Read argued, local resistance was needed to limit the enemy's gains 
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while the punitive attacks and bargaining went on. Read argued that 
'a strategy of limited strategic reprisals is not a substitute for conven-
tional ground forces. Rather its usefulness depends on having a strong 
conventional shield that could limit, and if possible prevent, Soviet territ-
orial gains while the bargaining goes on.'17 

But in such conditions there would be minimal incentive to escalate 
to nuclear use in the first place. If the shield was holding, why start 
swopping cities? Here was the flaw in the whole strategy. It was pre-
sented as a political approach, aiming at a sort of negotiated settlement 
without attempting to influence the course of the war on the ground. 
Once that was attempted, the delicate system of communication would 
be upset by calculations of military advantage. However, the fact 
remained that in the end, when the settlement was reached, it was the 
state of play on the ground - the territory won and lost by opposing 
forces - that would be decisive. Otherwise the strategy degenerated into 
a contest of resolve and willingness to take punishment. 

Escalation dominance 

Both Kahn and Schelling contributed to the Knorr and Read volume 
without wholeheartedly endorsing the central message. Kahn found the 
situation postulated - that of two armed states playing these deadly 
games at regular intervals over an extended period - unrealistic. 
He thought matters would be resolved either by detente or by one side 
breaking out of the balance of terror.18 Schelling was prepared to accept 
that fighting along these sorts of lines might be preferable to the alter-
native ways of fighting a general war, but was uneasy at the ritualistic 
quality of the writings. In a passage that could also be directed against 
some of his own ideas, he spoke of how the limited nuclear war theories 
seemed 'to reflect a peculiar American penchant for warning rather than 
doing, for postponing decisions, for anaesthetizing the victim before 
striking the blow, for risking wealth rather than people, and for doing 
grand things that do not hurt rather than small things that do'.19 

Herman Kahn's main contribution to the subject, in his own book 
On Escalation, became notorious, mainly because of his description of an 
'escalation ladder' of 44 rungs, in which nuclear weapons were first used 
at rung 15. To many people the fact that anybody can find some 30 
different ways to use nuclear weapons was quite perverse (though not 
every rung above number 15 does involve nuclear weapons20). As with 
his other writings, On Escalation defies concise exposition because of 
Kahn's restless writing style, full of asides, and the relish with which he 
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discussed all manner of scenarios, however bizarre and inplausible. 
The situation was saved by an appendix which provided brief and lucid 
discussion of the 'relevant concepts and language' used by Kahn and his 
colleagues at the Hudson Institute (which he set up after leaving the 
RAND Institute where he had had disagreements with the Director). 

There was a tendency to degenerate into a taxonomy of scenarios, 
listing all possibilities because everything was possible in a totally novel 
situation. Obscure aspects of deterrence and war were cited as neglected 
subjects, deserving of further research, as if guides might then be pro-
duced to assist policy-makers through almost any type of crisis or war. 
He displayed a concern for the state of both the art amongst specialists 
and of the general understanding of the public. 

For example, in one footnote Kahn took pride in the term 'spasm war' 
which described the last rung on the escalation ladder. The essence of 
spasm war was not so much blind and overwhelming fury as the lack of 
control and thought. He claimed the term originated during some brief-
ings in which he had described existing war plans as 'orgastic spasms of 
destruction', once even as a 'war-gasm'. He also claimed to have been 
innocent of any Freudian connotations though, such matters having 
been explained to him, he felt such connotations might not be so inap-
propriate. Earlier he noted that, whereas once most audiences for his 
briefings would have felt that spasm war was the most likely response to 
Soviet aggression, there was now general understanding of the possibil-
ities for control.20 Later he observed, in answering the objection that 
it was unrealistic to assume rationality, that all he required was that 
decision-makers were not totally irrational, adding 'coolness and ration-
ality already have been established as part of the expectations the pub-
lic has of its crisis leaders in the nuclear age'.21 

This was the essence of Kahn's message: it was possible that 
controlled, discriminating patterns of behaviour would continue even 
in a conflict being resolved in the presence, and with the occasional use, 
of nuclear weapons. Where 'irrationality' was in evidence it would be 
for some 'rational' reason, because advantage could be gained from 
irrational conduct or the expectation of irrational conduct. (The more 
the contest represented the game of Chicken, the more useful it was if 
the other side thought you mad.) Nor did he believe that the various 
moves up the escalation ladder would be undertaken out of a narrow 
risk-calculus. There would be a 'competition in risk-taking' (the original 
term was first used by Schelling) and need for 'nerve, skill and courage'. 
The essential point was that even up to the very end - the spasm - the 
crisis leaders maintained some semblance of being the masters rather 
than the victims of events. The importance of many of the moves was 
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that they were slowly implemented, allowing time to concentrate 
thought and bargain sensibly. 

The escalation ladder was a metaphor rather than a prediction of the 
likely course of a conflict. Rungs could be jumped, doubled up, reversed 
in sequence and so on. Kahn's main aim was to illustrate options. More 
important than the individual rungs were six 'fire-breaks' or 'thresholds' 
at which very sharp changes in the character of the escalation took 
place. These were: (1) 'don't rock the boat; (2) nuclear war is unthink-
able; (3) no nuclear use; (4) central sanctuary; (5) central war; and 
(6) city targeting'. The fire-breaks reflected the importance of saliencies 
in thoughts as well as deed. Kahn recognized the significance of the con-
ventional weapon/nuclear weapons fire-break, but thought that as 
important was the one between the nation's homeland and the territory 
of its allies. He also believed that a distinction could be made between 
small, discriminating and controlled attacks on limited targets with 
nuclear weapons as against large attacks on cities. Whether the differ-
ence was a matter of degree or represented a recognized threshold, was 
the nub of the issue. If it could be maintained, then spasm war might be 
avoided. 

Possible moves, once nuclear use had been initiated, involved, first, 
forms of demonstration and exemplary attacks and then hitting the 
enemy's homeland, military forces, property or population in increasing 
amounts at an increasing tempo. Close examination of these options was 
required, he argued, because they were more suitable for the West than 
the East. There was no comparable dissection of the nuances and tactics 
of conventional war. However, late in the book, Kahn provided a Soviet 
escalation ladder in which conventional options loomed as large as 
nuclear options do in the Western ladder.22 These options therefore were 
not necessarily available to both sides (one reason for studying them was 
to 'guard against their possible use by an enemy'). Different strengths 
made escalation easier. Even when nuclear exchanges were at a modest 
level where both sides could participate equally, the fact that one side 
was particularly strong in the higher stages of escalation, i.e. had a 'cred-
ible first strike capability', might just give him a decisive advantage. 'The 
stronger may... feel that once it has shattered its opponent's nuclear 
incredulity, the escalation dominance available to it may be so much 
strengthened that it will have its own way relatively easily.'23 

This concept of escalation dominance was thus central to Kahn's theory. 
It was not defined properly until the appendix: 

This is a capacity, other things being equal, to enable the side 
possessing it to enjoy marked advantages in a given region of the 
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escalation ladder. ... It depends on the net effect of the competing 
capabilities on the rung being occupied, the estimate by each side of 
what would happen if the confrontation moved to these other rungs, 
and the means each side has to shift the confrontation to these other 
rungs.24 

Thus success through escalation dominance depended on a 
favourable asymmetry of capabilities. At any given level, the onus is put 
on one side to escalate. Both will suffer the consequences but the 
problem is greater for those who have to make the decision. He acknow-
ledged that a balance of terror might be emerging but saw ways in which 
asymmetries might be created or preserved (for example, through 
anti-ballistic missiles or measures to facilitate mass evacuation of cities). 
The suggestion was that with nerve and skill any sort of favourable 
asymmetry might be turned to bargaining advantage. However, to the 
extent that a stable balance of terror did come into existence, the greater 
would be the similarity of the contest to the game of Chicken, and the 
greater the importance of 'resolve'. 

There was a final asymmetry: 'That side which has least to lose by 
eruption or fears eruption the least, will automatically have an element 
of escalation dominance.'25 This could refer either to advantages at a 
higher rung or else to a different attitude to the conflict. This latter pos-
sibility pointed, implicitly, to the key importance of the relative stakes in 
the conflict once all forms of strategic advantage had been neutralized. 

The threat that leaves something to chance 

To Schelling the value of nuclear weapons lay in the persuasive threat 
they posed to an adversary, even if little of value could accrue to oneself 
by implementing this threat. It would never be in one's interests to go 
the whole way, but it might always be in one's interests to threaten to do 
so, even in the midst of hostilities. In such circumstances the nuclear 
threat would be required to do much more than provide its peacetime 
warning against a breach of the status quo. The need would be to compel 
the aggressor to stop his aggression, or to go back to his starting point, 
relinquishing captured territory. Consequently, the threat would have 
to be particularly credible and serious, despite the fact that a deteriorat-
ing situation would indicate that a previous deterrent threat had been 
taken insufficiently seriously. 

Nuclear threats in a situation of parity lacked credibility. With one's 
own well-being implicated in any threat there was a reluctance to make 
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their execution automatic. The greatest credibility would come if imple-
mentation was linked solely to whether or not the adversary complied 
with the threat's provisions. However, no nation would commit itself so 
irrevocably. Consequently implementation would always be conditional 
on a decision to go ahead. An element of choice would remain, but this 
deprived the threat of some credibility for a conscious decision to go 
ahead could only be of dubious rationality. In this way the threat might 
well degenerate into a bluff. 

This assumed that the final decision on whether or not to go ahead 
would remain with the deterrer. But it might be possible to arrange mat-
ters in such a way that, because of some unavoidable area of risk, no 
deliberate decision could be made. Schelling called it 'The Threat that 
Leaves Something to Chance': 'The key to these threats is that, though 
one may or may not carry them out, the final decision is not altogether 
under the threatened control.'26 The uncertain element in the decision had 
to come from somewhere outside the control of either the threatener 
or the threatened. This could be an accident, a third party, or imperfect 
decision-making. It was also inherent in the process of escalation. 

Indeed, as a war developed and expanded it could take on a momen-
tum of its own. This would be particularly true if the war required a 
nuclear dimension. The role of uncertainty in reinforcing deterrence 
had been widely recognized by the leading strategists of the nuclear age. 
Indeed the more doubtful the rationality of implementing nuclear 
threats, the more necessary it had become to emphasize uncertainties 
over rationality.27 This was the whole point of the analysis of the game 
of Chicken. Schelling emphasized the ubiquity of uncertainty: 

Not everybody is always in his right mind. Not all the frontiers and 
thresholds are precisely defined, fully reliable, and known to be so 
beyond the least temptation to test them out, to explore for loop-
holes, or to take a chance that they might be disconnected this time. 
Violence, especially in war, is a confused and uncertain activity, 
highly unpredictable depending on decisions made by fallible 
human beings organized into imperfect governments depending on 
fallible communications and warning systems and on the untested 
performance of people and equipment. It is furthermore a hotheaded 
activity, in which commitments and reputations can develop a 
momentum of their own.28 

The uncertainty created an inherent sense of risk. The risk grew as 
the crisis turned into a limited war and moved towards general war. 
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'The idea is simply that a limited war can get out of hand by degrees.'29 

Skilful tactics would exploit this fact, not shrink from it. Making a threat 
that left something to chance was to manipulate risk. Another word 
used for this process was 'brinkmanship', derived from a notorious com-
ment of John Foster Dulles when Secretary of State - 'If your are scared 
to go to the brink, you are lost.' Schelling defined it as 'the deliberate 
creation of a recognizable risk of war, a risk that one does not completely 
control. It is a tactic of letting the situation get somewhat out of hand, 
just because its being out of hand may be intolerable to the other party 
and force his accommodation.' It would not only be necessary to be 
sufficiently rational to know the value of appearing irrational, but also 
be sufficiently in control of matters to allow them to get out of control. 

Any escalatory move involved pushing matters more out of control. 
Thus a function of limited war was to 'pose the deliberate risk of all-out 
war'. As such one becomes less concerned with ensuring that the war 
stayed limited and more with keeping the risk of escalation 'within 
moderate limits above zero'.30 It would be the same with the first 
nuclear exchanges. The purpose of their introduction in a war that was 
being lost would not be 'solely or mainly, to redress a balance on the 
battlefield', but 'to make the war too painful or too dangerous to 
continue'.31 Actually using nuclear weapons would in itself create a new 
situation in the opponent's mind. Using them in a small way, while the 
physical consequences remained quite minor, signalled that they might 
yet be used in a large way. 

Schelling's emphasis on persuasion through risk rather than pain 
(initiating pain only to emphasize risk) had greater plausibility than 
mechanical 'tit for tat' nuclear exchanges. By the introduction and 
exploitation of the factor of uncertainty, the bargaining process could at 
least involve skill. Schelling was working with a more realistic view of 
the character of war than writers such as Kaplan, whose aim appeared to 
be one of containing its furies by devising rules which took small 
account of the meaning of individual moves for those suffering the 
consequences. However, Schelling was similar to these other writers 
(with the exception of Read) in his indifference to the course of the war 
on the ground. 

Schelling acknowledged that the risk created would be a shared one, 
and it was not altogether clear why one side should find this risk more 
acceptable than the other. A 'competition in risk-taking' could develop, 
turning war into a contest of 'endurance, nerve, obstinacy and pain'. 
Like Kahn he wished to avoid such degeneration. Kahn hoped to do this 
through escalation dominance, based on a favourable asymmetry of 
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capabilities at a particular stage of the escalation ladder. Because 
Schelling had less confidence or interest in straight-forward military 
advantage, he saw possibilities in artful tactics. The point of these tactics 
would be to shift the onus of decision onto the other side. You gave him 
the choice of continuing with his aggression (or resistance) or comply-
ing with your demands. 'Preferably one creates the shared risk by 
irreversible manoeuvres or commitments, so that only the enemy's 
withdrawal can tranquilize the situation; otherwise it may turn out to be 
a contest of nerves.'32 The emphasis was on creating a situation where 
only the other's compliance could relieve the shared pain and remove 
the shared risk. Thus, as the ideal deterrent threat made the sanction 
unavoidable if the adversary did what he should not, the ideal compel-
lent threat made disaster likely if the adversary did not do what he 
should. In each case the element of bluff was removed. So the risk 
entailed in making this sort of threat was enormous. It involved placing 
your fate directly in the enemy's hands. It was really an abrogation of 
responsibility and something of an act of desperation. 

Which brings us back to the question of what made one side more 
desperate than the other, and determined the comparative toleration of 
risk. In Schelling's writings, the relationship between the events that 
sparked off a crisis, the situation on the ground between the combatants 
and the 'competition in risk-taking' was uncertain. He argued that the 
deliberate creation of mutual risk was the strategy for the side that was 
losing a limited war. In a footnote, after remarking that the failure to 
initiate risk irreversibly would necessitate winning a 'war of nerves', he 
added: 'But at least this symmetrical situation replaces one in which 
the asymmetry favoured the opponent, who won by default if neither 
side acted.'33 The suggestion was that once the conflict had moved into 
the nuclear realm, this was a higher plane in which the previous posi-
tions in the land battle were of only secondary importance. Elsewhere, 
he seemed to believe that compellent threats could in themselves 
reverse the advance of an invading army, and so he was barely concerned 
with military resistance for its own sake. 

The move from the discussion of deterrence to that of compellence, 
from a threat made passively to persuade the other to remain passive, to 
one made actively to stop the other being active, removed much of the 
relevance of distinctions between the aggressor and the defender. After a 
certain point the pertinent tactics become available to either side. 
Schelling noted how the defender might want to contain the aggressor 
by the threat of escalation, while the aggressor may design his advances 
'so that even local resistance seems fraught with explosive potential'. 
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Nor was Schelling sure whether the matter which had stimulated the 
conflict would determine each side's interest in its resolution, for it was 
always necessary to consider the long-term 'supergame' between 
East and West. As it was anticipated that there would be a series of super-
power crises - even a series of limited wars - each contest had to be 
played out with the future in mind. As in the game of Chicken, reputa-
tion was crucial and once a reputation had been developed for recoiling 
in the face of risk then this weakness could be exploited. 

In a famous passage Schelling emphasized the importance of saving 
'face': 

If the question is raised whether this kind of 'face' is worth fighting 
over, the answer is that this is one of the few things worth fighting 
over. Few parts of the world are intrinsically worth the risk of serious 
war by themselves, especially when taken slice by slice, but defending 
them or running risks to protect them may preserve one's commit-
ments to action in other parts of the world and at later times. 'Face' is 
merely the interdependence of a country's commitments; it is a coun-
try's reputation for action, the expectation other countries have 
about its behaviour.34 

In this way nuclear strategy created its own ends as well as its own 
means. Despite this rather definite statement, it is evident that Schelling 
was aware of the dangers of attaching 'face' to an unworthy enterprise 
and that there would be little incentive to make great sacrifice for little 
tangible gain. 

The point was that having made a commitment to stand firm, failure 
to stand firm would degrade other or future commitments. It indicated 
the need not to allow one's credibility to be put to the test over matters 
where few interests were at stake. This qualifier was not stressed in 
Schelling's work. It needed the experience of Vietnam to bring it to the 
fore. In reminding US leaders of the interdependence of commitments, 
Schelling created an argument for never yielding to pressure, no matter 
how weak one's position in a material and moral sense.35 

The arguments on the manipulation of risk found Schelling at his 
most suggestive and most confusing. He was trying to develop rational 
tactics for irrational situations, and in doing so attempted to turn the 
elements for irrationality into coercive instruments. He achieved an 
important shift in our understanding of the process of making threats, 
which would have been more valuable if he had rested with pre-war 
deterrent threats rather than intra-war compellence. It was easier to 
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explain why an adversary might hesitate before setting off a chain of 
events that could get out of control and end in utter disaster, than why, 
having embarked upon this course, the same adversary should be will-
ing not only to stop, but to turn back and give up whatever tangible had 
been gained. The insight was to recognize how the adversary's behav-
iour could be influenced not by a definite threat to do something to him 
but because the wrong step could provoke a situation in which terrible 
things might happen to him. It was the fear of nuclear war itself that 
deterred, not the specific threat of nuclear retaliation. In this way all 
nuclear threats became threats that leave something to chance. 
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15 
City-Avoidance 

Victor Hugo's aphorism that there is no more powerful force in history 
than an idea whose time has come, is not as true as those many mer-
chants of ideas who quote it so often and so hopefully would like to 
believe. As much as excellent and original ideas are neglected and dis-
paraged, foolish and dangerous ones are trumpeted and celebrated. To 
affect history, an idea must have political strength as much as substan-
tive content. The civilian strategists gained notice because their concepts 
and prescriptions were bold and imaginative. Their historical moment 
came in January 1961, because they succeeded in influencing an incom-
ing Administration. To a remarkable extent their concepts were adopted 
as working guidelines for American defence policy. Few ideas so novel 
and far-reaching can have been given such a severe test so soon after 
their original formulation. 

The strategic balance had not settled down and had yet to take on the 
appearance of either stability or symmetry. Instead of, as had been 
widely expected, the new Administration being faced by a missile gap 
working decidedly in favour of the Soviet Union,1 the reverse was the 
case. The Eisenhower Administration had accelerated the Minuteman 
ICBM and Polaris SLBM programmes, and there were further boosts by 
the Kennedy Administration in 1961. Missiles rolled off US production 
lines and were put in place with impressive speed. Meanwhile the Soviet 
programme had been beset by a variety of technical problems. US intel-
ligence estimates had been anticipating hundreds of Soviet missiles 
pointed at the US by 1961; in fact there were only a handful. 

Although the situation was still ambiguous in early 1961 when the 
new Administration's policy was being formulated, by the Autumn of 
that year excellent photographs of the Soviet Union were being sent 
back by the new reconnaissance satellites. These made it clear that the 
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US was in a position of considerable strength rather than weakness. In 
October 1961, with the Berlin crisis of that year still under way, Deputy 
Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric, after detailing the 'tens of thou-
sands' of nuclear delivery vehicles, tactical as well as strategic, available 
to the Americans, emphasized to the Russians that all was known about 
their relative weaknesses: 

The destructive power which the United States could bring to bear 
even after a Soviet surprise attack upon our forces would be as great 
as - perhaps greater than - the total undamaged forces which the 
enemy can threaten to launch against the United States in a first 
strike. In short, we have a second strike capability which is at least as 
extensive as what the Soviets can deliver by striking first.2 

What we have called the strategy of stable conflict was thus first pro-
pounded as official doctrine at a time when the super-power relations 
did not seem at all stable in either political or military terms. The cold 
war was at its height and America was storming ahead in the quality and 
quantity of its nuclear arms. The new doctrines could not but be under-
stood in the context of a build-up of military strength that spoke of a 
drive for superiority in all departments, which meant, inevitably, that 
they were misunderstood. 

McNamara's band 

No single public figure has influenced the way we think about nuclear 
weapons quite as much as Robert S. McNamara, the US Secretary of 
Defense from 1961 to 1968. Under McNamara the focal point for inno-
vation in strategic concepts shifted back to the Pentagon (though to the 
civilian rather than the military officers), and away from the universities 
and institutes. While he was in office many new concepts were intro-
duced, of which the most important were assured destruction, damage 
limitation and flexible response which remain central to this day to stra-
tegic debate. Another legacy was the overall number of US ICBMs and 
SLBMs which were set at 1054 and 656 respectively during his term of 
office and stayed at that level until 1980. 

Equally significant was the manner in which these concepts and poli-
cies were developed and applied. McNamara epitomized a particular 
style of management; so much so that he became a model for manage-
ment theorists and, in his day, was taken by some sociologists to signify 
a new trend in the running of modern, industrial societies. He exulted in 
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the most modern techniques of problem-solving, anxious to extend his 
range of choice and his devices for choosing between alternatives, 
attempting quantification to permit rigorous comparisons and res-
olutely excluding irrelevant criteria. William Kaufman described his 
approach: 

He likes to see objectives concretely defined. He abhors the thought 
that there is only one way of doing things; he is intensely interested 
in alternatives. And he is a restless seeker of ways to measure the 
effectiveness of the alternatives.3 

Apart from the fact that the Pentagon was the obvious position from 
which to lead a strategic debate, the quality of the analytical resources 
and the access to the vast amounts of detailed information demanded 
by the McNamara method could only be provided by a large, well-
funded bureaucracy. 

The Department of Defense had become the largest single employer in 
the United States, with a budget greater than that of the GNPs of many 
countries, bases and commitments throughout the globe, and a pro-
gramme of research, development, and capital investment that made it 
the major source of technological innovation in the West. McNamara 
was taken from the top of the Ford Motor Company to apply the mana-
gerial skills he had learnt to a corporate structure of comparable size and 
complexity. For someone as devoted as McNamara to rational, central-
ized decision-making, the situation at the Pentagon was distressing. The 
dominant feature was inter-service rivalry, accentuated by competition 
for a restricted budget. Previous Secretaries of Defense had spent their 
time arbitrating between competing service claims, effecting comprom-
ises that moderated the disputes, often at the expense of good policy. 
McNamara's predecessor, Thomas Gates, had begun to take some steps 
to centralize decision-making, but it was left to McNamara to finish the 
job, a task he took on with some gusto. 

The military found that the functions they were used to performing, in 
particular decisions on how to spend their share of the budget, were taken 
over by the Office of the Secretary of Defense. From this Office, most 
notoriously the unit devoted to systems analysis, decisions emerged in a 
manner which was barely comprehensible to the military and took no 
account of their experience, prejudices, traditions, or sensibilities. In the 
first four years this bruising process was eased by sizeable increases in 
military expenditure. But the hostility to McNamara amongst the military 
was deep and bitter and, when resources flowed less freely, McNamara 
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had to cope with formidable opposition. Having been excluded from the 
formation of policy, the military felt little obligation to support that pol-
icy, whatever its substantive merits, and often encouraged Congressional 
challenges. The revolution in decision-making sharpened the conflict 
between McNamara and the military. 

The basic guidelines for the strategic doctrines of the Kennedy 
Administration were derived from the critique of the strategy of 'massive 
retaliation' as it had evolved during the 1950s. This critique had found 
considerable resonance in Democratic Party circles, and was articulated 
by Senator John Kennedy as he campaigned for the Presidency in 1960. 
The essence of the critique was that the only available response to any 
Soviet aggression was an all-out nuclear attack. Because this was too 
drastic for use except in extreme circumstances, most communist chal-
lenges could not be resisted. The Soviet advances in strategic arms had 
neutralized the West's major advantage. Kennedy predicted: 

Their missile power will be the shield from 'behind which they will 
slowly, but surely, advance - through Sputnik diplomacy, limited 
brush-fire wars, indirect non-overt aggression, intimidation and sub-
version, internal revolution, increased prestige or influence, and the 
vicious blackmail of our allies. The periphery of the Free World will 
slowly be nibbled away.... Each such Soviet move will weaken the 
West; but none will seem sufficiently significant by itself to justify 
our initiating a nuclear war which might destroy us.4 

The emphasis was thus on the danger of limited war and the availability 
of non-nuclear forces to fight such a war. He wanted forces capable of 
operating in a great variety of circumstances in a manner appropriate to 
the problem at hand. 

McNamara had little grounding in contemporary strategic theory. The 
only relevant book he is reported to have read was Oskar Morgenstern's 
The Question of National Defense. Though unversed himself in the theory 
and methods of the new strategy, he gathered together some of the lead-
ing exponents. Many left Santa Monica in California, the home of 
RAND, for Washington. Charles Hitch, Alain Enthoven, Henry Rowen, 
Andrew Marshall, and Daniel Ellsberg all took up full-time positions in 
McNamara's office. William Kaufmann, though now a Professor at MIT, 
remained on hand as a consultant. Albert Wohlstetter, the leader of the 
RAND strategists, declined to join the new Administration, but his pres-
ence was still felt and the tributes paid to him by McNamara, amongst 
others, indicated that the old order had been overthrown and the new 
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one installed. Thomas Schelling was a consultant, but his practical 
advice was less important than his notable contributions to the prevail-
ing conceptual framework.5 

The approach of the civilian strategists undoubtedly appealed to 
McNamara. It was based on disciplined reasoning rather than intuition 
or tradition. It presupposed a modicum of rationality at the centre and 
exploited this to lead to the exploration of unusual and novel strategic 
moves. However, whereas to the strategists 'rationality' represented a use-
ful analytical presumption, to McNamara it was something of a creed, a 
goal to be aimed for. The 'homo strategicus', an abstract construct useful 
for theorizing, suddenly came to life. For once the real world seemed 
intent on approximating to a simplifying assumption. 

Rational decision-making requires a position of considerable political 
power. The sources of 'irrationality' are not simply muddled thinking or 
psychological quirks, but the regular intrusion of insistent lobbyists for 
some cause or interests, or inadequate bureaucratic structures or the 
divergent pull of opposing objectives. To facilitate rational decisions, the 
bureaucracy has to be organized so that those at the top are aware of key 
decisions that have to be made and have the information with which to 
make them. The lobbyists have to be excluded. In fact, as few people as 
possible can be permitted to share in the decision. Although it was just 
about possible to organize the Pentagon to suit McNamara's style, it was 
extremely difficult to operate the American political process in a satisfac-
tory manner, especially once key Congressmen began to appreciate the 
implications of McNamara's policies and refused to be blinded by his 
strategic 'science'. Even more difficult was operating within the Atlantic 
Alliance, a collection of sovereign nation states bound together by a com-
mon purpose, but each with their own particular interpretation of that 
purpose and how it was to be fulfilled. Finally, a measure of connivance 
with the Soviet Union was required. The adversary, too, needed to under-
stand how, by co-operating with the United States, the arms race could 
be stabilized and wars prevented from getting completely out of hand. 

McNamara's problem was how to establish Washington as not only the 
main but the sole decision centre in a crisis, to convince America's allies 
that their best interests were being looked after, and to convince the 
Soviet Union that her interests were appreciated, especially when they 
coincided with those of the United States. In fact, as McNamara eventu-
ally discovered, both allies and adversaries had their own distinctive 
strategic perspectives and were not inclined to follow an American lead. 

Within his own domain McNamara could take steps to enhance exec-
utive control. Great stress was placed on improving and protecting the 
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national command and control system which linked the government to 
the forces in the field. Steps were taken to ensure that no moves could 
be made using strategic forces without the expressed authority of the 
President. In the design of forces, McNamara was anxious that US retal-
iation after the absorption of a Soviet first strike should not only be dev-
astating, but also controlled. It would be better if it could be thoughtful 
and unhurried and not a reactive spasm. As McNamara explained early 
on, he wanted a strategic force 'to be of a character which will permit its 
use, in event of attack, in a cool and deliberate fashion and always under 
the complete control of the constituted authority'.6 

A strategy of multiple options 

The greatest requirement was that the President's hand should not be 
forced by a lack of alternatives. He needed options to be a decision-
maker. Without options there would be no decisions to be made; the 
President would be reduced to passivity, the victim rather than the mas-
ter of events. Multiple options would mean that any American action 
could be tailored to the particular Soviet challenge. The choice would be 
greater than suicide or surrender. In an uncertain world where the con-
tingencies were many, multiple options should mean that the Americans 
would not be caught unawares and unprepared. Preserving for as long as 
possible as wide a range of choice as possible meant that, when a choice 
had to be made, it could be tuned to the circumstances of the moment. 

If anything, this was a non-strategy. It did not involve planning to 
fight a particular sort of war, but rather planning to fight a wide variety 
of wars. The spirit behind Dulles's espousal of a strategy of massive retal-
iation was that the US should not allow the adversary any benefit from 
taking the initiative but should force him to fight in the manner pre-
ferred by the US, insisting on one mode of warfare and refusing to be 
diverted. Talking of multiple options was much more reactive, preparing 
to accept whatever ground rules the enemy laid down for a given con-
flict. The reason for the shift was straightforward. Since Dulles's time 
there had been a declining interest in transforming any war into a 
nuclear contest. It was no longer as arguable that the US would enjoy 
any significant advantages in such a contest. The extension of options 
essentially meant a greater number and variety of conventional forces 
and indicated a US readiness to fight solely conventional wars. 

It was difficult to avoid definitive choices in the earlier stages of force 
planning instead of at the point of confrontation with the adversary. An 
important consideration in persuading the Eisenhower Administration 
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to accept a restriction in its options had been the pressures of a limited 
budget. The Democrats were more Keynesian, prepared to accept greater 
public spending for the collective good. McNamara also believed that 
good housekeeping could knock fat off the budget, so saving money for 
useful projects. Nevertheless, there could not be unlimited funding and 
as the decade moved on and the Vietnam War began to demand a greater 
share of resources allotted to defence, the purchasing of strategic options 
had to be restricted. It was impossible to plan for every eventuality. 

Another problem was that it took two to make certain options either 
necessary or feasible. A war plan based on avoiding damage to both 
sides' civilians depended on the other side preparing to fight the same 
way. Also, the creation of certain options, even if for no other reason 
than prudent contingency planning, could be seen as an aggressive or 
suspicious move by potential adversaries. The association of counter-
force capabilities with first strikes meant that even if such capabilities 
were developed and maintained for the best of motives, an adversary 
could be excused for assuming the worst. Their reactions might, in turn, 
stimulate a counter-reaction, so prompting an arms race. In this way the 
unintended consequences of a particular option could interfere with 
other objectives. 

Each option could not be endowed with an equal status. Western 
Europeans were most concerned about the nuclear options. They were 
anxious at any sign that America's commitment to use nuclear weapons 
in the defence of Europe might be waning. The existence of plausible 
conventional options offered the Americans a way out, preserved a line 
of retreat if the time for nuclear use did not seem propitious. As time 
would rarely seem propitious for nuclear use, the availability of conven-
tional options made nuclear threats less plausible. Thomas Schelling 
had written of the role of 'burning bridges' in emphasizing a commit-
ment to stay in the fight. Creating an option could be seen as making 
allowance for moments of weakness. 

To the chagrin of the military, McNamara did not offer a doctrine con-
cerning how a war should be fought. According to Kaufmann he was 
convinced 'that the best strategy was to let the circumstances determine 
the choice of weapons and make sure that there was a plentiful supply 
in each major category'. Nevertheless, his preferences were reasonably 
clear: 'He wanted to have the capabilities for all the modern types of 
warfare and, if forced to commit himself, he wanted to place main but 
not sole reliance on non-nuclear weapons.'7 The Europeans, on the 
other hand, still preferred to place main but not sole reliance on nuclear 
weapons. 
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It did not take McNamara long to discover the problems of interpreta-
tion caused by his simple desire for a wide choice. Section 7 will exam-
ine the difficulties caused by McNamara's ideas for relations with the 
Europeans. This section will discuss McNamara's forays into nuclear 
strategy. The first doctrine with which McNamara's name was associated 
was that of city-avoidance; the second was that of assured destruction. 
The movement from the first to the second gave the impression of a 180 
degrees turn. In fact, as we shall see, the change was mainly one of 
emphasis, though none the less significant for that. 

City-avoidance 

In the early studies ordered on nuclear war plans the need for flexibility, 
discrimination, and control in targeting were stressed. The plan inher-
ited from the Eisenhower Administration called for the launching of all 
strategic forces on the initiation of nuclear war with the Soviet Union, 
against Soviet, Chinese, and satellite cities. No account had been taken 
of the growing Sino-Soviet split; millions of Chinese would be gratu-
itously destroyed. There was no expectation of a series of volleys; com-
mand and control facilities lacked special protection and there was no 
provision of strategic reserves. 

The new plans involved significant changes. Reserves would be main-
tained and not only would US command and control facilities be pro-
tected but those of the Soviet Union would also be spared. The options 
created allowed for attacks ranging from those against Soviet retaliatory 
forces, through air defence installations distant from cities, to those near 
cities, to command and control systems, to an all-out 'spasm' attack. 
The fatalities could be varied according to the altitude of the explosions, 
the size of the warhead, and the amount of radioactive fallout released. 
If no restraints were observed and no reserves held, the US was capable 
of killing 360-450 million people throughout the 'Sino-Soviet bloc' in a 
matter of hours.8 

By early 1962 the new strategy was ready and already affecting force 
planning and weapon design. McNamara began to explain publicly that 
the President could now spare or attack a variety of Soviet targets as the 
circumstances demanded. In June 1962 after explaining the new strat-
egy privately to NATO, McNamara provided a public exposition, at the 
commencement address at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor. He 
outlined the US approach to the 'terrible contingency of nuclear war': 

The US has come to the conclusion that to the extent feasible 
basic military strategy in a possible general nuclear war should be 
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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 military forces, not of his civilian population. 

The very strength and nature of the Alliance forces makes 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 
possible incentive to refrain from striking our own cities.9 

This could be seen as being derived from the theories of limited strat-
egic war. In February 1962 McNamara had mentioned approaching 
nuclear exchanges in terms of bargaining: 'We may seek to terminate a 
war on favourable terms by using our forces as a bargaining weapon - by 
threatening further attack.'10 The idea of attacking restricted military 
targets rather than restricted civilian targets as a bargaining tactic had a 
respectable pedigree.11 It was consistent with the concept of populations 
as hostages; they would be spared great harm while the means by which 
they could be destroyed were demonstrated. However describing the 
strategy as consistent with 'more conventional military operations' did 
not fit in with limited nuclear war strategies. Schelling pronounced the 
Ann Arbor speech a 'sensible way to think about war', but complained 
that the attempt to create links with previous military operations was 
quite misleading. To him, the new approach involved concentrating on 
the capacity to hurt; it was 'utterly different' from the military opera-
tions of the past.12 

McNamara was not following Schelling completely. He recognized 
that any war would have to be terminated somehow, and that this 
would be a political process, involving bargaining. He also shared the 
desire to keep such nuclear exchanges as did take place as limited and 
controlled as possible. Where he differed was in not viewing limited 
nuclear war in isolation from conventional war, as something totally dis-
tinct with its own unique rules of combat. Unfortunately mixing the two 
types of warfare could create difficulties. It could mean a rush into 
nuclear use, because these sorts of weapons were the only ones available 
to meet certain contingencies. In addition, stressing the targeting of 
nuclear weapons against other nuclear weapons as in traditional opera-
tions involving conventional weapons, could raise fears of a disarming 
first strike and encourage the temptation to pre-empt. 

Though counter-force was often taken to connote first-strike capabil-
ities, this was not the major option being considered by McNamara and 
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his aides. The relevant concepts were those developed at RAND during 
the 1950s. The concern of those such as Andrew Marshall and Albert 
Wohlstetter, who played important roles in formulating the relevant 
concepts, was the conflict under way on the ground. Rather than engage 
in either hyper-destructive but militarily pointless attacks on cities, or 
formalized exchanges for bargaining purposes, the preference was for 
nuclear strikes that had some utility for the hard-pressed military com-
manders attempting to hold back the Soviet advance. Nuclear strikes 
would gain their effect through a combination of the impression of 
determination created by their actual use, and the military value of the 
targets attacked, which, by holding up the enemy advance, would facil-
itate a satisfactory settlement. 

These concepts were linked to the notion of flexible options, the 
desire for a choice of actions according to operational circumstances. In 
a scenario in which a localized conflict was expanding in scope and 
intensity, the preferred targets might be enemy military forces being 
employed, or about to be employed, in and around the original combat 
zone, or forces threatening key ports or airfields as well as those threat-
ening civilians. The presumption was that a future war could well be a 
complicated affair, in which one particular engagement would not nec-
essarily be decisive. In fact, because it was expected that both sides 
would make every effort to protect their strategic forces, they would not 
necessarily appear as attractive targets at all. Thus the objective was not 
a disarming first strike but objectives geared to a type of conflict which 
excluded the mutual destruction of cities. Morton Halperin explained: 

In short, if both sides have well-protected forces, nuclear war, if it 
comes, may be much slower than we now envisage. It may involve 
attacks on strategic forces which are vulnerable or whose vulnerabil-
ity is discovered or develops during the war; or attacks on military 
targets or on economic targets (such as oil fields) which are not close 
to major population centers.13 

This aspect of the new strategy was not effectively explained to the pub-
lic. One reason may have been the close link in the public (and the Soviet) 
mind between counter-force attacks and first strikes. More modest 
counter-force objectives had to impress an audience that associated this sort 
of attack with some decisive surprise blow, designed to disarm the enemy 
and put him at one's mercy. Many at RAND blamed some of the sensa-
tional writing of Kahn for encouraging this association. Disagreement 
over this may be one reason why Kahn left RAND to set up his own 
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Hudson Institute. A second problem was indicated by the quote from 
Halperin given above. There could be targets well behind the front line, 
described as 'rear echelon' targets. They could include Soviet forces rele-
vant both to the immediate battle and strategic attacks (such as Soviet 
missiles aimed at Western Europe) and their location could well mean 
that an attack upon them would be interpreted as a serious escalation. 

A third reason was the incentive to target strategic forces for purposes 
of damage limitation, again more modest than a first-strike capability, 
but not so easily distinguished from it. This concern pulled the issue 
away from a land war in Europe to strategic nuclear exchanges. The influ-
ence behind damage limitation was a fear that, despite all the options -
nuclear and conventional - a general nuclear war was not inconceivable. 
If it came, one key objective would be to keep the damage down to the 
minimum. The modest notion of 'damage limitation' as opposed to 
more ambitious 'damage prevention', captured the minimax concept 
of Game Theory (the best of the worst outcomes). As such it became a 
useful means of denoting an approach to any problem that was more 
preoccupied with minimizing costs than maximizing gains. 

In 1961-62 it was by no means fanciful to consider nuclear war a very 
real danger. When Kennedy entered office, relations with the Russians 
were tense and the President felt himself tested continually by the 
Russians for signs of weakness. The Berlin crisis of 1961 intensified these 
feelings to the extent that it was felt that nuclear war could not be ruled 
out in the coming months and years. This concentrated attention on 
the danger of deterrence failing. The investigation of all possible means 
of reducing damage seemed to be only prudent insurance. 

Opening up the possibility of avoiding cities in nuclear exchanges 
offered some hope of sparing lives. Pentagon estimates suggested that 
casualties might be reduced by a factor of ten, from 100 million to 
10 million in the United States, if the Russians could be persuaded to 
avoid cities in the event of a nuclear exchange.14 It was argued that the 
development of a capacity for counter-force with this objective in mind 
was not inconsistent with the abjuration of first-strike capabilities. Aircraft 
which have returned to an airfield for a second sortie or have yet to take 
off at all, missile launchers yet to be used or those with a reload capacity, 
would all provide legitimate second-strike targets. McNamara insisted dur-
ing Congressional hearings that even after a Soviet first strike there would 
still remain 'many installations which we would wish to strike'.15 

An effort was made to communicate to the Soviet Union an offer of 
city-avoidance as a rule for any future nuclear contest, rather than a threat 
of a first strike. McNamara who had noted the dangers of a 'reciprocal fear 
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of surprise attack' went to great pains to try to reassure the Soviet Union 
on this score. His argument was that there was no incentive for the US 
even to contemplate a first strike. To emphasize this, that the US would 
neither need nor be able to pre-empt, US strategic forces were to be pro-
tected to an extent sufficient to allow them to ride out a Soviet attack 
and still be available for retaliation. The highly vulnerable IRBMs in 
Europe were phased out. The inadequacy of long-range bombers when 
assessed against these criteria was one reason why McNamara would not 
authorize procurement of a new one. Furthermore, it was assumed that 
the Russians would take steps to protect their own strategic forces so that 
it would not be in the US power to disarm the Soviet Union effectively. 
McNamara explained to Congress in January 1963 that: 

[I]n planning our second strike force, we have provided, throughout 
the period under consideration, a capability to destroy virtually all 
the 'soft' and 'semihard' military targets in the Soviet Union and a 
large number of their fully hardened missile sites, with an additional 
capability in the form of a protected force to be employed or held in 
reserve for use against urban and industrial areas. 

We have not found it feasible at this time, to provide a capability 
for insuring the destruction of any very large portion of the fully hard 
ICBM sites or missile-launching submarines. 

Fully hard ICBM sites can be destroyed but only at great cost in terms 
of the numbers of offensive weapons required to dig them out. 

Furthermore, in a second strike situation we would be attacking, for the 
most part, empty sites from which the missiles had already been fired. 

The value of trying to provide a capability to destroy a very high 
proportion of Soviet hard ICBM sites becomes even more question-
able in view of the expected increase in the Soviet missile-launching 
submarine force.16 

Retreat from city-avoidance 

Despite all the disclaimers, the logic of the strategy appeared as first strike 
rather than second strike. If it was at all possible to target Soviet missile 
forces accurately it made more sense to attack these forces in their total-
ity, rather than destroy the residue only after the bulk were speeding 
towards various parts of NATO. As one Soviet strategist wrote: 'A strategy 
which contemplates attaining victory through the destruction of the 
armed forces cannot stem from the idea of a "retaliatory" blow; it stems 
from preventive action and the achievement of surprise.'17 
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The sort of counter-force targeting against Soviet strategic forces that 
McNamara claimed to have in mind could make sense only in the most 
limited and unlikely of circumstances. If the US was sincere in its solely 
second-strike intentions then it had to rely on persuasion to get the 
Soviet Union to follow a policy of city-avoidance. American cities were 
not to be spared by direct American intervention, through a strike elim-
inating the means of their possible destruction. Nor was the US intend-
ing to set the ground rules because she would not initiate the nuclear 
exchanges. She had to rely on a prior, mutual understanding that it 
would be best for all if a nuclear war were fought in a particular way. In 
addition, though the Soviet Union was to be encouraged, if she insisted 
on starting a nuclear war, to aim for only military targets, the sort of mil-
itary targets available for attack were to be restricted through efforts to 
protect retaliatory forces. The Soviet Union was not going to be offered 
an opportunity to disarm the US. Moreover, it was expected that the 
attack from the Soviet Union would be less than total; some military 
forces and facilities would remain, serving the purpose of allowing the 
US to respond exactly in kind to the limited Soviet first blow. Finally, not 
only should the Soviet Union attempt to attack in this particular way, if 
she should attack at all, but her strike must be interpreted in the US as a 
counter-force action. Admiral Burke was not convinced. He told the 
Senate Armed Services Committee: 

Many of these missile bases are right close to our cities, right close, so 
are many of our other bases. So an attack on our major bases would 
necessarily destroy a great many cities and a great many of our peo-
ple. When those missiles start coming over you do not know whether 
the intent of the enemy was to hit or not to hit a city if he hits it. The 
same thing is true with the Russian military installations.18 

The doctrine as McNamara attempted to present it therefore depended 
on the Soviet Union initiating a nuclear war by a limited and accurate 
attack against some of the less decisive US forces, situated if possible well 
away from cities, while holding some of her own forces in reserve, prefer-
ably vulnerable so that they would be available for the US retaliation. 

McNamara did not pretend that a counter-force attack of this nature 
was the most likely of all Soviet nuclear attacks; on the contrary he 
admitted that an attack on US cities was as likely if not more so. All he 
argued was that it was a sufficiently plausible contingency to make it a 
worthy object of planning, and that if nuclear war could be fought this 
way, it would be less of a disaster than an all-out war. 
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But at the time the doctrine was being enunciated, the Soviet Union 
had no capability at all for mounting any sort of serious counter-force 
attack on the United States; it was having trouble with its ICBM and 
SLBM programmes while the US programme was forging ahead. Soviet 
missiles were few and inaccurate. As a number would have to be used to 
destroy with certainty each military target it would be impossible to 
destroy a significant segment of US forces without using up its entire 
stock of intercontinental strategic missiles and bombers (capabilities for 
use against Western Europe were much more impressive). Not only 
could the Soviet Union not improve its position by launching such an 
attack, but also its position would worsen because the US would remain 
strong while it would have exhausted itself. Of course the Soviet Union 
would not gain any positive benefits by attacking US cities, but some 
rewards in influencing US behaviour could be expected from threaten-
ing to do so. It was not surprising that the Kremlin rejected McNamara's 
ideas, preferring to concentrate propaganda on the terrible conse-
quences of any war. The notion of 'Marquis of Queensbury rules for the 
conduct of nuclear war' was treated with derision, with emphasis on the 
inevitability of mass destruction if nuclear war should break out. 

Nor was it clear to what purpose the Soviet Union might launch 
a counter-force attack of the type implied by McNamara's doctrine. 
In terms of the conventional military operations of the past, which the 
Russians could readily accept as a frame of reference, the only serious 
purpose would be a disarming pre-emptive strike. Otherwise one had 
to delve into concepts of signalling and bargaining, which might make 
for interesting diplomacy but was not the stuff of traditional military 
doctrine. 

To get any real value out of a counter-force attack it was either neces-
sary to destroy more weapons than were used up in making the attack 
(and this was not possible at the current stage of missile technology), or 
else accept the expenditure of extra missiles because of the possession of 
a much larger stock than the other side. In other words, to make military 
sense out of counter-force capabilities it was necessary to have superior-
ity in the quantity and quality of weapons. This made it a much more 
plausible aspiration for the US than the USSR. McNamara explained to a 
Congressional committee the need for an invulnerable US force and also 
one 'larger than would otherwise be the case. Because since no force can 
be completely invulnerable, we will lose a portion of it under those cir-
cumstances [Soviet first strike] and we must buy more than we otherwise 
would buy.'19 What were wise precautions to McNamara could well 
appear as a drive to superiority by the Russians. 



City-Avoidance 229 

Apart from anything else, NATO nuclear strategy, to which the US was 
the main contributor, was not rigidly oriented towards the use of 
nuclear weapons solely for the purposes of retaliation. On the contrary, 
despite considerable pressure in international fora, NATO had refused to 
make a pledge of 'no first use' of nuclear weapons on the grounds that 
deterrence rested on that very possibility. When Kennedy came to office 
there were hints that he might be willing to make such a pledge, believ-
ing that a build-up of conventional weapons might release NATO from 
dependence on nuclear weapons. He hesitated for two reasons. First, 
America's allies were distinctly unhappy with any restrictions on what 
they still believed to be the West's most efficient military asset. Second, 
whereas there might be much to say on the virtues of conventional 
defence in the case of a general Soviet attack across the Iron Curtain, 
these virtues were less in evidence in the specific case of Berlin. Berlin 
was an isolated outpost with points of access controlled by the Warsaw 
Pact. The Western position could not be maintained with conventional 
weapons in a straightforward fight. The nuclear card was the only card 
to play in this case. As Berlin was the most pressing crisis of 1961, 
Kennedy felt he had no alternative but to preserve the 'first use' option 
as well as search for a credible way of limiting damage in a nuclear war 
should it occur. In an article in the Saturday Evening Post in March 1962, 
Stewart Alsop spoke of Kennedy's belief that 'Khruschev must not be cer-
tain that, where its vital interests are threatened, the United States will 
never strike first.' 

Kennedy later clarified the remark, making it clear that he was think-
ing of first use in the context of an ongoing war provoked by the Soviet 
Union over the fate of Western Europe rather than some nuclear bolt 
from the blue. But strategic discourse had concentrated on massive 
nuclear exchanges, causing unacceptable damage to an aggressor by 
way of punishment or relieving an enemy of his strategic power in a 
first strike. Despite his disclaimers, and because of the stress on damage 
limitation, many of the statements of McNamara could be, and were, 
interpreted in these terms. Nevertheless, if McNamara's doctrine could 
make any sense at all it was not in the context of a war initiated by an 
unprovoked nuclear attack, but as an outgrowth of a war being fought in 
and over Western Europe, in which there was a degree of escalation as 
each side sought to improve its position. The sensitivity of both sides to 
the possibilities of disarming first strikes and the references to limiting 
damage to US cities in the event of general nuclear war ensured that the 
sort of exchanges McNamara was discussing would be viewed in isola-
tion. The most germaine scenario of the time - a crisis beginning in 
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Berlin - happened to be one in which early nuclear use would be espe-
cially likely. 

The hostile Soviet interpretation of the 'no-cities' option concerned 
McNamara. However, even more disturbing than evidence that the 
Soviet Union was convinced that he was planning a first-strike capability 
was evidence that the US Air Force also believed this to be the case. The 
Air Force had come to associate counter-force with the capacity to fight 
and win a nuclear war. A USAF document of February 1963 explained 
how counter-city strategies lacked credibility. They relied on terror to 
deter, but once the 'potential aggressor' also had the means of nuclear 
devastation available to him, then the threat became implausible; retali-
ation would not be a 'rational' choice. This 'lack of credibility' increased 
the probability that 'deterrence will break down under stress'. However 

while a potential aggressor might have cause to question the credibil-
ity of a strategy that depends on a 'city-busting' retaliatory response, 
he should have no doubts about the credibility of a strategy based on 
the ability to destroy his remaining military forces and eventually 
prevail. The loss of these forces is one risk he cannot afford to take, 
for once deprived of his military strength he is compelled to accept 
peace on our terms.20 

The Air Force embraced the new doctrine with enthusiasm, to an 
extent that dismayed McNamara and his aides. Expensive new pro-
grammes were forwarded with a 'counter-force' label attached. The accu-
racy and discrimination of bombers as against missiles was underlined 
to justify the new B-70 bomber. As alarming was the ease with which Air 
Force officers spoke and wrote about nuclear war, as a normal military 
operation rather than as a hideous eventuality, involving deep horror 
and tragedy. While defending the new doctrine publicly through 1963 
for the sake of consistency, by the start of that year McNamara had told 
the Air Force that it was not to take it 'as a criterion for strategic force 
proposals'.21 In February Claude Witze was writing bitterly in Air Force 
Magazine of a 'deliberate intention to replace the necessary strategic 
superiority with strategic stalemate'.22 Another fact encouraging 
McNamara to play down the counter-force was that, to the extent it 
was believed by Europeans to add credibility to the nuclear deterrent, 
it provided them with an excuse for not exerting themselves in the 
development of conventional options. 

There was also a change in the political climate. The turning point was 
the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962. The first consequence of this 
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episode for a counter-force strategy was that, in this textbook crisis of 
the nuclear age, the strategy had proved to be irrelevant. In presenting 
his warning to the Russians, Kennedy threatened a 'full retaliatory 
stroke'; meanwhile, by deploying US B-47 aircraft in civilian airfields, 
the US could be seen to be denying the Soviet Union a counter-force 
option.23 Secondly, because the world had been brought so perilously 
close to the brink of disaster, the two super-powers were stimulated to 
explore ways of thawing the cold war. During 1963 a number of specific 
measures were taken to relax tensions, the most notable of which was 
the partial test ban treaty. In the changed international context, and 
with the President feeling more politically secure after the successful 
handling of the Cuban crisis, it became possible to think of ways of con-
trolling the arms race. In one of the most impressive speeches of his 
Presidency, Kennedy spoke at the American University in June 1963 of 
the need to stabilize strategic relations. He spoke of the super-powers 
'caught up in a vicious and dangerous cycle in which suspicion on one 
side breeds suspicion on the other, and new weapons beget counter-
weapons'.24 In a period of detente there was less of a need for 'credibility' 
in nuclear threats. It had become more important to emphasize that 
nuclear war would be the ultimate disaster. 



16 
Assured Destruction 

The formula chosen to emphasize the disastrous nature of a general 
nuclear war was that of 'assured destruction'. This term is now taken to 
refer to a nuclear strategy based purely and simply on a threat to destroy 
centres of population with no alternative nuclear options contemplated 
at all. It is also often taken as a creation of the mid-1960s, articulated by 
McNamara on the rebound from an unsuccessful attempt to promote a 
counter-force strategy. Having first expressed a desire to avoid city 
destruction, he now decided to concentrate American nuclear power on 
little else but cities. 

This is something of a caricature of the origins and character of assured 
destruction. Essentially what McNamara was doing was making a feature of 
an aspect of US deterrent doctrine which had been present from the 1940s. 
It had always been accepted that the most reliable deterrent force was that 
which would permit retaliation even after the US had been the victim of 
a surprise attack. This requirement gained in importance as the Soviet 
capacity for mounting a surprise attack grew and as the concepts of first 
and second strikes became widely understood. 

From the beginning McNamara had insisted that the US should prepare 
to attack a wide range of targets, should any nuclear strike be deemed 
necessary. Options were to be developed to target either cities or military 
targets or both. Even after the counter-force strategy fell out of favour, 
counter-force options remained in the Single Integrated Operational Plan 
for Nuclear War (SIOP). McNamara did not retreat so far from his earlier 
statements to demand that the US be denied a city-avoidance option, 
though in practice such an option did prove difficult to arrange and it was 
pursued with an increasing lack of conviction as the decade wore on. The 
shift was in stressing the avoidance of war rather than the avoidance of 
cities within war. Emphasizing counter-city capabilities in preference to 
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the counter-force was a declaratory policy. It was adopted to warn of the 
dangers of nuclear war rather than to describe how a nuclear war should 
be fought if it had to be fought. A secondary aspect, which eventually 
became more important, was to serve as a criterion for evaluating force 
levels. It was in this context that the concept became quite precise. 

Assured destruction 

An assured destruction capability was defined as the ability to: 

Deter a deliberate nuclear attack upon the United States or its allies by 
maintaining at all times a clear and unmistakable ability to inflict an 
unacceptable degree of damage upon any agressor, or combination of 
aggressors - even after absorbing a surprise first strike.1 

The levels of destruction it was thought necessary to be able to inflict 
would destroy 33-20 per cent of the Soviet population and 75-50 per 
cent of industrial capacity. 

The term was first used in 1964. The concept was originally to 
be known as 'assured retaliation', but this was felt to be too bland. The 
harshness of the term and the inescapable tragedy described in its 
definition were intentional. McNamara was concerned that, through 
euphemistic language, the circumlocutions endemic to military briefings 
and ill-disciplined logic, the Air Force and its Congressional supporters 
were deluding themselves into believing that there was a tolerable way 
of fighting a nuclear war. Talking, for example, about 'urban-industrial 
fatalities' rather than 'people killed' cushioned the senses against any 
attempt to comprehend the extent of the human catastrophe inherent 
in any nuclear war. Blunt talk about assuring destruction made the 
nature of the exercise clear. It also, incidentally, made McNamara sound 
suitably tough to the right-wing who had few qualms about the nature 
of the exercise. 

As a planning device the assured destruction criterion had the advan-
tage of demonstrating that the burst of missile production that marked 
the start of the Kennedy Administration had created a sufficiency of 
forces. Consequently, there was no need for further crash programmes 
or major build-ups of any kind. McNamara and his aides used extremely 
conservative assumptions, including the worst possible projections of 
future Soviet forces, in deciding whether existing forces were sufficient. 
These 'worst-case scenarios' were not used, as many have assumed, to 
rationalize excessive military production, but rather to disarm critics 
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opposed to ceilings on US forces. If in the worst possible case destruction 
could still be assured, then new investment was unnecessary. Given the 
size of US forces by the mid-1960s, McNamara was well aware that the 
horrific levels of devastation suggested by the concept were well within 
US capabilities. Throughout the decade the US capability was consistently 
higher than this level. An all-out US attack in 1968 could have destroyed 
nearly 50 per cent of the Soviet population and nearly 80 per cent of 
Soviet industrial capacity, as against the 20 per cent and 50 per cent 
respectively judged to be adequate by McNamara.2 

These lower levels were described as an 'unacceptable level of destruc-
tion'. This concept was misleading. It suggested an 'acceptable' level just 
below the formal level, which was obviously absurd. There was no pre-
cise method of measuring levels of destruction; even in the calculations 
used by the Pentagon only prompt fatalities, not the effects of fallout, 
and general social dislocation were included.3 Nor was there any defi-
nite view on Soviet thresholds of tolerance; the levels chosen by 
McNamara were more influenced by an awareness of diminishing mar-
ginal returns than any notion of what was acceptable to the Russians. 
After a certain point extra weapons produce few additional effects, 
because of the concentration of Soviet society into a finite number of 
large targets. Doubling the number of 1-megaton warheads from 400 to 
800 would increase the destruction of Soviet population and industry by 
only 9 per cent and 1 per cent respectively.4 All that was therefore neces-
sary was for US forces sufficient to ride the 'flat of the curve'; anything 
beyond that would be superfluous. 

Mutual assured destruction 

The most controversial aspect of McNamara's approach was that he 
refused to be dismayed, in fact refused to hinder, the Soviet attainment 
of an assured destruction capability. The arguments for encouraging 
mutual assured destruction pre-date McNamara, though it was known 
in the late 1950s as a 'stable balance of terror'. The disadvantage of the 
new term was that it had an acronym - 'MAD'. In the early 1970s this 
acronym was seized upon by McNamara's critics as if they were making 
some profound strategic comment on the substance of the concept.5 In 
fact MAD was no more insane and a lot more sensible than many other 
strategic formulations.6 

The desirability of reassuring the other side that there was no inten-
tion of preparing for a first strike had been accepted by the Kennedy 
Administration from the beginning. What was underestimated was the 
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extent to which honourable intentions could be communicated to a 
nervous and suspicious adversary. Arthur Schlesinger gives away some of 
the patronizing attitude of that Administration to its intellectual inferi-
ors when he recalls a meeting between Walt Rostow and V. Z. Kuznetsov 
of the Soviet Foreign Office in the month after Kennedy's election. 
Kuznetsov expressed his concern over the 'missile gap' furore and 
warned that the Soviet Union would respond to any US build-up. 
Rostow replied, according to Schlesinger, that: 

any Kennedy rearmament would be designed to improve the stability 
of the deterrent, and the Soviet Union should recognize this as in the 
interests of peace; but Kuznetsov, innocent of the higher calculus of 
deterrence as recently developed in the United States, brusquely 
dismissed this explanation.7 

There was something of the lecturer in McNamara. The presentation 
of doctrine in a clear and unambiguous manner was extremely impor-
tant to him. The annual posture statements were written with great care 
and meant to be read with equal care by both allies and adversaries. He 
was said to be delighted at the number of copies of this statement pur-
chased by the Soviet Embassy in Washington. The greater the conver-
gence of doctrine and mutual understanding, the better the chances of 
managing US-Soviet relations. 

The evidence that Moscow was putting the worst possible construc-
tion on the cities-avoidance doctrine concerned McNamara, and he 
sought to remedy the situation. As the retreat from counter-force began, 
the concern with stability became more evident. In 1962 a journal 
reported 'leaders in the Administration feeling that past US weapons 
systems developments have actually aggravated the arms race and con-
tributed to the instability of the deterrent concept', and that US restraint 
in not deploying 'potentially unstabilizing weapons' was expected to 
lead to comparable restraint by the Soviet Union.8 

That same month there was more authoritative evidence of such ideas 
at work. John McNaughton, an Assistant Secretary of Defense, intro-
duced the concept of 'non-zero sum games'. In challenging the assump-
tion that 'any US gain in security necessarily implies a concomitant 
Soviet loss', he discussed the 'possibility of mutual improvement of 
security through use of non-negotiated techniques' and explicitly used 
Schelling's phrase 'reciprocal fear of surprise attacks', with the fear 
'reflected back and forth like images in a room of mirrors'. McNaughton 
insisted that 'We must, in every decision we make, concern ourselves 
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with the factors of stability and of the dynamic effect on the arms race.'9 

Meanwhile, McNamara was explaining to an interviewer the virtues of a 
secure second-strike capability, in removing incentives to pre-empt, 
suggesting that it might be advantageous for the sake of a 'stable balance 
of terror' if both sides had such a capability.10 

The steps that McNamara took to demonstrate a lack of interest in first 
strikes, phasing out weapons, such as the European IRBMs, which would 
only be of use in a first strike have already been noted. Though the city-
avoidance doctrine suggested improvements in the quality and quantity 
of US missile forces so as to threaten Soviet missiles, McNamara was in 
little doubt that the number of these missiles would grow and that they 
would be protected against attack. There was no reason to believe that 
offensive forces by themselves could knock out the offensive forces of 
the adversary. The more contentious question was whether or not there 
was any means by which the defence could block the offence. 

Disillusion with defence 

There was little hint in the early 1960s of the controversy that would 
surround attempts to restrict defensive systems later in the decade. The 
most public arguments between the Administration and Congress were 
over offensive systems, such as the B-70 bomber. The decision to empha-
size the peaceful exploration of outer space in preference to its military 
exploitation also resulted in criticism of the Administration. The pre-
sumption that space would be the next great challenge for military tech-
nology was widely held, though it was hard to identify tangible strategic 
advantages without recourse to either psychology or romance. 

Space presented fascinating opportunities for unsurpassed technolo-
gical speculation and fabulous new machines, almost science fictional in 
nature. The Air Force coined the world aerospace to indicate the limitless 
area of future military operations. Unfortunately the fascination with 
technology, with doing more of, and better, what had been done before, 
led to a neglect of considerations of objectives. There was much fatuous 
talk about the moon being the classic high-ground beloved of strategies 
since antiquity or of the 'psychological' value of an orbiting nuclear 
bomb, but little explanation of the value of spending vast sums of 
money to send weapons out to space in order to bring them back one 
day, slowly, probably to the wrong place, and in uncertain condition.11 

Just as the Air Force was enamoured with the offence, the Administra-
tion appeared to have a proper interest in the defence. The objective of 
'damage limitation' had been with the Administration from the start 
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and survived the collapse of the overall 'no-cities' doctrine. It was not 
until later in the decade that an aversion to defensive measures became 
evident. Defensive measures could be divided into two categories - active 
and passive. Active measures involved detecting, tracking, and shooting 
down an incoming offensive force. Passive measures involved protecting 
targets from the effects of an enemy attack. In 1961 there was an elaborate 
system of active defences against bomber attack in being in the United 
States. A system of ballistic missile defence was under development but 
had not yet reached a stage where hard decisions had to be made. 
Decisions were also pending with passive defence. Apart from the protec-
tion of the missile forces - in submarines and concrete silos dug deep into 
the ground - a policy was required on defence of the civil population. 

There was no doubt that unless US society was to be utterly trans-
formed, little could be done to protect most of the effects of nuclear 
weapons. For those at the centre of a nuclear detonation there was no 
escape, but there were precautionary or emergency measures that, if taken 
at the periphery, could save some lives. Of these the most practical were 
fallout shelters. Nuclear fallout, the radioactive debris released from an 
explosion, could travel great distances and linger some time - depending, 
amongst other things, on the prevailing weather conditions. A commu-
nity apparently well out of harm's way might become the victim of a 
radioactive cloud. By waiting a number of days (and perhaps weeks) in 
a well-stocked shelter people might escape this danger. 

The Gaither Committee had advocated a fallout shelter programme, 
only to have it rejected by the Eisenhower Administration. Interest was 
revived in 1961. In terms of a desire to limit damage in the event of a 
nuclear war, a civil defence programme was an obvious step to take. 
Furthermore, fallout shelters seemed a logical component of a city-
avoidance doctrine. If the enemy was good enough to attack only milit-
ary targets well away from cities, then the main danger to the civilian 
population would be from fallout. 

In July 1961 President Kennedy submitted a programme to Congress. 
The objective was to identify, mark, and stock the available shelter space 
in existing buildings. Some 50 million shelters were expected to be iden-
tified. The vulnerability of the population would depend on the pattern 
of the enemy attack. In an attack up to 75 per cent of the deaths might 
be caused by blast and thermal effects. This suggested that the 50 mil-
lion shelters might save 10 to 15 million lives.12 The programme ran 
into difficulties. Many critics considered it to be a dangerous delusion, 
lulling people into a false sense of security in the face of nuclear war. It 
was also thought to be provocative, suggesting the mobilization of the 
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population and bringing them to a state of war-readiness. In addition, 
shelters became an emotive social issue. The rich could afford their own 
shelters and did not always seem disposed to share their space with less 
well-off neighbours. 

The move away from a cities-avoidance doctrine weakened the case 
for a shelter programme. With a greater expectation that cities would be 
targets in a nuclear war, the value of the shelters diminished. Nevertheless 
McNamara persisted with his advocacy of such a programme, linking it to 
the general objective of damage limitation, which was explored in an 
internal study of 1962-63. For a brief period afterwards it was elevated to 
a central strategic concept. The advocacy became more lukewarm as it 
became apparent that most defensive measures could be neutralized by 
the adversary without a great deal of trouble. Calculations suggested 
that at each level of damage the defence had to spend three times as 
much as the offence. By 1965 the programme had been abandoned.13 

This sense that, whatever one did to improve the defence, the offence 
would soon regain its position with a much more modest effort, began 
to colour the Administration's attitude to all defensive systems. If both 
sides could be persuaded to accept the inevitability of the primacy of the 
offence, they could save themselves a lot of money by forgoing the pur-
chase of futile defensive systems and the consequent offensive counter-
measures. It took time for this proposition to reach the centre of political 
debate. Available systems suffered from technical disabilities, particularly 
with regard to radar, which allowed McNamara to avoid meeting the 
issue head on. 

The first serious presentation of the 'defence is a dangerous thing' 
argument was made in 1964 by two distinguished scientists who had 
recently been advising the government on defence issues. Jerome 
Wiesner had been President Kennedy's science adviser and Herbert York 
had been Director of Defense Research and Engineering under both 
Eisenhower and Kennedy. They spoke for a scientific constituency that 
had already proved to be a significant factor in defence politics and was 
to be extremely influential in the late 1960s. The constituency contained 
many who had been working on nuclear weapons since the Manhattan 
project. Though a number of the leading nuclear scientists had become 
lobbyists for bigger and better bombs, the majority followed the lead of 
Robert Oppenheimer and considered it their responsibility to explain the 
dangers of an arms race and explore the means, both technical and polit-
ical, for bringing it under control.14 In private the scientists had access to 
key decisions through membership of advisory panels. Their public vehi-
cle was the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, published since the 1940s. 
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A second forum, which was to be of considerable importance during the 
1960s and 1970s, was the journal Scientific American. It was in this jour-
nal that York and Wiesner published their article. 

The occasion was the Partial Test Ban Treaty of 1963 and the ensuing 
argument over whether underground test could now safely be banned 
along with the atmospheric tests covered by the Treaty. York and 
Wiesner demonstrated that no important weapons developments would 
be at risk, and in doing so provided a valuable summation for a non-
specialist audience of the current state of the art in a variety of areas of 
defence technology. Their argument went beyond advocacy of a 
Comprehensive Test Ban to a warning that there was no technical solu-
tion to the problems of the vulnerability of the US (or the USSR) to 
nuclear attack and that attempts by either side to find a solution might 
only worsen the situation. They identified a search for an effective ABM 
system as an example of the dangers of this approach: 

Paradoxically, one of the potential destabilizing elements in the pres-
ent nuclear standoff is the possibility that one of the rival powers 
might develop a successful antimissile defense. Such a system, truly 
airtight and in the exclusive possession of one of the powers, would 
effectively nullify the deterrent force of the other, exposing the latter 
to a first attack against which it could not retaliate.15 

They then explained why they believed such an effective defence was 
unlikely to materialize: with the potency of each offensive missile no 
defensive failures could be tolerated; the missile defence itself would be 
vulnerable to attack; and the attacker would have all the tactical advan-
tage of surprise, knowing when, what, and how to attack, while the 
defender would have to be on continual alert for all eventualities. 
Finally there was a problem of lead times, the time taken from concep-
tion of a new system to its ultimate deployment. As the defence had to 
be planned against the known qualities of the offence it started the race 
'a lap behind'. 

The argument against ballistic missile defence thus reduced to two 
propositions: (a) it would not work; and (b) if one side was so misguided 
as to try to build one, this effort would stimulate an arms race. For most 
of the 1960s McNamara was content to base his opposition to ABMs on 
proposition (a). By 1966 this had become subject to qualification. 
Advances in the relevant technology made the system look more feasible. 
Meanwhile the Soviet Union was building its own ABM, suggesting that 
her leaders were unconvinced by the technical objections. 
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The promotion of the ABM gained even more force by the feeling 
amongst the military that the time had come to challenge McNamara on 
his whole strategic philosophy. They were distressed that few new 
weapons systems were being authorized and that MacNamara was unwill-
ing to prosecute the arms race with any energy. The issue became sym-
bolic of other complaints and frustrations connected with McNamara's 
disregard of military advice and sensibilities. The politics of the matter is 
not a subject for this book and has been dealt with elsewhere. Briefly, 
McNamara was faced with a recommendation from a united Joint Chiefs 
of Staff for a full-scale ABM system. He was forced to accede partially to 
this request, managing to present this as designed to protect US cities 
against an incipient Chinese missile threat (that in fact never material-
ized) rather than to protect them against a Soviet missile threat.16 In 
announcing this decision in September 1967, McNamara provided an elo-
quent statement of his views on the dynamics of the arms race, in a man-
ner which was to influence the defence debate for some years to come. 

The action-reaction phenomenon 

The September 1967 speech was a remarkable statement from an 
American Secretary of Defense. McNamara was not content simply to 
say that 'none of the systems at the present or foreseeable state of the art 
would provide an impenetrable shield over the United States', or to add 
that 'were we to deploy a heavy ABM system throughout the United 
States, the Soviets would clearly be strongly motivated to so increase 
their offensive capability as to cancel out our defensive advantage'. 
He felt it necessary to place all this in the context of an overall view of 
the arms race. The situation described was one in which the arms race 
gained momentum unnaturally and irrationally (the adjective used as 
'mad'). Both sides sought nothing else but to preserve their assured 
destruction capability, and were so anxious in this objective that they 
planned for the future on the basis of conservative assumptions con-
cerning the adversary's future intentions and capabilities: 

What is essential to understand here is that the Soviet Union and 
the United States mutually influence one another's strategic plans. 
Whatever their intentions or our intentions, actions - or even realis-
tically potential actions - on either side relating to the build-up of 
nuclear forces necessarily trigger reactions on the other side. It is 
precisely this action-reaction phenomenon that fuels an arms race. 
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He then explained the recent history of Soviet and American force 
development in these terms, admitting that the Soviet build-up then 
under way was a result of the Kremlin's misunderstanding of the objec-
tives of the US build-up of the early 1960s which could have been seen 
as directed towards 'a credible first-strike capability'. 

That was not, in fact, our intention. Our goal was to ensure that they, 
with their theoretical capacity to reach such a first-strike capability, 
would not outdistance us. But they could not read our intentions 
with any greater accuracy that we could read theirs. The result has 
been that we have both built up our forces to a point that far exceeds 
a credible second-strike capability against the forces we each started 
with. In doing so neither of us has reached a first-strike capability.17 

Such a detached analysis from a Secretary of Defense gave the propo-
sition a credence that it did not deserve. The action-reaction phenomenon 
was soon being cited as a virtual iron law of strategic relations by liber-
als in an effort to encourage restraint in US policies. In this way liberals 
found themselves committed to the preservation of the balance of ter-
ror, rather than its elimination as had been the hope of many less than 
a decade before. Unfortunately there was little evidence to substantiate 
either McNamara's analysis of the dynamics of the arms race or his read-
ing of history. Had he made a more modest and general observation on 
the extent to which the two super-powers influence each other's plans, 
or focused more narrowly on ABMs, where the argument that any 
deployment would trigger a counter-deployment in the Soviet offence 
was quite compelling, then he would have left himself less vulnerable to 
charges of over-simplification. 

There were two main problems with McNamara's statement. First, 
the assessment of adversary intentions and capabilities was only one of 
a number of factors which influence weapons procurement decisions. In 
addition there were a number of technological, military, budgetary, and 
political factors at work. Second, it could not be demonstrated that there 
was and always had been one single, overriding strategic objective -
maintenance of an assured destruction capability - guiding all actions. 
There remained strong pressures for a drive for outright superiority or 
the aggressive acquisition of damage-limiting capabilities. Indeed, these 
pressures had influenced McNamara during the 1960s build-up of US 
forces. There were powerful arguments in favour of evaluating forces 
according to assured destruction criteria - but that did not mean that 
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that was how it was always done. It was the fact that the Russians did 
not see things this way that caused McNamara so much difficulty. 

The bad history and wishful thinking detracts from, but ought not 
to obscure, the significance of McNamara's heartfelt plea for moderation 
in the pursuit of strategic objectives. He did not create the 'stimulus-
misperception-response' model of the arms race. It could be found in the 
academic literature of the 1950s and 1960s. The role of ABMs in a duel 
with the offense had been identified in the Gaither Report ten years pre-
viously. Nor is it fair to take the logical conclusion of McNamara's message -
to concentrate fire on cities in the event of nuclear war - as an expression 
of some perverse scale of values. The formula for stabilizing the arms 
race could be summed up as: 'Offence good, defence bad; killing cities 
good, killing missiles bad.' This was not based on timeless and universal 
values but the circumstances of the moment. To McNamara the super-
powers could break out of the grip of the action-reaction phenomenon 
by refusing to react. If certain temptations could be resisted, then nei-
ther side would find its deterrent threatened and no counter-measures 
would be necessary. In the 1960s the ball was in the defence's court. The 
offence had been on the ascendant for a number of years. A sort of sta-
bility had been achieved in that both sides now enjoyed a second-strike 
capability to which ABMs were the only apparent source of threat. 
However, because, according to the Pentagon analyses, even ABMs could 
not create a first-strike capability, the act of restraint proposed by 
McNamara was somewhat easier than it would have been if a genuine 
advantage was available through the considerable expenditure demanded 
by a full-scale ABM system. 

Throughout the 1960s McNamara had relied upon his powers of per-
suasion to convince his counterparts in the Kremlin to join him in 
eschewing certain weapons in order to introduce a measure of calm and 
stability into strategic relations. Unfortunately the actions of the US 
Administration did not always appear as moderate as his words. Nor was 
the Soviet Union willing to change its own distinctive perceptions to 
conform with the doctrines developed in the Pentagon. By the end of 
1966 McNamara had realized that any mutual restraint would have to be 
negotiated. Out of this recognition came the first offer, by President 
Johnson in February 1967, for talks on the limitation of strategic arms. 



17 
The Soviet Approach to Deterrence 

The strategic learning curve 

The dogged refusal of the Russians to endorse any of McNamara's pre-
scriptions for intra-war deterrence or a stable arms race, undermined 
both confidence in McNamara's prognoses for the future and the qual-
ity of his original diagnoses. The potential convergence of Soviet and 
American destinies was never as great as assumed by McNamara, but nor 
was the actual divergence as fundamental or as damaging as his detrac-
tors suggested. In his prime, McNamara's faith in conclusions reached 
by a process of rigorous analysis, pushing to one side the deadweight of 
tradition, was contagious. It was not difficult to presume that he and his 
staff represented the furthest point on some strategic learning curve, to 
which internal opponents, allies and potential enemies were to be 
brought by a process of patient education in the realities of the age. 

For example, Roman Kolkowicz wrote, with a number of his colleagues, 
of how 'Soviet strategic doctrine and capabilities appear to have lagged 
behind those of the United States by about five years.' His argument was 
that 'technology seems to have a levelling effect which subsumes politi-
cal, ideological, and social differences in various political systems', and 
also that Western doctrine could have an 'educative' effect on Soviet lead-
ers, persuading them to replace their own ideas and programmes by alter-
natives derived from 'bourgeois' societies.1 McNamara himself explained 
how Soviet approaches were distinct from his own by reference to the 
distracting effects of tradition. For example, he found the Kremlin's con-
tinued expenditure of enormous sums on 'porous' defensive systems 
virtually incomprehensible. It was 'fanaticism', best explained, he sup-
posed, by 'their strong emotional reaction to the need to defend Mother 
Russia'.2 
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It was realized that Soviet writings on nuclear strategy often diverged 
markedly in their formulations and conclusions from the American lit-
erature. However, three points could be noted, at least in the first half of 
the 1960s, to encourage the view that the American learning curve 
would be followed. First, Soviet doctrine had changed in the 1950s in 
response to the limitations and opportunities provided by thermonu-
clear weapons and missiles, or the 'Military-Technical Revolution', as it 
was known in the USSR. Presumably, therefore, it could change again. 
Second, Soviet military literature indicated that notice was taken of 
American doctrine as well as capabilities. The American strategic teach-
ers knew that their Soviet pupils were paying attention, even if they 
could not count on their receptivity. Third, while it was true that a care-
ful reading of Soviet military writings left a clear impression of an expec-
tation of the ultimate triumph of socialism, even through a victory in 
nuclear war, this was so far removed from actual capabilities that it was 
difficult to believe the Russians themselves took it seriously. In fact, 
despite the proud bellicosity and ideological certainty of official pro-
nouncements, attitudes and behaviour displayed in the context of 
actual international affairs were exceedingly cautious. 

As the development of Soviet doctrine was kept firmly in the hands of 
the Kremlin, without the benefit of the independent advice from the sort 
of civilian specialists that flourished at RAND, it was possible to guess the 
reason for this lack of congruence between intentions and capabilities: 
the Soviet generals were anxious to secure their budgets and assert their 
undiminished importance to the survival of the socialist state. In the 
early 1960s Khrushev was obviously having trouble with his generals (as, 
for different reasons, was McNamara). In these circumstances it became 
tempting to dismiss official doctrine as largely obsolete, attempting to 
square a circle out of obeisance to the canons of Marxism-Leninism, and 
in support of requests for a higher military budget. 

The growth of Soviet military capabilities during the late 1960s and 
1970s encouraged people in the West to look once again, with a less crit-
ical eye, at Soviet doctrine. Some saw it as a set of statements providing 
notice of a clear intention to gain superiority so as to wage and win a 
nuclear war whenever desired.3 As the indictment against McNamara was 
being drawn up by conservatives in the 1970s, the most serious item on 
the charge sheet was that of a failure to appreciate the distinctiveness of 
the Soviet approach to strategic issues. This approach, it was argued, in 
contrast to that of McNamara, stressed the possibility of victory in nuclear 
war, an outcome other than mutual assured destruction. The Russians did 
not deviate from the traditional view that the role of strategy was to 
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devise means of winning future wars, and that the role of military plan-
ners was to prepare the necessary forces. Not only did McNamara fail to 
convince his Soviet counterparts of the error of their ways but, by 
emphasizing the possibility of coincidence of interests between the 
super-powers in controlling the arms race and avoiding nuclear war, he 
also neglected the underlying conflict of interests.4 

Guidelines for stability 

The underlying assumptions of the Theory of Mutual Assured 
Destruction were that, for the foreseeable future, the offence would be 
able to maintain the advantage over the defence. Because of this, all one 
could do to prevent the other from inflicting crippling devastation was 
to threaten retaliation. The lesson drawn from this assumption for the 
purposes of force planning was that one need only ensure a sufficiency of 
offensive forces to assure destruction after allowing for all feasible 
improvements in the first-strike capabilities of the other side. The lesson 
drawn for arms control was that, as every improvement in one side's 
defence provided no extra security but merely a spurt to the offence of 
the other, once both sides ceased making defensive moves forces could 
stabilize at current levels. The lesson for crisis management was the grow-
ing uselessness of nuclear weapons for purposes other than deterring the 
nuclear weapons of the other side. 

McNamara presented mutual assured destruction as a fact of life that 
everyone would do well to recognize rather than as an optimum strategy. 
That neither side could embark on a nuclear war, however tentatively, 
without a finite and probably quite large risk of complete destruction was 
a fact of life. But there was also a finite chance that the outcome of a 
nuclear war could be something other than mutual assured destruction. 
McNamara was therefore criticized for failing (after his early promise) to 
expand the opportunities for avoiding total devastation if a nuclear war 
did break out. 

Emphasizing assured destruction might sober a potential aggressor. 
But once this threat had failed, and hostilities had commenced, matters 
would not be retrieved by exercising this threat. This was the weakest 
point in McNamara's whole approach. Benjamin Lambeth has provided 
one of the best critiques: 

Although commonly called a 'strategy', 'assured destruction' was 
by itself an antithesis of strategy. Unlike any strategy that ever pre-
ceded it throughout the history of armed conflict, it ceased to be 
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useful precisely where military strategy is supposed to come into 
effect: at the edge of war.5 

There were other options - restricting attacks to targets relevant to the 
ensuing land battle or taking care to avoid cities. These options were, of 
course, the ones that McNamara had been anxious to explore at the start 
of his term as Secretary of Defense. He never completely abandoned this 
exploration. So it was not quite fair to suggest, as did Lambeth, that with 
nuclear operations under way, all the US military could do was 'to shut its 
eyes, grit its teeth, and reflexively unleash an indiscriminate and simulta-
neous reprisal against all Soviet aim points on a pre-established target list'. 
The target lists drawn up in the Pentagon during the 1960s still included 
a number of alternative options. However, the design of these options did 
prove difficult and the attacks envisaged were all large. Furthermore, there 
was an evident decline in the interest shown in these alternatives in the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense. Interest was sustained slightly longer in 
the more modest objective of damage limitation. 

Apart from the difficulty in getting a civil defence programme through 
Congress, McNamara became wary of damage limitation objectives. The 
pursuit of these objectives, he came to believe, was not only futile but 
might well stimulate an arms race. What was merely 'damage limitation' 
to one side, threatened the 'assured destruction' capability of the other. 

Thus the choice McNamara made was to take every possible step to 
underline the danger of mutual assured destruction, even if this meant 
turning it into a self-fulfilling prophecy through undermining compre-
hension of, and capabilities for, alternative courses of action should war 
break out. 

To what extent did a divergence in strategic thinking frustrate 
McNamara's attempt to stabilize military relations between the two 
super-powers? McNamara was blatantly rebuffed by the Russians twice 
during his term as Secretary of Defense. The Russians never accepted the 
notion of escalation as a set of deliberate, controlled moves. Soviet writ-
ings responded to the doctrines being propounded by McNamara in the 
early 1960s with great hostility, inferring rather sinister motives from his 
attempt to establish rules for nuclear warfare. By contrast, they argued 
that it was not possible to rely on 'fire-breaks' between nuclear and con-
ventional war, or to hope that nuclear war could be contained within 
rigid limits. 

However, McNamara's own confidence on these matters waned and 
rules for war-fighting played a negligible role in his doctrinal pro-
nouncements of the later 1960s as he came to be preoccupied with the 
problems of stable deterrence. Here again there was a rebuff as the 
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Russians persisted with their anti-ballistic missile system after McNamara 
had spoken long and eloquently on the destabilizing consequences of 
such an endeavour. 

Yet McNamara did succeed here in persuading the Russians to change 
their views. In 1968, after he had unveiled the improvements to US offen-
sive systems to be undertaken to penetrate the Soviet ABM defences, the 
Russian deployment programme faltered then stopped. Negotiations 
were entered into with the US to limit ABMs and these achieved their 
objective in 1972. So while on doctrinal grounds the Russians may have 
regretted the ABM Treaty, in practical terms they appeared to accept the 
contention that in the long run the offence could degrade any novelties 
which the defence might offer. This may not have been an intellectual 
conversion, but the result was to narrow the area in which the conse-
quences of other disagreements might be played out. 

The most difficult question is whether the Russians could ever accept 
that McNamara was speaking for them when he claimed: 

No meaningful victory is even conceivable in a third unlimited world 
war, for no nation can possibly win a full-scale thermonuclear 
exchange. The two world powers that have now achieved a mutual 
assured-destruction capability fully realize that.6 

A 'second-best deterrent' 

In our earlier discussions on Soviet policy, mounting enthusiasm over 
the opportunities provided by the new technology of long-range mis-
siles was noted, as was the apparent Soviet lead in their development 
and production. In the event, not only was this enthusiasm premature, 
it was also counter-productive. Khruschev's reliance on ICBMs brought 
him into conflict with his own military, who felt that insufficient regard 
was being paid to the employment of other types of forces. His regular 
assertions of Soviet pre-eminence impressed the Americans who took 
steps to strengthen their position, and impressed also the Chinese who 
believed that the time was now ripe to advance world revolution and 
then became distressed at Soviet timidity. 

An anecdote from Khruschev's memoirs illustrates his fascination 
with rocketry and his personal involvement in the relevant decision-
making - in contrast with the management of strategic innovation in 
the US. Khruschev recalled how he noted that one of Russia's first rock-
ets was 'fired from a launching pad which looked like a huge tabletop 
and could easily be detected by reconnaissance planes or satellites in 
orbit around the earth'. At this point Khruschev claimed to have drawn 
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on his experience as a coal miner and as a supervisor during the build-
ing of the Moscow Metro and suggested the idea of sinking the missile 
into 'sunken covered shafts'. After being told by his engineers that this 
'wouldn't work' he let the matter drop. Some years later his son, Sergei, 
who was involved in the missile programme, informed Khruschev 
that 'he'd read in some American journal that the US had begun to 
replace launching pads with silos'. He then felt able to give some orders. 
A programme to dig sunken silos was initiated and completed after his 
'retirement' in 1964.7 

Khruschev's belief in the quality of his own insight into these matters 
inevitably led him into conflict with the military. In 1959 he remarked 
that he did 'not trust appraisals of generals on questions of strategic 
importance'. The lack of respect was mutual. Once Khruschev had been 
displaced in October 1964 by a leadership the generals found more con-
genial, they made clear their view that strategic matters demanded 
a competence and understanding only possessed by the professional mil-
itary. General Zakharov warned in February 1965 that 'With the emer-
gence of rocket-nuclear arms, cybernetics, electronics and computers, 
any subjective approach to military problems, harebrained plans, and 
superficiality can cause irreparable damage.'8 

Thomas Wolfe has observed that Khruschev's policies in effect 
amounted to settling for a second-best strategic posture.9 He opted for a 
'minimum deterrent'. The enemy would be deterred by the devastation 
threatened by the nuclear power becoming available to the Soviet forces. 
Long-range rockets would ensure that the US land-based rockets could 
not escape; short-range rockets could be used to permit the reduction in 
army manpower without any loss in firepower. 

In January 1960 Khruschev explained his position to the Supreme 
Soviet: 

Our state has a powerful rocket technology. Given the present develop-
ment of military technology, military aviation and the navy have lost 
their former importance. This type of armament is not being reduced 
but replaced. Military aviation is now being almost entirely replaced 
by missiles. We have now sharply reduced and probably will further 
reduce and even halt production of bombers and other obsolete equip-
ment. In the navy, the submarine fleet is assuming greater importance 
and surface ships can no longer play the role they played in the past. 

He justified a cut in manpower by reference to the increase in firepower 
made possible by nuclear weapons. 'Firepower', Khruschev explained, was 
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'the main thing after all. In essence the reason why states maintain armies 
is precisely to have power that can withstand a possible enemy and either 
restrain him from attacking or repulse him if he tries to attack.'10 

The newly formed Strategic Rocket and Air Defence (PVO-Strany) 
forces came out of this policy quite well, but elsewhere it was less than 
popular. The airmen were upset at the proposed replacement of the 
bomber by the missile, while the army and navy were distressed by 
Khruschev's determination to cut back their manpower. Their opposi-
tion resulted in some leading Soviet commanders being relieved of their 
posts. On the whole, however, the military response to Khruschev was 
not to contradict directly his theses, but to qualify them gradually. This 
was exemplified by the statements of Marshal R. Ya. Malinovsky, the 
Defence Minister, who kept his post while avoiding endorsing 
the Khruschevian radicalism. On the very day that Khruschev spoke to 
the Supreme Soviet, Malinovsky also spoke on how 'all arms' of the 
Soviet Armed Forces would be retained in 'relevant and sound propor-
tions'. The emphasis on 'combined arms' soon became the hallmark of 
the military traditionalists. Each branch of the services provided patient 
accounts of its growing importance. The ground forces argued that, 
because of the possibilities for attrition with increased firepower, mass 
armies would be more necessary than ever before. Spokesmen for long-
range aviation pointed to the virtues of bombers as a launch platform 
for air-to-surface missiles and as a means of attacking mobile targets.11 

In 1962 the military worked out a shared position which was pre-
sented in a volume edited by Marshal Sokolovsky, entitled Military 
Strategy. This was the first major work on strategy since the 1930s and 
defined the new consensus that had emerged through the post-Stalin 
debate on nuclear strategy and the more recent arguments with 
Khruschev.12 The work avoided controversy and read like a compromise 
document. It offered no clear priorities for the design of Soviet forces 
while providing support for claims for every type of force. Nor was there 
even an unambiguous view on the likely character of a future war. Some 
passages suggest that it would be long; others that it would be short. At 
times the hypothesis of the inevitability of the expansion of limited war 
into a global nuclear war was given vigorous support; elsewhere there 
were indications that some limits might hold. Most difficult of all was 
the uneasy relationship between the 'decisive' first phase involving 
nuclear missiles, and the final phase where the ultimate outcome 
depended on the strength of the surviving conventional forces. This 
particular problem was exacerbated by movements in US forces and 
doctrine (to which Sokolovsky and his team paid great attention). 
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The American challenge 

It was not only the suspicion of the military that caused Khrushchev's 
strategy to be qualified, but also the continuing teething troubles of the 
Soviet missile programme which created an awkward lacuna in Soviet 
capabilities at the very time when a tangible superiority over the US had 
been expected. More important, this was a time of significant new direc-
tions in American policy. Many of Khruschev's formulations were reminis-
cent of those that had been popular in the Eisenhower Administration. 
They had little in common with those brought to the fore by the Kennedy 
Administration. 

Apart from a shared belief in the obsolescence of long-range bombers, 
the Americans and Russians appeared in 1961 to be diverging in their 
strategies. While Khruschev contented himself with a minimum deter-
rent, McNamara worried about the problems of securing a second-strike 
capability. While Khruschev spoke of the obsolescence of conventional 
armaments, McNamara argued for extending conventional options. In 
addition, as once Khruschev had gloated over his imminent missile 
superiority, the US Administration could now provide facts and figures 
on American superiority. This was diplomatically irritating and militar-
ily alarming, for the combination of American missile superiority, the 
ability of using satellites to find - and so target - Soviet missile sites with 
accuracy, and a new doctrine which emphasized counter-force attacks 
aroused Soviet fears of an American first strike. 

Khruschev had to take steps to retrieve the situation. Having bragged in 
1960 that 'the Soviet Union is now the world's strongest military power', 
he found it necessary to argue only that the two powers were 'equal' and 
warn the Americans against the presumption that they were operating 
from a 'position of strength'. 

It was no longer asserted that Soviet casualties would be less than 
those of the United States in the aftermath of a nuclear war. The need 
now was to stress that both powers would suffer enormously. Khruschev 
reported that President Kennedy had told him in their meeting in Vienna 
in early 1961 that the two sides were 'equal'. With his comrades he 
sought to remind the Americans of this 'admission' as reports came out 
of the Pentagon of a growing American superiority. Rather defensively, 
Marshal Malinovsky argued in January 1962 that: 

I hold that today the socialist camp is stronger than these countries 
[NATO], but let us presume that the forces are equal. We are ready 
to agree to this so as not to take part in stirring up a war psychosis. 
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But since the forces are equal the American leaders should come to 
correct conclusions and pursue a reasonable policy.13 

In the middle of 1961, during the Berlin crisis, the cuts in conven-
tional forces were halted. While long-range bombers remained the 
largest single component of a small Soviet retaliatory force, it was felt 
necessary to play down the theme of their obsolescence. To provide for 
the future, major new research and development programmes were ini-
tiated. It was hoped that by building an anti-ballistic missile system 
comparable to the air defence system much of the sting could eventually 
be taken out of any American attack. Development of space weapons 
was also encouraged, this still being considered an area where the USSR 
enjoyed a technological lead over the US. 

None of this solved Khruschev's immediate problem. To compensate for 
his relative lack of long-range delivery vehicles he was forced to a number 
of expedients. The first was to emphasize the threat to those members of 
NATO which could more easily be reached and destroyed than North 
America. The Russians had taken the precaution of constructing a large 
force of medium-range aircraft and missiles. The Western Europeans could 
be 'hostages' to American good behaviour.14 During the Berlin crisis 
pointed references were made to the vulnerability of US bases in Europe to 
nuclear attack and the disaster this could mean for the host countries. 

A second feature of Khruschev's response was to emphasize the fero-
city of the explosion of each nuclear warhead rather than the number of 
individual explosions that could be achieved. The 'terror quotient' was 
exaggerated with talks of bombs of immense megatonnage, even up to 
100 million tons of TNT. A test series began in September 1961 that 
included, among other high-yield tests, one of 60 megatons. This was all 
despite the fact that the damage achieved by such weapons would not 
be substantially greater than that achieved with weapons of 5-10 mega-
tons, and that there were no existing means of delivering such pay-
loads.15 The Americans were reminded that the mode of war-fighting 
they apparently preferred - using small nuclear weapons against discrete 
military targets as part of a controlled process of escalation - was not the 
sort that they would probably be engaged in. Instead an image was 
offered of an all-out conflict opening with massive nuclear exchanges in 
which few cities would escape unscathed. The notion of limitations and 
agreed conventions in this sort of total war was mocked and under-
mined by assertions of the unavoidable escalation of any war between 
the super-powers. In Soviet plans, nuclear and conventional forces and 
civilian and military targets appeared intermingled. 
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The first-strike menace implied by the American build-up in strategic 
forces, given a suspicious reading of the associated doctrine, created a 
major problem when the total Soviet forces were so scarce. In October 
1961, speaking to the 22nd Party congress, Marshal Malinovsky stated 
that: 

The Presidium of the Central Committee of the Party and the Soviet 
Government have demanded and continue to demand of us that we 
devote special attention to the initial period of a possible war. The 
importance of this period lies in the fact that the first massive nuclear 
blows can to an enormous extent determine the entire subsequent 
course of the war and result in losses in the homeland and among the 
troops which could place the people the country in a difficult situation. 

The first edition of Sokolovsky's Military Strategy wrote of how 'pri-
mary attention' was directed 'to the study of how a future war may break 
out', which included 'detailed study' of, among other things, 'methods 
of delivering the first blow'. Elsewhere it is stated 'the main task of 
Soviet military strategy is working out means for reliably repelling a sur-
prise nuclear attack by an aggressor'. The initial phase was described as 
'fierce and destructive'. It would 'pre-determine the development and 
outcome of the entire war'. The targets attacked would be the most 
important which, it was made clear from another part of the book, 
would be 'strategic nuclear weapons' located well away from theatres of 
military operations. 'Unless these weapons are destroyed or neutralized, 
it is impossible to protect the country's vital centres from destruction, 
and one cannot count on successfully achieving the aim of the war even 
if the [enemy] troop formation deployed in the military theatres are 
destroyed.'16 

The logic of this line of argument led to some sort of pre-emptive 
attack policy. It was not one explicitly reached in this book, despite the 
hints. Nevertheless, there is evidence that this logic was at least partly 
followed. 

The policy that appears to have been adopted by the Soviet military 
planners was that of 'launch-on-warning'. With timely warning of an 
incoming attack the retaliatory force could be launched in time to avoid 
its own destruction. In November 1967, Marshal Krylov, Commander-
in-Chief of the Strategic Rocket Forces, wrote: 

It must be stressed that under present conditions, when the Soviet 
Armed Forces are in constant combat readiness, any aggressor who 



The Soviet Approach to Deterrence 253 

begins a nuclear war will not remain unpunished, a severe and 
inevitable retribution awaits him. With the presence in the arma-
ment of troops of launchers and missiles which are completely ready 
for operation, as well as systems for detecting enemy missile launch-
ers and other types of reconnaissance, an aggressor is no longer able 
suddenly to destroy the missiles before their launch on the territory 
of the country against which the aggression is committed. They will 
have time during the flight of the missiles of the aggressor to leave 
their launchers and inflict a retaliatory strike against the enemy. Even 
in the most unfavourable circumstance, if a portion of missiles is 
unable to be launched before the strike of missiles of the aggressor, as 
a result of the high degree of protection of the launchers from nuclear 
explosions, these missiles will be preserved and will carry out the 
combat missions assigned to them.17 

While official US doctrine had not eschewed such a policy (on the 
grounds that ambiguity complicates the Soviet risk calculus) there were 
few enthusiastic proponents, and the general line was that it increased 
the danger of accidental war through over-reliance on the means of 
detecting an attack. However, the intention behind such a policy was 
defensive and reactive; more explicit emphasis on pre-emption would 
encourage an even more disturbing interpretation. Furthermore, aware-
ness of the feasibility of launch-on-warning for Soviet forces would be 
an extra source of caution if a first strike was being contemplated against 
US forces with a similar capability. One important distinction was that a 
pre-emptive first strike, to make any sense, would need to destroy an 
extremely large proportion of the enemy's offensive forces, while with 
launch-on-warning it was speed that counted far more than the specific 
character of the targets. 

The third rapid solution attempted by Khruschev, and one that back-fired 
dramatically, was, in October 1962, to place medium- and intermediate-
range missiles on Cuba, so turning them into 'ersatz' ICBMs and, inci-
dentally, complicating any first-strike plans the Americans may have 
had. Unfortunately for Khruschev the Americans detected the 
missiles prior to their installation and demanded their immediate with-
drawal. The general sense of Soviet inferiority may have been an impor-
tant factor in Khruschev's decision not to carry on with his plans, 
although American confidence in their position was mainly determined 
by local conventional superiority. The outcome of this crisis was to 
confirm publicly rather than redress the comparative weakness of the 
Soviet Union. 
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Sobered by this experience, Khruschev embarked on a policy of 
detente, seeking to hold down American military strength through arms 
control, obviating the need for large-scale procurement programmes in 
the USSR. After all that the military had been through with Khruschev -
the boasting and the bluster combined with a deteriorating military 
position and the humiliating climb-down over Cuba - they became 
notably more hostile to his prescriptions for either force levels or the 
conduct of relations with the United States. In military newspapers and 
periodicals, the prospects for peaceful coexistence with the United States 
(and all that would entail by way of reduced military expenditure) was 
treated with great circumspection. The main issue was over the extent of 
the American threat. To pave the way for a policy of peaceful coexistence, 
Khruschev had begun in the 1950s to identify 'sober', 'realistic', and 'rea-
sonable' factions in US ruling circles, with whom deals could be done, 
providing the other 'belligerent' and 'aggressive' faction was contained.18 

This sort of interpretation was resisted by the military, who spoke more 
of a 'predatory nature' inherent in imperialism itself.19 

The Brezhnev years 

When Khruschev fell in October 1964, the military took the opportun-
ity to reassert their position. In 1965, General Nikolai Talensky, who had 
retired from military service in 1958 and had become a leading 
supporter of Khruschev's revisionism, wrote an article warning of the 
'dangerous illusion that the idea that thermonuclear war can still serve 
as an instrument of politics, that it is possible to achieve political aims 
by using nuclear weapons and still survive'. A number of military figures 
then attacked this notion, not so much because of its theoretical weak-
ness but because of the bad effects on morale. Lieutenant-Colonel Rybkin 
wrote that: 'Any a priori rejection of the possibility of victory is harmful 
because it leads to moral disarmament, to a disbelief in victory and to 
fatalism and passivity. It is necessary to wage a struggle against such 
views and attitudes.' In addition, there was the ever-present danger of 
the imperialists unleashing a war. 

Debate on this matter was eventually terminated in January 1967, by 
an unsigned and authoritative editorial in the Krasnaia Zvezda (Red Star) 
which supported the Talensky arguments. 'All peace-loving and anti-
imperialist forces oppose a world nuclear war as a means of the contin-
uation of politics.' The more exclusive journal Military Thought in 1968 
had a more sophisticated debate, attempting to reconcile the general 
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undesirability of nuclear war with the difficulty of admitting that such a 
war would mean the end of socialism as well as imperialism. General 
Bocharev wrote 'Recognition of the possibility of the victory of the 
socialist states in a global nuclear war, as is perfectly clear, by no means 
signifies justification for its kindling or unleashing.'20 

The military were successful in encouraging the new leadership to ini-
tiate a major military build-up to catch up with the United States in mis-
sile power. During the second half of the 1960s Soviet military strength 
grew extremely fast and by the end of the decade had caught up, at least 
in raw numbers, with the Americans. This improvement in capabilities, 
which continued in the 1970s, made a number of Western observers 
nervous that the possibility of victory in a nuclear war was being taken 
more seriously, and that 'pre-emption' was becoming a serious option for 
Soviet planners. The frequent discussion of the importance of the factor 
of surprise and the stress on the need to take the tactical offensive (which 
pervades all Soviet military writing) gave the references, regular since the 
1960s, of the possibility of 'frustrating', 'disrupting', 'forestalling' an 
enemy strike, a more sinister connotation.21 

This line of reasoning pointed to a general Soviet predilection for 'war-
fighting' as opposed to deterrent capabilities. Semantic confusion could 
set in here, for the two are not necessarily exclusive: the point has often 
been made in the West that the most credible form of deterrent would 
be a capability to fight and even win a war if necessary. This would 
appear to have become the Soviet view; fortified by nagging doubts over 
whether deterrence would hold indefinitely.22 

Here the Soviet divergence from the views expressed by McNamara 
was significant. The idea of relying solely on 'assured destruction' did 
not provide a satisfactory answer to the question of what to do if deter-
rence failed. Moreover, talking of mutual deterrence suggested that the 
USSR needed to be deterred, a proposition it could not accept. Finally 
Soviet commentators have found it difficult to accept the idea that 
long-term peace could be brought about by the fear of nuclear weapons, 
or that some scientific breakthrough in the future would not upset the 
balance of terror.23 

That said, there are two important qualifications. While Soviet leaders 
may not have been at ease with McNamara's approach to deterrence, it 
was an objective they shared. Satisfaction was gained by being able to 
point to the reluctance of the United States to initiate aggression because 
of the overall military strength of the USSR. It has been stated in the 
strongest possible terms that the military situation has not developed to 
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the stage where the USSR could contemplate a war with equanimity. 
When the two SALT delegations met in Helsinki in November 1969, the 
Soviet side made the following officially cleared statement: 

Even in the event that one of the sides were the first to be subjected 
to attack, it would undoubtedly retain the ability to inflict a retalia-
tory strike of crushing power. Thus evidently we all agree that war 
between our two countries would be disastrous for both sides. And it 
would be tantamount to suicide for the ones who decided to start 
such a war.24 

The second point refers to the problem of capabilities. The essentials 
of Soviet doctrine have remained unchanged from the early 1960s until 
the present day, despite a wide variety in the capacity to fulfil many 
of the military tasks the doctrine said ought to be fulfilled. A problem 
of talking of a 'war-fighting capability' is that no self-evident limits, save 
the availability of resources and the requisite technology, are imposed 
on the procurement of new weapons. While Soviet doctrine deserved to 
be taken more seriously with the growth of capabilities, there remained 
important gaps. For example, if the civil defence forces of the Soviet 
Union were successful in achieving objectives set out for it - 'to rapidly 
liquidate the consequences of enemy nuclear strikes, promptly render 
extensive and diverse aid to casualties, and secure the conditions for the 
more normal functioning of the facilities of the national economy'25 -
then there would be serious consequences for mutual deterrence. While 
the USSR has made a greater effort in this area than the US, mainly to 
ensure a functioning government and preserve key industrial facilities, 
war has yet to be made more tolerable.26 

Another example where the desiderata implied by the strategy were 
not matched by capability, also in the defensive area, was ABMs, in 
which there was a major Soviet investment through the 1960s. In 1967, 
a year when McNamara was making his most strenuous efforts to con-
vince his Soviet opposite numbers of the unwisdom of ABM deploy-
ment, there was a vigorous debate in the USSR on the matter, not so 
much on the arms race effects of deployment, but on whether it would 
actually be possible to block a serious missile attack. The answer was in 
the negative, as limited ABM deployment around Moscow was halted 
in the next year.27 When the two powers agreed in 1972 to limit ABMs 
in SALT I, Marshal Grechko, the Minister of Defence, wrote about how 
this Treaty prevented 'the emergence of a chain reaction of competition 
between offensive and defensive arms'.28 
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There was a real divergence between Soviet and American doctrine, 
but also important similarities largely imposed by the exigencies of a sit-
uation in which mutual destruction was possible. Soviet planners, like 
American planners, had to face the facts that offensive arms always 
seemed to have the edge on defensive arms and that, while war was a 
contingency for which preparations could be made, its initiation could 
not be considered as a sensible political option. The main difference was 
that in the USSR, unlike the US, there were not only few institutional 
checks on the military, as they accumulated weapons in preparation for 
war, but also a strong predisposition to encourage the accumulation of 
weapons out of the ideological need to demonstrate that the outcome of 
any war would be more favourable to socialism than imperialism, and a 
belief that the more military power possessed, the stronger its deterrent 
effect. 



18 
The Chinese Connection 

Any Soviet arguments over strategic doctrine with the United States 
could be carried on at an arm's length. The two adversaries were not 
obliged to agree - each was only interested in assessing the implications 
of the other's deployment and declarations for its overall position. An 
argument with an ally was different - divergent policies could cause 
problems in the planning and the conduct of war. The dependence 
on an ally and the possibility of exerting influence gave the argument 
more point. So it was that the sharpest strategic debates of the 1960s were 
between the Americans and French within NATO and between the 
Russians and the Chinese. In each case, the debate was never resolved sat-
isfactorily and led to a loss in Alliance cohesion. With the Russians and 
Chinese, the link which made it still (just) possible to talk of the 'Sino-
Soviet bloc' in 1960 was broken completely so that by the end of the 
decade the two had become enemies and, in 1969, engaged in sizeable 
armed clashes on the border. 

Whereas American strategic precepts could be dismissed by the Russians 
for their lack of the correct social and historical perspective that comes 
with Marxism-Leninism, the Chinese claimed to be working within the 
same philosophical framework. Moreover their leader, Mao Tse-tung, was 
presented as a major Marxist theorist in his own right and a strategist with 
successful campaigns to his credit. The Chinese did not hesitate to make 
their distinctive views known, even if this undermined the leading role of 
the Soviet Union. They made claims on Soviet resources and, most sensi-
tive of all, some Soviet territory adjacent to China which Peking insisted 
had been taken illegally in Tsarist days. Finally, to make the Chinese chal-
lenge even more awkward, it was mounted from the left, contrasting a 
revolutionary fervour and purity with the timidity of a Moscow suffer-
ing from excessive bureaucracy. 
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The Chinese Connection 259 

Differences over nuclear weapons - the extent of the practical help 
Moscow ought to extend to Peking in the construction of its own nuclear 
arsenal, or the cover the Soviet nuclear force could provide to the 
Chinese attempt to complete the civil war and gain control of Taiwan, or 
whether nuclear weapons could be considered decisive in modern warfare -
were prominent themes in Sino-Soviet polemics. They dominated the 
bitter exchanges in 1963 which made it quite clear, even to doubters in 
the West, that there was no semblance of alliance now between the two 
communist giants.1 

The People's War 

The Chinese have been most consistent of all in their views on nuclear 
strategy. Little has changed since Mao explained the Communist Party's 
stance to the American journalist Anne Louise Strong in 1946: 

The atom bomb is a paper tiger with which the American reactionar-
ies try to terrify the people. It looks terrible, but in fact is not. Of 
course, the atom bomb is a weapon of mass annihilation: the outcome 
of a war is decided by the people, not by one or two new weapons.2 

The emphasis on the people as the ultimate determinant of victory or 
defeat has been the foundation of Maoist doctrine. It was not a surpris-
ing theme to emerge out of a series of successful wars against armies that 
enjoyed better equipment but lacked mass support, and from a leader-
ship imbued with a revolutionary ideology that identified the aroused 
masses as the source of social change. 

People's War, as the Maoist strategy was described, involved galvanizing 
the revolutionary spirit of the masses and using this to military and polit-
ical effect. In this the military sphere was at all times subordinate to the 
political. The main military task was not to hold territory but to gain 
time for the masses to be mobilized and to bring their weight to bear. 
At the same time enemy forces were to be depressed and demoralized, 
never allowed to exploit their advantages in equipment in a pitched bat-
tle, but to be drawn into the country, with lines of communication 
extended. There they could be bogged down in endless skirmishes and 
eventually drowned in a human sea. Guerrilla tactics were to be employed. 
Fighting at night, with local superiority in manpower, and at as close 
quarters as possible, would minimize the value to the enemy of his mat-
erial superiority. Mao provided the formula: 'The enemy advances; we 
retreat. The enemy halts; we harass. The enemy retreats; we pursue.'3 
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There was much that any aspiring guerrilla leader could learn from 
Mao's experiences in fighting the Japanese invaders and the Kuomintang 
in the civil war. But the lessons were not universally applicable. They 
were most relevant to campaigns against unwelcome intruders into 
well-populated agrarian societies where the terrain afforded maximum 
cover for guerrillas and maximum difficulty for a conventional army. In 
sparsely populated and open areas, or where there were fixed strategic 
and industrial assets that required attention, different tactics were 
required. The Maoist strategy was most relevant to a campaign against 
an invasion of China from the south, and only partially relevant to 
campaigning elsewhere in different circumstances. 

The professional military were aware of the limitations of People's War, 
though they rarely found it possible to give voice to their apprehensions. 
They preferred to lay less stress on political consciousness and more on 
equipment, wishing far more freedom of manoeuvre than being con-
fined to either 'human wave' tactics or harassment of the enemy by the 
lack of modern means of warfare. The frustration was summed up by 
Marshal P'eng Te-Huai - 'What's the use of relying entirely on political 
and ideological work? It can't fly' But then he was disgraced in 1959 for 
such retrograde thoughts. 

The generals were not permitted to develop their forces along con-
ventional lines, nor lay down, as did their colleagues in the Soviet 
Union, the essentials of strategic doctrine. These matters were at the cen-
tre of political argument and, as the Maoist faction asserted itself against 
internal opponents and then against the 'Khruschev Revisionists' in the 
Soviet Union, People's War became a dogma. Adherence to it became the 
touchstone of political reliability while it was presented in an ever more 
exaggerated form. By the time of the Cultural Revolution in the mid-
1960s it had been simplified into a blanket assertion that the masses, 
relying on their own devices but inspired by the Thoughts of Mao Tse-
tung, could achieve virtually anything against almost any odds. When 
Mao's Defence Minister, Lin Piao, outlined the most uncompromising 
and all-embracing version of this doctrine in September 1965, the 
opposing view was described in equally extreme terms. The 'bourgeois 
line', it was claimed 'ignores the human factor and sees only the mat-
erial factor and... regards technology as everything and politics as noth-
ing'. It was hard to find any room for technology or the material factor 
at all: human will was dominant - a conclusion Marx would have found 
surprising when presented as derivative of his theories. Even nuclear 
technology could not overturn the basic law. 'The spiritual atomic 
bomb which the revolutionary people possess is a far more powerful and 
useful weapon than the physical atomic bomb.'4 
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In both the moderate and extreme versions of People's War the response 
to the atom bomb was the same: it had to be assessed in terms of the effect 
on morale of the guerrilla army and those masses in the process of being 
mobilized. In Soviet propaganda, Mao's response to the atom bomb was a 
desperate attempt to preserve an obsolescent doctrine by contemplating 
the deaths of millions of his countrymen. It was true that on occasion 
Mao and his followers did suggest that little would be gained by the 
enemy destroying hundreds of millions of Chinese because equivalent 
numbers would still be around to carry on the fight, but it was never sug-
gested that these deaths would be a matter of no consequence. Nor was 
the disparagement of the bomb an attempt to maintain some abstract 
doctrinal purity. No country had been closer to nuclear attack than the 
Chinese since Hiroshima and Nagasaki were destroyed. Direct military 
confrontation came with the Americans in Korea and was close many 
other times in the 1950s - over Indochina and Taiwan. Later on it was 
feared that the Vietnam War would spill over into China. Then the hos-
tility with the Soviet Union approached full-scale war in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s. There is evidence, certainly from the American side, that 
nuclear use was actively considered during a number of these crises. 
The Chinese displayed a remarkable talent for picking arguments with 
the super-powers. 

Atom bombs as paper tigers 

The Maoist view was that the destructiveness of nuclear weapons ought 
not to be exaggerated lest the masses be demoralized. The view was best 
expressed through the metaphor of the 'paper tiger' - 'outwardly strong, 
but inwardly feeble'. The aim of the concept was to break down the 
superstition that left people intimidated by nuclear threats, by pointing 
out how unlikely it was, because of the fear of retaliation or the pressures 
of world opinion, that nuclear weapons would be used; how inappro-
priate these weapons would be in guerrilla warfare; how even after 
nuclear attacks the country still need not succumb to a conqueror 
because the basic method of People's War would still be applicable; and 
how, even if a nuclear weapon exploded in the vicinity, no harm would 
come to those that had taken the proper precautions. The essence of the 
concept was that the paper tiger could not, in the end, triumph. This did 
not mean, however, that its real qualities should be ignored, for in 
combat it was a 'real' or 'iron' tiger. The law was to despise the enemy 
strategically, but respect him tactically.5 

During the Korean War efforts were made to demonstrate that with 
proper precautions the atom bomb could be survived. In November 
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1950 the following was published, ostensibly written by an eyewitness 
of Hiroshima: 

When you can get into a well-constructed air-raid shelter before the 
release of the bomb and put on a suit of white clothing and make sure 
to get a place ten kilometres away immediately after the explosion, 
nothing shall happen to you. Look at myself. ... I have gone through 
the explosion of an atomic bomb and I am still growing strong as 
before. The atom bomb is in fact not as dreadful as American imperi-
alism points it out to be. 

In addition to this doubtful reassurance to the population, strategic 
arguments were also deployed. In the same month as the above, the 
following appeared in the Current Affairs Journal in Peking: 

The atomic bomb is no longer monopolized by the US. The Soviet 
Union has it too. If the US dares to use the atomic bomb she naturally 
will get the retaliation deserved.... 
The atomic bomb itself cannot be the decisive factor in a war.... It 
cannot be employed on the battlefield to destroy directly the fighting 
power of the opposing army in order not to annihilate the users 
themselves. It can only be used against a big and concentrated object 
like a big armament industry centre or huge concentration of troops. 
Therefore, the more extensive the opponents' territory is and the 
more scattered the opponent's population is, the less effective will 
the atomic bomb be.6 

These arguments were not only unrealistic, and rapidly becoming 
more so, but somewhat premature when related to the deterrent effect 
of the Soviet bomb. Nevertheless, refined gradually, these practical argu-
ments on the lack of utility of nuclear weapons were repeated over the 
following years. For example, during its argument with the Soviet 
Union, the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party 
explained in September 1963 that: 

Politically recourse to this kind of weapon would place US imperial-
ism in a position of extreme isolation, and militarily, the massive 
destructiveness of nuclear weapons limits their use, for in civil wars 
and wars of national independence where the lines zig-zag and the 
fighting is at close range, the use of nuclear weapons of mass destruc-
tion would inflict damage on both belligerents.7 
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It is difficult to disentangle the wishful thinking from the considered 
military judgment. Again one comes back to the belief that the morale 
of the people was the most critical factor to which all statements and 
actions must be geared. 

This mixture of insight and credulity was illustrated by the evolution 
of views on the Soviet nuclear force. At the start, the first Soviet detona-
tion of 1949 was welcomed for its deterrent effect, but the Chinese lead-
ers took time to appreciate the full meaning of the nuclear age. By the 
mid-1950s the importance of the American nuclear force as an explana-
tion for the caution in Soviet foreign policy was beginning to be recog-
nized, as were some of the trends in Soviet strategic thinking, particularly 
with regard to the possible role of surprise attacks. In October 1957, with 
the launching of Sputnik I, the Chinese shared the Soviet pride in the 
spectacular achievement, but drew somewhat more optimistic conclu-
sions than their comrades in Moscow. Mao proclaimed the ascendance 
of the Socialist Camp over the Imperialist Camp in a lyrical manner: 'At 
present, it is not the west wind which is prevailing over the east wind, 
but the east wind prevailing over the west wind.' 

The conclusion that the Chinese drew from this happy turn of events 
was that the United States was no longer in a position to use its nuclear 
arsenal to blackmail or intimidate socialism. An argument was developed 
which matched the fears of the Western critics of massive retaliation -
the neutralizing of American nuclear superiority created opportunities 
for communist advance through wars of limited violence but large polit-
ical effect, such as those of 'national liberation'. More specifically, it was 
felt that the moment might be ripe to finish the business of the civil war 
and remove the Chinese Nationalists from their stronghold on Taiwan. 

On 23 August 1958, Chinese batteries began a bombardment of 
Quemoy, one of the smaller islands close to the mainland held by the 
Nationalists. A month and a half later the shelling was effectively 
halted. Other than that there was no military action. The Chinese inten-
tion was to probe the extent of American support for the Nationalists. If 
this was found to be less than complete, the offshore islands would 
probably have been seized as a prelude to the liberation of Taiwan. The 
Americans made it quite clear that they would not accede to any change 
in the status quo and so the Chinese let matters drop. They found the 
firm American stance unsurprising. Less satisfactory was the extent of 
the limits on Soviet support for their aspirations which became clear 
during the crisis. The Russians had a largely defensive view of matters: 
they were pleased that the Americans kept Chiang Kai-shek on a tight 
leash and that they refused to countenance any ideas of 'rolling-back' 
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communist power on the mainland. What they wished to avoid was 
actions that might provoke US military intervention, particularly of the 
sort that might involve nuclear weapons and draw the Soviet Union into 
a major confrontation. During the crisis, while Chinese propaganda 
spoke of imminent landings on Quemoy and a 'joint assault of our mod-
ern army and air force', the Russian press pointedly ignored such utter-
ances and emphasized the improbability of war. It was only after the 
shelling had stopped and the crisis had subsided that serious Soviet warn-
ings were issued to the United States, and even then they were soon qual-
ified. On 7 September Khruschev wrote to President Eisenhower 'An 
attack on the Chinese People's Republic, which is a great ally, friend and 
neighbour of our country, is an attack on the Soviet Union.' This sug-
gested an automatic Soviet response to any attack on China, but then 
comments appeared suggesting something more conditional. Aid would 
be 'considered' and 'offered as necessary', with reminders that the 
Chinese had grown sufficiently strong to have 'everything necessary to 
give a suitable rebuff to an aggressor. It was only on 19 September, when 
the danger of a serious confrontation had clearly passed, that a nuclear 
threat was invoked, with a warning that any use of nuclear weapons 
against the mainland would 'receive a fitting rebuff by the same means'.8 

This left the Chinese smarting under the humiliation of being forced 
to give up their action without tangible gains and unimpressed by the 
caution of their Soviet allies. The experience reinforced their view that it 
was necessary to become less dependent on the Soviet Union. In argu-
ments similar to those being developed in France at the same time to 
justify an independent nuclear force,9 the Chinese began to make the 
case that extra nuclear forces in the possession of individual members of 
the socialist camp would strengthen bloc security, because this would 
decrease the imperialists' opportunities for 'atomic blackmail'. 

However, in order to attain a nuclear capability Soviet help was 
required. A number of Soviet concessions were made to requests for 
nuclear assistance but in practice little was done to satisfy Chinese aspira-
tions. The result was to exacerbate Sino-Soviet differences as the Russians 
became suspicious of Chinese recklessness, while the Chinese reacted 
against Russian attempts to keep them dependent. Moscow observed 
that the Chinese Communist Party had 'developed some kind of special 
aims and interests which the socialist camp cannot support with its milit-
ary force'. Peking took the hint: 'in fighting imperialist aggression and 
defending its security, each socialist country has to rely in the first place 
on its own defence capability and then - and only then - on assistance 
from fraternal countries and the people of the world'.10 
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The strategic arguments turned on the probability of any armed clash 
between the socialist and imperialist camps being kept localized, with-
out all-out nuclear exchanges, and on the possibility of a meaningful 
victory even if the war did become nuclear. The Russsians charged the 
Chinese with a lack of realism about the effects of nuclear war, pointing 
out that 'the atom bomb does not adhere to the class principle'. Peking's 
unfailing optimism on the inevitable triumph of the politically right-
eous was mocked: 'It is absurd to suppose that a war of attrition will, as 
it were, favour the weak and harm the strong. In such a war, the weak 
will be exhausted before the strong.'11 

A bizarre anecdote from Khruschev's memoirs sums up the Soviet 
leader's view on the relevance of People's War in the nuclear age. After 
observing that he found it 'incredible that Mao could dismiss American 
imperialism as a paper tiger when it is a dangerous predator', he recalled 
an occasion when he and Mao were sitting, clad only in bathing trunks, 
by a swimming pool in Peking. Mao remarked on the military might of 
the Socialist world by reference to the number of potential divisions all 
the member countries could raise. Khruschev responded: 

Comrade Mao Tse-tung, nowadays that sort of thinking is out of date. 
You can no longer calculate the alignment of forces on the basis of who 
has the most men. Back in the days when a dispute was settled with 
fists or bayonets, it made a difference who had the most men and the 
most bayonets on each side. Then when the machine gun appeared, 
the side with more troops no longer necessarily had the advantage. 
And now with the atomic bomb, the number of troops on each side 
makes practically no difference to the alignment of real power and the 
outcome of a war. The more troops on a side, the more bomb fodder.12 

Chinese pronouncements became more dogmatic. This, combined with 
the strange events of the Cultural Revolution, helped to support the 
Soviet warnings that the Chinese were of doubtful rationality and of 
dubious purpose. Yet China's approach was less extreme than it 
appeared superficially. She always calculated military risks with great 
care and was not inclined to underestimate the strength of the enemy. 
Chinese arguments denying the inevitable escalation of any armed 
clashes into a nuclear war were also cogent. Their understanding of the 
political limitations of nuclear use was acute, though their views on the 
tactical limitations were less impressive. 

In October 1964, as Khruschev was falling from power in Moscow, 
the Chinese detonated an atomic bomb and, two and a half years later, 
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a hydrogen bomb. This resulted in no evident change in general atti-
tudes on nuclear weapons. The paper tiger theme was played down, 
with the claim that the positive effect of the Chinese bomb on the 
morale of the revolutionary people made it a 'real tiger'. There was no 
deviation from the previous beliefs in the limited utility of nuclear 
weapons. In the later 1970s, warnings were still heard against 'blind 
belief in nuclear weapons.13 

China did not move beyond the most modest objectives for its 
nuclear force, offering no nuclear guarantees to others. It developed suit-
ably modest capabilities, oriented towards the Soviet Union, but it was 
not, at the end of the 1970s, a force which met the full requirements of 
a second-strike capability. This demonstrated that a country burdened 
by enormous resource constraints could not allow itself the luxury of 
meeting the exacting standards for deterrence applied by the US, even 
though her relations with the USSR were much more precarious. Despite 
hostility to the USSR, and insistence on the aggressive nature of the 
Soviet Union, China was less than paranoid as to Soviet intentions 
towards China herself, conveniently discovering Soviet motives that 
pointed her towards expansion on her Western and not Eastern front. 

The Chinese thus managed to be the most consistent of all nuclear 
powers on matters of doctrine, preferring all the time to organize war-
fare in a way that suited the type of fighting they knew best and for 
which they were best (or least poorly) equipped. With the defeat of the 
leftist 'Gang of Four' in the mid-1970s after Mao's death, the more mys-
tical elements of 'People's War' theory were dropped. Military leaders, 
allowed to spend more time on professional responsibilities, and less on 
raising political consciousness or administering the country, began to 
consider the serious difficulties connected with waging a conventional 
war on and around China's borders. This sort of limited campaign was a 
more likely contingency than that of an invader attempting to conquer 
the country. It required not so much a vast patriotic militia, but a more 
traditional sort of force, capable of a modicum of forward defence. After 
a short but bloody fight with former Vietnamese allies in 1979, the term 
'People's War' was heard less, recognized to be referring to a form of 
combat more appropriate to an earlier period. 

For long periods in the 1960s the Chinese managed to be wholly at 
odds with both super-powers. The United States was as alarmed by the 
Chinese as the Soviet Union. When, in September 1967, McNamara 
authorized the construction of a light ABM system to be in place for when 
the first few Chinese ICBMs were expected to be operational, there were 
suggestions that taking on the Chinese was politically more expedient 
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domestically than taking on the Russians. But in itself the idea of 
countering a Chinese 'threat' did not seem outrageous. Unlike the USSR, 
the US managed to get over her sinophobia. China, for her part, grew 
weary of calling for a plague on both super-power houses and opted for 
rapprochement with the more distant enemy, the US. Ironically, 
a process that began with the Chinese urging the Russians to be more 
militant in their dealings with America ended with a Sino-American 
accommodation - and the Chinese urging the Americans to be more 
militant with the Russians. 
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19 
A Conventional Defence for 
Europe 

The arguments over nuclear policy between the United States and her 
allies were often as acrimonious as those between the Soviet Union and 
China, but they did not result in such a stark deterioration in political 
relations. France disentangled herself from NATO but the break did not 
turn out to be as complete as at first seemed likely. Furthermore, one 
result of the French withdrawal was to make possible a compromise 
position within NATO in which Europeans endorsed the formal US posi-
tion while making it clear that they would not devote great resources to 
implementing it. The strategy of flexible response was adopted by NATO 
in 1967: 

This concept... is based upon a flexible and balanced range of appro-
priate responses, conventional and nuclear, to all levels of aggression or 
threats of aggression. These responses, subject to appropriate political 
control, are designed, first to deter aggression and thus preserve peace; 
but, should aggression unhappily occur, to maintain the security of the 
North Atlantic Treaty area within the concept of forward defence.1 

The new strategy did not result in the major increases in the defence 
expenditure of America's European allies that it implied. Defence 
expenditure as a percentage of GNP continued its steady decline. The 
only time that it had risen during the 1960s was in 1961-62, and this 
was due as much to the crisis over Berlin as to the appeals of the US 
Administration. Apart from anything else, by 1967 the Americans had 
become almost completely preoccupied with Vietnam and had little 
extra military capacity spare for Europe. 

In many ways the vehemence of the debate up to this final compro-
mise was surprising. The concept of 'flexible response' was descended 
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from the ideas of 'graduated deterrence' that had originated in Britain in 
the mid-1950s. The doctrine of 'massive retaliation' had been severely 
criticized in Europe for its incredibility, and the need to introduce 
greater flexibility into the West's military capabilities had become part 
of the conventional wisdom amongst centrist and social democratic par-
ties on both sides of the Atlantic by the end of the 1950s. Two rising 
politicians who were later to become Ministers for Defence in their 
respective countries, Denis Healey in Britain and Helmut Schmidt in 
Germany, made their reputations by arguing against massive retaliation. 
Some of the acrimony of the 1960s debate can be explained by the 
Democrat proponents of this view coming to power in the US before their 
Social Democratic counterparts in Europe, so finding themselves facing 
an entrenched old guard. It may be that the Americans would have 
treated the French President, General de Gaulle, with greater sensitivity 
had they anticipated that he would survive the Algerian crisis which had 
brought him to power. 

Without de Gaulle the debate might have been calmer for he intro-
duced a challenge to the very concept of the Alliance. Equally, if the US 
Administration had not been so rigid in its strategic logic, cocky and 
arrogant in its presentation, and generally lacking in care or apprecia-
tion for European sensibilities, then it might have found its audience 
more receptive. That astute European observer of intellectual trends, 
Raymond Aron noted: 'The American theory of atomic monopoly which 
the experts in Washington are tireless in justifying on technical grounds, 
raises political difficulties which these same experts stubbornly disre-
gard.'2 So keen were the Americans to follow their strategic principles to 
logical conclusions that they neglected to weave into their theories the 
complications caused by European concerns. These intrusions, based on 
the strategic realities as seen from Europe, appeared quite non-scientific 
to the Americans and so were rejected through the means of rigorous 
argument, rather than accommodated by the political compromise that 
life in an Alliance necessitates. 

Gaining strength through the quality of their analysis, and with a 
responsibility for leadership within the Alliance, McNamara and his 
aides managed to touch upon the most sensitive nerve-endings of the 
Europeans - the fear of Europe serving as a battleground; the fear of 
Europe being deserted by the Americans; and the loss of dignity felt by 
world powers of long standing at being directed in affairs of security by 
such an upstart newcomer as the United States. They suspected that 
they needed the Americans more than the Americans needed them but 
resented American attempts to order them about. In this context, the 
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final straw, particularly for the French, was for McNamara to insist that 
not only must the Europeans move with the United States in augment-
ing the conventional option, but they should deny themselves a nuclear 
option. All decisions on nuclear warfare should be concentrated in one 
centre - Washington DC. 

To the French this was outrageous; it was an insult to national dignity 
and their sense of independence. A formidable critique of McNamara's 
doctrines developed in France. De Gaulle used these arguments over 
nuclear strategy to elaborate his own theories of European security and the 
need for completely new arrangements on the Continent. Few other 
Europeans were anxious to follow de Gaulle's example. Their irritation was 
with the Americans for being so infatuated with their strategic concepts 
that they failed to appreciate the political currents at work in the Alliance. 

Factors of personality and diplomatic skill gave the debate much of its 
flavour and intensity, yet its source was rooted in factors of history and 
geography and the evolving state of the strategic environment and 
strategic theory. 

Theories of conventional war 

The Kennedy Administration came to power in 1961 at a time when 
there was a groundswell amongst US strategists in favour of a strength-
ening of NATO's conventional defences. Former proponents of schemes 
for limited nuclear warfare, such as Henry Kissinger,3 were defecting to 
the camp of those who believed that tactical nuclear weapons could not 
solve the problem of credibility that lay at the core of NATO's deterrent 
posture.4 The aim was to correct NATO's over-reliance on nuclear 
weapons, but the desired role of conventional forces was unclear -
except that it should be greater than it had been in the 1950s. 

There were two distinct options: a force capable of holding back a lim-
ited Soviet conventional attack; and a force capable of repulsing a full-
blooded invasion. At issue was whether NATO could develop capabilities 
to fight a war that was total in its intensity and objectives yet limited in its 
methods. When war seemed close in the early 1950s, the NATO govern-
ments had agreed, over-optimistically as it turned out, to match Soviet 
conventional capabilities. The 1952 Lisbon force goals were to bring up 
NATO strength from 25 to 96 divisions in two years. Soviet strength 
was calculated, as it was through the decade, at anything from 140 to 175 
divisions, with reserves able to more than double these numbers. As the 
war-scare subsided and the build-up turned out to be inflationary in its 
economic consequences, the New Look of the Eisenhower Administration 
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was embraced because it offered a robust deterrence at a manageable 
cost. Abandonment of the Lisbon force goals encouraged official pes-
simism on the possibility of ever matching Soviet conventional 
strength. The NATO force goals were reduced to 30 divisions, and hope 
was placed in the introduction of tactical nuclear weapons to compen-
sate for numerical inferiority. 

The resultant nuclear bias in NATO's force structure rendered the con-
ventional option extremely radical; it would involve a major increase in 
manpower and a complete change of equipment and tactics for the 
ground forces. Few argued that NATO could abandon nuclear weapons, 
for, now that the Warsaw Pact was similarly armed, a deterrent was 
needed to nuclear aggression. Some were prepared to argue that if the 
Warsaw Pact attacked with conventional arms, NATO should be pre-
pared to respond in kind, no matter how large the attack. Almost unique 
amongst Europeans in supporting this view (and even he soon backed 
away from it), Helmut Schmidt demonstrated the impressive intellectual 
arguments that could be summoned on its behalf. 

Schmidt argued that a local defence known by the enemy to be capa-
ble of blocking an attack would be as good a deterrent as the threat of 
nuclear retaliation. In fact it would be better because the initial use of 
nuclear weapons would be such an irrational act that it could not be 
expected to influence another's actions. 

In the interests of maintaining the substance of Europe and particu-
larly of Germany, NATO must... have troops and weapons on a scale 
ample to make non-nuclear aggression appear hopeless, and sufficient 
in an emergency to force one of two courses on the aggressor - to halt 
or extend the conflict.5 

The practicality of this option depended, at least to some extent, on 
calculations on the character of the Warsaw Pact threat (including such 
factors as the reliability of the Pact's non-Soviet divisions and the speed 
of Soviet mobilization) and the forces necessary to provide an effective 
defence. On this latter point, Liddell Hart's formula of two defending 
divisions for every three attacking divisions was widely accepted. But 
even taking this ratio, common estimates of Warsaw Pact strength could 
suggest that an effective defence would require a doubling of NATO's 
front-line forces.6 

The problem was not simply one of numbers. A further complication 
was that NATO has set itself a particularly difficult military problem. 
When Germany had agreed to re-arm, one condition was that no amount 
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of her territory should be ceded in war, even as part of an opening 
gambit designed to allow sufficient time for mobilization and counter-
attack. The need therefore was for Forward Defence, interpreted by dif-
fering countries according to how far back they were from the front, but 
taken literally by Germany. Unfortunately the tactical concepts 
favoured by the US military were for mobile units, based some way back 
from the front ready to move to confront an invading force at the most 
opportune place and time. This did not involve a commitment to hold-
ing a particular 'line'. 

One alternative was to prepare to move to the tactical offensive, but 
not only would this put extra demands on force levels, it was also some-
what unsuitable for forces based on Germany. Memories of past offen-
sives launched from Germany were too strong. Tactical nuclear 
weapons, launched against an invading force massing across the border, 
might help; but only if used as a weapon of first resort. Delay in using 
nuclear weapons would only make matters worse, for once the targets 
were amongst the people who were supposed to be defended, their fate 
would be even more dire. The only alternative was to develop a firm 
defensive wall at the border that would make the first stage of an inva-
sion difficult. This idea did not get very far. It was deemed politically 
unacceptable because a fortified border would in some way acknowledge 
the permanence of a divided Germany; the time for this symbolic step 
had not yet come. And it was dismissed on military grounds because of 
a similarity with the French Maginot Line, the failure of which in 1940 
was taken as proof of the inadequacy of the concept, and because the 
proponents of such a line were suggesting a major role for local militias, 
of which professional soldiers did not think highly. 

The proposal to make more effective use of militia had some 
respectable advocates, including Liddell Hart. He argued for militia 
forces in the front line, each 'organised to fight in its own locality, and 
maintain itself from local stores, distributed in numerous small under-
ground shelters'. Such a force 'would provide a deep network of defence 
yet need much less transport than the present NATO type, be much less 
of a target, be less liable to interception, and become effective with far 
shorter training - so relieving the present burden of conscription'. By 
innovation in the design and deployment of conventional forces, 
Liddell Hart believed that, without greater expenditure, an alternative 
could be found to the prevailing view that a serious invasion could only 
be repelled with nuclear weapons. Plans based on this latter view 
amounted 'to nothing better than a despairing acceptance of suicide in 
the event of any major aggression'.7 
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Even if a full-scale conventional defence was feasible, doctrinal prob-
lems remained. It could be agreed that conventional warfare would be 
preferable and much more rational if deterrence failed. The problem was 
that the aggressor's preference would probably be the same - leading to 
the 'war threshold' being lowered. Whereas the threat of nuclear war 
would make the risks of war too great, if the threat was only of conven-
tional war the risks might be tolerable. Thus the problem with a nuclear 
strategy was that it was hard to demonstrate why the US, as the only 
power which could implement such a strategy, should be willing to risk 
nuclear war in the event of conventional invasion of Europe; the prob-
lem with a conventional strategy was that it was hard to demonstrate 
why the Russians would be deterred. This latter problem grew if a full-
scale conventional defence was not even practical. 

If neither a strategy based wholly on nuclear weapons nor one 
based wholly on conventional weapons could be satisfactory, might 
there be a possible mixture of the two? The problem of extended deter-
rence was of the United States risking nuclear war to defend Europe. If 
the first US participation in a war was liable to be a decision on whether 
or not to 'go nuclear' there might be a great temptation in Washington 
to stay out of the conflict. One role therefore to be played by US 
forces based in Europe was to create an involvement in hostilities prior 
to a nuclear decision. The theory was that once young Americans had 
been killed by the invading forces the whole-hearted commitment of 
their country need no longer be in doubt. The important thing about US 
ground forces in Europe was thus their nationality and the consequent 
link they provided to the US nuclear deterrent. Tactical nuclear 
weapons, as US nuclear weapons directly committed to the defence of 
Europe, strengthened this link further. Seen in this way local defence 
served as a 'trip wire' or 'plate glass' designed to trigger the US nuclear 
deterrent. 

Part of the criticism of massive retaliation was that limited engage-
ments, even involving the death of American soldiers, ought not to trig-
ger a nuclear war. A case could therefore be made for creating strong 
enough local defences capable of dealing with limited attacks, even if an 
all-out attack could not be blocked. In this way, particularly after the loss 
of confidence in strategies centred on tactical nuclear weapons, conven-
tional weapons become associated with limited war while nuclear 
weapons were associated with total war. 

Even with larger conventional forces, the 'trip-wire' concept could 
still operate. Though a nuclear response to invasion would now be less 
automatic, the aggressor would still have to accept a certain risk. 
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Schelling made this point clear, dividing the threat to engage in a lim-
ited war into two parts: 

One is the threat to inflict costs directly on the other side, in casual-
ties, expenditures, loss of territory, loss of force, or anything else. The 
second is the threat to expose the other party, together with one's 
self, to a heightened risk of general war.8 

Conventional forces could embody 'the threat that leaves something 
to chance'. Thus a deterrent could be forged relying on the strongest fea-
tures of both conventional and nuclear forces. In hostilities beginning 
with conventional battles the US would not have too many qualms 
about intervening, yet the act of intervention would make future 
nuclear use more credible, so strengthening the deterrent. Once it was 
accepted that NATO could never fight a conventional total war then the 
strengthening of conventional forces at lower, feasible levels could only 
strengthen nuclear deterrence against total war. As Henry Kissinger 
explained: 

The stronger the limited war forces of the free world, the larger will 
have to be the Communist effort designed to overcome them, the 
more the scale of conflict required for victory approaches that of all-
out war, the greater will be the inhibitions against initiating hostil-
ities. In this sense a capability of limited war is necessary in order to 
enhance the deterrent power of the retaliatory force.9 

Furthermore, stronger local defences, even if they might eventually give 
way, would provide sufficient time to prepare the nuclear riposte and to 
allow for some diplomatic attempts to remind the adversary of the 
imminent consequences of a failure to withdraw. 

What was not being proposed in the US up to 1961 was the capability 
of holding any Soviet invading force. Even one of the strongest propo-
nents of redressing the balance in NATO's force structure in favour of 
conventional forces, General Maxwell Taylor, stopped short of this. 
What Taylor called 'counter-attrition forces' had important roles to play. 

In general war, they must cover the vital ground areas in which they 
are deployed and hold the enemy at arm's length while we punish 
him with our heavy weapons of great destruction. Thereafter they 
must have the residual strength to occupy his lands and claim what-
ever may be called victory. For limited war, they must be strong 
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enough to turn back infiltrations, raids and border forays and gain 
the necessary time to make sure of an enemy's intentions.10 

These were demanding requirements but it was still assumed that the 
only proper response to general war was the introduction of the nuclear 
arsenal. 

It should not be thought that the Eisenhower Administration was 
unaware of the arguments in favour of strengthening local defences, 
particularly in view of the evident growth in Soviet nuclear forces. Even 
John Foster Dulles was willing to acknowledge that in the coming 
decade less reliance might be placed on the threat of nuclear retaliation. 

Thus, in contrast to the 1950 decade, it may be by the 1960 decade 
the nations which are around the Sino-Soviet perimeter can possess 
an effective defense against full-scale conventional attack and thus 
confront any aggressor with the choice between failing or himself 
initiating nuclear war against the defending country.11 

The Supreme Allied Commander in Europe (SACEUR), General Lauris 
Norstad, did argue for improvements in conventional capabilities dur-
ing the late 1950s as a means of holding up a Soviet invasion. The loss 
of momentum would allow for a 'pause' in which the Soviet leaders 
would have time to reconsider whether they were prepared for the full 
consequences of all-out war. Using NATO terminology, with the Shield 
of conventional forces and the Sword of nuclear retaliation, Norstad 
argued that if NATO's frontier could be held with reasonable force, then 
force would have to be used to breach it. 'The decision to apply that 
force would be terrible in its implications. It must consider not only the 
stout Shield in immediate defence, but the sharp Sword of our strategic 
retaliation.' Norstad then added a limited war function for the Shield -
'to save civilization from being whittled away by forays and incursions 
which otherwise could be halted only by invoking our full apparatus of 
destruction'.12 

European attitudes 

Norstad had in mind a very limited capability, though even this pro-
posal was enough to make America's allies nervous. After an anguished 
internal debate, the Christian Democrat government in Germany had 
accepted the nuclear emphasis of the Eisenhower Administration's New 
Look and did not want to see it reversed. Also in 1957, the Conservative 
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government in Britain had expressed itself wholly converted to a version 
of massive retaliation and was preparing to cut drastically the numbers 
of conventional troops and arm those that remained with nuclear 
weapons.13 Neither government was keen to hear Americans expound-
ing the arguments of their domestic oppositions. 

The lukewarm European responses to even the modest proposals of 
Norstad were as nothing compared to the outrage that greeted the more 
ambitious proposals of the Kennedy Administration. Before comment-
ing on the substance of their counter-arguments it is worth emphasizing 
the political context. The main governments of Europe were right-of-
centre and committed to strategies forged when the US government had 
shared their nuclear bias. They did not take kindly to being asked to 
change their policies simply because the United States had a new 
Administration. Secondly, in any coalition such as NATO, change is 
always more difficult than reaffirmation of the status quo, because the 
prospect of change underlines differences in interests and outlook.14 

It is always difficult to speak of 'European' views on any matter, 
though it may sometimes be convenient. Many Europeans and many 
Americans have accepted that life would be easier if Europe could act as 
one unit. But a collection of proud nations, with diverse cultures, who 
had worked out their identities in conflict and rivalry with each other, 
and who as democracies each contained many strands of opinion, does 
not reach a consensus easily. Part of the American frustration was with 
the uncertainty and confusion of European allies, as much as with the 
views that eventually emerged. The frustration can be found in some of 
William Kaufmann's description of his country's allies: 'they could not 
agree among themselves about objectives, they trusted one another less 
than they did the United States, and they had no particular inclination 
to incur the costs and risks of greater independence'.15 

The fact remains, however, that European leaders of the time had an 
explicit nuclear bias which ought not to have taken anyone by surprise. For 
example, the then British Secretary of State for Defence, Duncan Sandys, 
provided a clear statement in 1958. First, he described the contentional 
capability of the Soviet Union. Then he wrote: 

The West, on the other hand, relies for its defence primarily upon the 
deterrent effect of its vast stockpile of nuclear weapons and its capa-
city to deliver them. The democratic Western nations will never start 
a war against Russia. But it must be well understood that, if Russia 
were to launch a major attack on them, even with conventional 
forces only, they would have to hit back with strategic nuclear 
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weapons. In fact, the strategy of NATO is based on the frank recogni-
tion that a full-scale Soviet attack could not be repelled without resort 
to a massive nuclear bombardment of the sources of power in Russia. 
In that event, the role of the allied defence forces in Europe would be 
to hold the front for the time needed to allow the effects of the 
nuclear counter-offensive to make themselves felt.16 

This position offered little advice on how to deal with low-level con-
flicts. The official view was that limited actions by the Soviet Union 
were unlikely, that it would be the Soviet Union's own fault if they 
were misinterpreted and escalated into General War, and that there was 
little point in spending vast sums of money to prepare for unlikely 
contingencies. 

The Europeans found many US concepts of Limited War unpalatable. 
To them, any invasion of Europe, of virtually any size, should be taken 
as the start of a total war. They were concerned that to Americans, a war 
taking place across the ocean could still be seen as being limited, partic-
ularly so long as American cities were not being attacked. 

It was at this point that the doctrine of flexible response began to 
make the Europeans nervous. Their fear, based on a recognition of how 
they would view their interests under comparable circumstances,17 was 
that the primary American objective was to spare North America the rav-
ages of nuclear war, and they would do this by attempting to hold back 
a Soviet invasion by conventional means, thus inflicting on Europe the 
ravages of conventional war. The Europeans were disturbed by the 
implication that a conventional war was, in some way, a limited event, 
a 'soft' option, equivalent almost to the 'phoney war' of 1939-40, the 
shadow-boxing before the really nasty business of nuclear exchanges 
began. The Europeans had an experience of two prolonged vicious and 
bloody twentieth-century wars, in which millions had been killed, vast 
areas of land devastated, powerful and unruly social and political forces 
unleashed, and economies ruined. Wars were harder to stop than to 
start; men came to be governed by deep passions and fury. It did not 
need nuclear weapons to make war a miserable and horrible affair. 

Thus even when the distinction between limited and total war was 
meaningful to Europeans, as it was to some, it was not synonymous 
with the distinction between the use of conventional and nuclear explo-
sives. This latter distinction was not as relevant to the European situa-
tion as a theatre of war as it was to the American situation - beyond the 
theatre but vulnerable to nuclear attack. For similar reasons, the distinc-
tion between deterrence and defence was far more pertinent for the 
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Europeans than it was to the Americans. In strict terms, adequate milit-
ary preparation to hold the line against attack, as the denial of gain, is as 
legitimate a part of deterrence as the subsequent imposition of cost. The 
Europeans were less impressed by notions of intra-war deterrence 
because of the catastrophic consequences for Europe of a series of land 
battles on the continent. All war had to be deterred. If the Soviet Union 
believed that a war would only be fought at a conventional level, not 
entailing a serious risk of nuclear war, then it might be tempted to try its 
luck. To talk of a 'threshold' below which nuclear weapons would not be 
used, or a 'pause' during which these weapons would not be used, eased 
the Soviet risk calculus too much.18 

Finally, the absence of a clear link between America's nuclear arsenal 
and the defence of Europe would leave the Europeans vulnerable to 
intimidation by the Soviet Union without any confidence that the 
Americans would come to their rescue. The American proposals for a 
more impressive conventional option could be seen as being designed 
more to spare the US any sacrifice than to bolster the deterrent, while 
emphasizing Europe's vulnerability to a nuclear attack. When this was 
combined with a concerted American campaign against independent 
European nuclear forces, the suspicions grew. 

In general the Europeans did not find the problems of deterrence to be 
as difficult as the US. It was not felt that the Soviet Union was gearing 
itself up for major aggression. So long as any aggression would entail a 
modicum of serious risk, it was felt that the Russians would remain con-
tent with peaceful coexistence. To those that, unlike the French, 
remained committed to NATO the need was to ensure that the Russians 
were reminded of the dangers connected with any adventures, and to 
keep the Alliance in working order so as to avoid being divided and 
ruled. 

Towards a conventional balance 

Though the Eisenhower Administration was backing away from the 
strictest massive retaliation concept, the main enthusiasm for strength-
ening local defences came from the Army and the Democrat opposition. 
Those responsible for forming the NATO policy of the Truman 
Administration remained true to their view that the optimum strategy 
involved strong local defences with nuclear weapons moving more into 
the background.19 Aware of European attitudes, the new Kennedy 
Administration sought to reassure the Allies that the nuclear guarantee 
was not about to be withdrawn and that the conventional build-up need 
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be no more than the fulfilment of existing commitments of men and 
equipment. The US, sensing the responsibilities of leadership, would set an 
example which, it was expected, the Europeans would follow. Not to do so 
would raise annoyance in Washington over the excessive burden that the 
US was felt to be bearing for the defence of Europe. Unlike the Europeans, 
who felt that Soviet adventures were unlikely, the Administration consid-
ered Europe to be 'alive with possibilities for small-scale action: in 
Berlin, on the flanks of NATO, and against the friendly neutrals. 
Consequently conventional rather than nuclear forces seemed to be the 
real need of the day.'20 

The Berlin crisis of 1961 had an ambiguous conclusion. The building 
of the wall in August 1961 demonstrated the division of Europe in a 
crude and unpleasant manner, sealing the unfortunate citizens of East 
Germany off from their escape routes to the West. But the Russians held 
back from impeding Western access to West Berlin and West Berlin 
remained free. This could be taken as a successful invocation of the 
nuclear deterrent as Berlin itself was indefensible by conventional 
means. Nevertheless the crisis prompted some increase in European con-
ventional forces, and the lesson drawn by McNamara was to continue 
this process. In 1962 he said to Congress: 

The events of last year have convinced us that the NATO forces in 
Europe must be greatly strengthened. While we will always be pre-
pared to use our nuclear weapons when needed, we also want to have 
a choice other than doing nothing or deliberately initiating a general 
nuclear war; or as President Kennedy said, a choice between 'inglori-
ous retreat or unlimited retaliation'. No one can put a precise figure 
on what the conventional strength ought to be, but we do know it 
must be more than what we had available last year. 

To the chagrin of the Allies, McNamara then started to speculate on 
the feasibility of a full conventional defence. His case was simple. On 
close examination the Soviet threat receded to manageable proportions. 
The hopelessness engendered by contemplating the size of the Soviet 
Army was unnecessary. In a February 1962 speech he explained: 

A simple comparison of numbers of Allied and bloc divisions takes no 
account of the fact that many of the bloc divisions are a good deal 
smaller at full strength than our own, many are under strength, and 
some of them may be highly unreliable. The important point to bear 
in mind is that NATO has a strong defensive capability. Its further 
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growth is limited by the degree to which its members are willing to 
devote resources to the task.21 

Cutting the Russians down to size meant that the blame for the over-
dependence on nuclear weapons could be placed on the stinginess of 
the Allies. 

A book written by two of McNamara's assistants gives an idea of the 
confident and rigorous analysis the Europeans had to face from 
McNamara's staff. 

In How Much is Enough?, Enthoven and Smith noted how strategic 
nuclear weapons could only be reserved for the most 'desperate of 
circumstances'. They were 'an ineffective or at least unusable form of 
power in a local conflict, even in the critical area of Europe. Further, 
these weapons simply did not deter local wars.' Thus, the Europeans had 
to note, a local war in Europe was not a sufficiently desperate circum-
stance for the US to use strategic nuclear weapons. 

Nor would they be happy with tactical nuclear weapons. These had a 
marginal role, helping to contribute to deterrence by confusing adversary 
calculations and ensuring that the enemy had no unilateral advantage in 
this area. But the strong impression was given that the most appealing 
reason for maintaining this option was that a lot of effort had been put 
into creating it. The stockpiles for use by the US and her Allies had been 
established. 'This was not a situation that defense officials could, or 
wanted to, change drastically at the time. To attempt to do so would have 
raised the specter of an imminent US withdrawal from Europe.' However, 
these weapons were not a substitute for conventional weapons. They 
could not guarantee stopping a Soviet invasion and their use carried 
enormous risks. 'They did not solve the suicide-or-surrender dilemma. 
They provided options, but only after forcing us to initiate a nuclear war.' 
Again to the discomfort of their European audience, the US reluctance to 
initiate nuclear war was acknowledged. The value of US nuclear forces as 
an inhibition on Soviet attacks was accepted, but it was made clear that 
Enthoven and Smith would not themselves be too impressed by nuclear 
threats if contemplating a solely conventional attack, noting that Soviet 
reliance on conventional strength did not seem to mean that the West 
took her less seriously. They quoted McNamara: 'One cannot fashion a 
credible deterrent out of an incredible action.' 

It was accepted that nuclear weapons were in a category of their own 
and that use would not follow naturally from failure in conventional 
defences in a European war. Much was made of the concept of the 
fire-break between conventional and nuclear war. 
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Because of differences in the effects of conventional and nuclear 
explosives, violations of the fire-break are readily detectable; thus 
there is no ambiguity of the kind of war being fought. This fire-break 
is the most obvious discontinuity in the spectrum of modern warfare. 

Thus, while the 'rules of a limited nuclear war would be complex and 
unclear', those of conventional war would be 'simple and clear', with 
the 'upper limit on escalation' not 'shrouded in uncertainty'. The mes-
sage was straightforward. The US would play to 'rules' in which a certain 
level of violence would be tolerated without the use of the US deterrent. 

There was only one alternative: 

The only satisfactory escape from the dilemma lay in NATO's having 
adequate conventional forces - which in the US view meant forces 
approximately equal in military power to those opposing them on 
M-day (the day after mobilization starts) and each day thereafter. 

But here Enthoven and Smith detected a 'psychological complex' within 
NATO concerning the cost of conventional weapons and the invincibil-
ity of the Soviet Union in this area. This 'despair and hoplessness' was 
seen as a major contributory factor to keeping down NATO's forces. It 
had become a 'self-fulfilling prophecy'. NATO forces were only supplied 
with three days' supply of ammunition because they were not expected 
to survive for more than three days. In consequence little serious con-
sideration was given to flexible response because it was assumed that it 
would cost too much. According to Enthoven and Smith, if a conven-
tional capability had been viewed as viable (which meant financially 
feasible rather than prohibitively costly) most of the 'frustrating and 
divisive debate' would not have taken place. 

Analysis led them to conclude that the conventional option was 
viable. Their main target was the assumption that each Soviet division 
was equivalent to each American division: 

[B]y 1965, we knew that a Soviet division force cost only about a 
third that of a US division force, had only about a third as many men, 
and (we had strong reason to believe) was only about one-third as 
effective.... In short, eliminating paper divisions, using cost and fire-
power indexes, counts of combat personnel in available divisions, 
and numbers of artillery pieces, trucks, tanks and the like, we ended 
up with the same conclusion: NATO and the Warsaw Pact had approx-
imate equality on the ground. Where four years earlier it had appeared 



A Conventional Defence for Europe 285 

that a conventional option was impossible, it now began to appear 
that perhaps NATO could have had one all along.22 

The Administration's policy gained wide support from civilian strat-
egists. The most notable dissenting voice came from Bernard Brodie, who 
broke ranks with his colleagues on this issue. He first did this in a 1963 
article and then in 1966 in a short book.23 One source of the differences 
between Brodie and his colleagues, with the exception of Kissinger, was 
the essentially political character of his thought. He was sensitive to the 
main currents in international affairs and particularly to the attitudes 
of the Europeans. He was not a formal strategist in that he lacked 
confidence in conclusions derived from 'war-gaming' or rigorous but 
abstracted analysis, isolated from the real world. Brodie felt it was possi-
ble to take a much more relaxed view of the dangers in the international 
environment. He saw little point in upsetting the Alliance in order to 
cope with remote contingencies. The Soviet leaders were well aware 
of the dangers of nuclear war and had shown no inclination to take on 
Western military might. 'It would probably take much persuasion on 
our part to shake the Soviet leaders from their apparent conviction that 
in the event of a substantial attack by them the nuclear weapons avail-
able to NATO forces in Europe would quickly be used. Why should we 
attempt to shake that conviction?' 

The key decision, according to Brodie, was not whether or not to use 
nuclear weapons but whether to initiate war in the first place. By con-
centration on the significance of 'going nuclear' the conventional 
weapon enthusiasts were devaluing the gravity of the decision to 'go to 
war'. Though he did not doubt the value of some conventional forces or 
of encouraging the Allies to meet agreed NATO commitments, he felt 
too much emphasis was being put on creating a certainty that nuclear 
weapons would not be used until a conflict reached a specified point. 
Despite his own lack of enthusiasm in the past for tactical nuclear 
weapons, the possibility of their use did complicate Soviet calculations. 
His concern was to emphasize, not reduce, 'the threat that leaves some-
thing to chance'. 

In this book Brodie severely criticized the fire-break theory for this rea-
son. The theory assumed that the distinction between nuclear and non-
nuclear weapons was the only feasible demarcation line between local 
hostilities and General War. Both sides would not hesitate to outbid 
each other in violence up to this limit, yet would not consider further 
escalation, having reached it. It was then argued that: 'To attempt 
to place that kind of fire-break at a relatively low place in the scale of 
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operations would subject it to an insupportable pressure such as would 
be missing - or which it could far better sustain at high levels.' Brodie 
argued this barrier to escalation was far too mechanical. He preferred to 
rely on 'the aims, intentions, or fears of the respective opponents'. 
Furthermore, for the fire-break notion to be feasible, especially at a high 
level of tactical operations, the opponent must accept the rules. 
'Otherwise the whole environment for conventional fighting would 
simply be too precarious.' Yet the apparent rejection of the fire-break 
theory by the Soviet Union had thus far worked to NATO's advantage. 
The non-nuclear enthusiasts were assuming that it was only a matter of 
time before the Russians would sense the underlying incredibility of 
extended nuclear deterrence but were in fact accelerating this process. 
Brodie noted with approval Raymond Aron's view that it had been to 
the West's advantage that the Russians had been unready 'to accept 
these special strategic ideas that are so popular in the United States'.24 

Conclusion 

It was the pursuit of a strategic problem in isolation from its political 
context that caused the US Administration so much difficulty. The ideas 
for limited war had been developed during the 1950s in connection 
with regions other than Europe where conditions were unstable and 
when relations between East and West were confused and unsettled. 
Many European theorists of limited war had carefully distinguished 
the needs of Europe from those of other regions. Europe was a 'special 
case', inextricably linked to the United States, so that a blow from the 
Soviet Union against Europe would be felt unambiguously to be a blow 
against the vital interests of the United States and would trigger an 
uninhibited military reaction. What the Europeans feared, to quote 
Pierre Gallois, was losing their status as 'an integral part of the American 
security area'. Once the Americans became vulnerable to nuclear attack 
they had sought to reduce the dangers to themselves even at the 
expense of their European Allies. 'Now, because of "escalation" and its 
dangers, Western Europe is to be "de-nuclearized" - that is to say, 
reduced to the level of those countries which may become host to local 
conflicts on the pattern of Korea, Indochina, and Malaya.' Yet, asserted 
Gallois, 'most military authorities are convinced that a conventional 
defence of Europe is no longer feasible and that a nuclear withdrawal 
would seal Europe's fate'.25 

This is where McNamara and his aides would differ from Gallois and 
those who thought like him. They had a far better case than the 
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Europeans would accept; a conventional defence probably was feasible 
and in the event of a failure in deterrence would still be preferable for 
the inhabitants of European NATO. Part of the problem in the debate 
was that it did not really turn on strategic analysis but on the political 
realities of the 1960s. It was not about the best way to deter the Russians 
but about the best way to tie the United States to Europe. The European 
governments had over-reacted to American insensitivity, especially 
when presenting proposed increases in US force levels in Europe as evid-
ence of declining American commitment. By the end of the decade, 
with the liberal faction in America turning to the view that America's 
allies must do much more to help themselves, the Europeans came to 
fear a decrease in US conventional strength in Europe! Perhaps the best 
interpretation of the European view was that in conditions of relative 
peace and stability they saw no need to tamper with any aspect of the 
status quo. 



20 
The European Nuclear Option: 
(i) Anglo-Saxon Views 

As controversial as McNamara's desire to improve the Alliance's conven-
tional option was his desire to dissuade the Europeans from developing 
their own nuclear options. The distaste for the independent nuclear 
deterrents was not solely a question of saving resources for conventional 
weapons. It was also related to concepts of controlled nuclear warfare, in 
which, even after the nuclear fire-break had been breached, an attempt 
would still be made to prevent matters getting out of hand. Reflecting 
the scientific bent of the time, and indicating the indeterminate possi-
bilities for proliferation, the issue was then described as 'The Nth 
Country Problem', a term that has now happily passed out of fashion.1 

By giving anonymity to the offending country, the term suggested that 
the problems were similar whoever the Nth power might be. One of the 
frequent observations on this matter was that whereas the Nth power 
viewed his own acquisition of nuclear weapons as being fully justified, 
he would probably see any N + 1th power as a threat to world peace. 

Herman Kahn spoke of this danger as much as anybody. He assumed 
that, in the absence of controls, large numbers of weapons would be 
distributed to advanced and even some less advanced countries by the 
early 1970s. This would put far greater dependence on responsible 
governments and sophisticated forms of crisis management. Many of 
the problems he envisaged were with small nuclear powers fighting 
amongst themselves.2 He was less worried than others about the fear of 
'catalytic' war, in which a small nuclear power triggers off the cataclysm 
of a super-power nuclear war.3 Kahn shared the intuitive concern that 
the probabilities of disaster were increased as more countries gained 
access to nuclear capabilities. 

288 
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While noting the general concerns over the spread of nuclear weapons 
the main interest here lies with views on the impact of nuclear prolifer-
ation on NATO. 

NATO and the Nth problem 

During the 1950s the Eisenhower Administration, while expressing 
concern over the possible spread of nuclear weapons, had sought to 
head off the problem by making the benefits of nuclear technology 
available to its allies. Under the 'Atoms for Peace' programme, assistance 
was given for the construction of energy-generating nuclear reactors. 
While there were no actual transfers of nuclear warheads to allies, a large 
number of tactical nuclear weapons were made available under the 
'double-key' system of shared control by the US and the host country. 
Impediments to nuclear co-operation with the United Kingdom were 
removed by amending the McMahon Act and there were tentative 
discussions over facilitating the development of nuclear delivery sys-
tems in France. In the last days of the Eisenhower Administration an 
offer was made by the US to create a 'NATO Deterrent', a force of 
300 Polaris missiles to be put under the control of the NATO council, 
with the aim of reinforcing the deterrent while averting pressure for 
independent nuclear forces. Thus, whatever the doubts about the general 
diffusion of nuclear weapons, it was accepted that major powers within 
the Alliance would want some access to nuclear capabilities, and that it 
was therefore best if this could be done in a spirit of sharing American 
capabilities rather than by a series of separate national initiatives. 

There were doubts about the wisdom of this approach. They were 
expressed forcefully in one of Albert Wohlstetter's influential articles in 
Foreign Affairs. Wohlstetter discussed four alternatives for NATO: rejec-
tion of nuclear weapons; development of autonomous nuclear forces; a 
jointly controlled nuclear force; and reliance on the United States guar-
antees. This latter option he found the most compelling, feeling that, 
given the coincidence of American and European interests, an American 
response to an attack on Europe was not incredible. He noted that cred-
ibility required not a certainty of response but only a high probability. 
This probability was 'clearly large' and could be increased by improved 
conventional forces. Having noted this preference, it is necessary to turn 
to Wohlstetter's criticisms of national strike forces. 

These forces were extremely expensive for they required a large initial 
outlay for the basic technology without the economies of scale available 
to the super-powers. The military value of small forces tended to be 
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exaggerated by noting the damage to be done if they could be delivered 
in toto to enemy territory without taking into account the problems of 
both surviving surprise attacks and of penetrating anti-ballistic missile 
defences. 'A small strike force... could inflict, not proportionately small 
damage, but possibly no damage at all.' If the problems of developing a 
'responsible deterrent', now seen to be many, could be overcome in the 
United States, this was because of 'incomparable advantages of distance, 
size and industrial strength'. 

The danger was that the vulnerability of nuclear forces based in 
Europe would encourage a hair-trigger response system to reduce the 
dangers of forces being caught before launching. This was exactly what 
Wohlstetter and his colleagues were worried about with US forces. An 
ability to absorb a first strike was so important because it removed the 
need to rush to nuclear use out of a fear of surprise attack. In this way 
'the problem of forestalling deliberate attack is inseparable from that of 
preventing war by miscalculation'. The danger was of a loss of control. 

With the multiplication of national strike forces, the control problem 
becomes especially acute. If many nations have the power of deci-
sion, and if, in addition, each nation decentralizes its control to a 
multiplicity of subordinates, or worse, to some electronic automata, 
it is evident that the situation could get out of hand very easily.4 

It was, of course, this sense of control that was so important to the 
strategic ideas under development at the time and which were taken up 
by Robert McNamara. The notion was that nuclear decisions should not 
be forced on a President by a lack of alternatives or a fear of surprise 
attack or an involuntary process of escalation. If nuclear weapons 
were to be understood as instruments of coercive diplomacy then every 
move that involved them should be cool, deliberate, and to some pur-
pose. The weapons would be used to signal something as well as to 
destroy targets, warning of the dangers of unrestrained attacks on cities 
rather than moving inexorably towards these attacks. All this raised 
important questions of command and control. Schelling noted that 
these questions related 'less to who controls the nuclear weapons than to 
how they are controlled in their use'.5 However, the line of Wohlstetter's 
argument was that by their very nature these weapons were incapable of 
controlled use. 

The ideas of 'city-avoidance' that came to the fore in the first year of 
McNamara's tenancy at the Pentagon also clashed with the European 
view. Because of their size, small nuclear forces could only be suitable for 
all-out attacks against cities. There was no scope for holding the enemy's 
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population as a hostage by directing a first volley against military targets 
while keeping a second in reserve. In this way Malcolm Hoag explained 
the difference between the US and the European nuclear powers: 

What our strategic plenty gives us is the ability to choose among 
alternative tactics, each of which poses so formidable a threat to 
Soviet interests that it is a compelling deterrent even where we 
impose serve restraints upon ourselves. Smaller and less sophisticated 
nuclear systems, in order to pose a serious deterrent, must promise to 
be used in as blunt and bloody a manner as possible.6 

McNamara was very keen on the concept of control, hoping that at 
every level of violence matters could still be managed in such a way as 
to prevent further escalation. According to Kaufmann, because he felt 
that any strategic nuclear exchange would involve all the nuclear 
powers, 'he was appalled at the prospect that such an exchange might 
start in an uncoordinated way and involve the wrong mixture of 
targets'.7 This would be a likely result of nuclear proliferation within the 
Alliance. Enthoven and Smith indicate another argument informing 
McNamara's critique of independent nuclear deterrents - 'it meant that 
fewer resources would go into British and French conventional forces'.8 

In his June 1962 speech in Athens to NATO Ministers (the same that 
was repeated a month later to a rather different audience of graduating 
seniors at Ann Arbor, Michigan) McNamara made his concern known in 
a triumph of logic over tact. 

[Relatively weak national nuclear forces with enemy cities as their 
targets are not likely to be sufficient to perform even the function of 
deterrence. If they are small, and perhaps vulnerable on the ground 
or in the air, or inaccurate, a major antagonist can take a variety of 
measures to counter them. Indeed, if a major antagonist came to 
believe there was a substantial likelihood of it being used independ-
ently, this force would be inviting a pre-emptive first strike against it. 
In the event of war, the use of such a force against the cities of a major 
nuclear power would be tantamount to suicide, whereas its employ-
ment against significant military targets would have a negligible 
effect on the outcome of the conflict. Meanwhile, the creation of a 
single additional national nuclear force encourages the proliferation 
of nuclear power with all its attendant dangers. 

In short, then, limited nuclear capabilities, operating independ-
ently, are dangerous, expensive, prone to obsolescence and lacking in 
credibility as a deterrent.9 
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This damning judgment was directed, above all others, at the French -
the British nuclear force being too well established to dislodge. 

The British nuclear force 

Through the 1950s British strategists such as Liddell Hart, Blackett, and 
Buzzard played an important role in developing the critiques of massive 
retaliation, with their influence extended well beyond Britain. However, 
as nuclear strategy became subject to the application of sophisticated 
methodologies, this influence waned. Britain's intellectual community 
lacked both the technical competence and resources for engaging in the 
sort of studies for which RAND was becoming noted, finding it difficult 
enough keeping up with the burgeoning American literature.10 

Moreover, there was little disposition to attempt to become au fait 
with these new methodologies. As already noted, the British scientists 
who had helped to develop operations research became concerned that 
far too much was being claimed by contemporary practitioners.11 Sir 
Basil Liddell Hart, who had always prided himself on his 'scientific' 
approach to military problems, found himself out of sympathy with the 
new analysts. He wrote to an American inquiring of his interest in Game 
Theory: 'I find that the jargon used by its exponents is more puzzling 
than illuminating. It also leaves doubts in my mind about the value of 
deductions from it.'12 

John Garnett suggests that there may be a British tendency to avoid 
'pure' as opposed to 'applied' strategic thought. He adds that it is a 
'moot point' as to whether this is a strength or a weakness.13 Certainly, 
the battle lines encouraged by Hedley Bull in his famous comparison 
between the 'classical' and 'scientific' approaches to international rela-
tions supported the view that the British were more comfortable with 
notions derived from history, philosophy, and law rather than seeking 
answers in a pure form of logic or in scientifically testable empirical 
propositions.14 In one of the major American works exploring new 
forms of nuclear strategy the editors noted, somewhat defensively, that 
the work could be criticized as 'abstruse theorizing' and quoted a com-
plaint from the magazine Survey, 'that in the thermonuclear age military 
strategy begins to look like a game of chess without a chess board, that 
its mental construction and strategic anticipations are made in a world 
in which Kafka meets Lewis Carroll'. The editors added: 'This viewpoint 
is especially prevalent in England.'15 

Nevertheless, British writers on nuclear deterrence were well aware of 
American analyses. The stress on the importance of invulnerability for 
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retaliatory forces was picked up and transposed to British circumstances.16 

British strategies still considered themselves to be conducting a trans-
Atlantic dialogue. But Alastair Buchan, directing the new Institute for 
Strategic Studies, was as concerned to encourage a debate amongst pro-
ponents of existing strategic concepts as to develop new concepts.17 

It is important to emphasize that the British conducted their debates 
with the Americans as if the relevant issues were matters of shared 
responsibility. Neither the need for some form of deterrence nor an 
alliance was questioned. Unlike in France, where intellectual stimulus 
was found by opposing the Americans, there was no comparable search 
in Britain for a European alternative to dependence on the United 
States. 

As with the American community and its own nuclear forces, the 
existence of some British component to NATO's nuclear forces was taken 
for granted. The question was over the extent of the role of the British 
deterrent, not over whether it had any role at all. There was little serious 
challenge to the British deterrent from inside the community of special-
ists on military affairs. There were doubts within this community: 
nuclear weapons were proving to be more expensive and technically 
troublesome than had once been hoped, and it was difficult to see how 
the resultant force could make a significant contribution to the Alliance 
when American forces had grown so mighty. Doubts such as these were 
expressed within both major political parties. Many were aware of the 
problems of vulnerability under discussion in the United States, and felt 
that the British force of bombers would not score well on this criterion. 
However, the real pressure for abandoning the British deterrent came 
from outside the political establishment. 

The intellectual case for nuclear disarmament has been discussed in 
an earlier chapter. In terms of the current discussion, it is worth noting 
only that the case was not presented in Alliance terms.18 Though the 
argument could on occasions be heard that there was no need for the 
British to contaminate themselves with such immoral things as nuclear 
weapons so long as the United States was willing to carry the burden, 
the arguments of the unilateralists went well beyond this, criticizing any 
connection with weapons of mass destruction. For example, Stephen 
King-Hall wrote that: 

It would be an essential feature of the UND (Unilateral Nuclear 
Disarmament) policy that we make it clear beyond all doubt to our 
American friends that in no circumstances whatsoever did we wish to be 
'protected' by, or in any way associated with, their nuclear capacity.19 
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The unilateralists were thus not offering a better nuclear strategy for 
NATO as were the American critics of the European forces; they were 
shunning nuclear weapons altogether. 

The supporters of the British nuclear forces did not present their case as 
an exercise in strategic logic. The framework was that of the need for 
deterrence, but within that framework a variety of purposes were, at dif-
ferent times, discerned for the British force. It was, if anything, subject to 
a law of diminishing rationales. In terms of deterring the Soviet Union, it 
was felt in the late 1940s that a British force might be necessary to make 
up the numbers in a Western retaliatory force against the East. By the 
early 1950s, when it was recognized that the United States could provide 
an imposing threat without Britain's help, it was argued that there might 
be targets of particular interest to Britain that might be neglected if the 
responsibility for the retaliatory strike was solely in American hands. By 
the early 1960s, with America having sufficient warheads to cover the 
whole of the Warsaw Pact target structure, the British were reduced to 
making a marginal European contribution to the retaliatory forces. 

In 1957 the government had reaffirmed its commitment to a policy 
of massive retaliation in uncompromising terms at the same time that 
the US Administration was beginning to have doubts. The critique of 
massive retaliation, however, had been developed in Britain at the same 
time as in the United States and, led by Liddell Hart and Blackett, 
evolved during the 1950s towards the view that the balance in NATO's 
force structure ought to be redressed in favour of conventional defence. 
Labour Party defence specialists encouraged this trend. One chapter in 
a book written by John Strachey was entitled 'A reversal of NATO's 
strategy', and argued for more conventional forces.20 

The debate over nuclear strategy was thus couched in NATO terms. 
As some sort of 'great power' status could still be taken for granted, there 
was no need (yet) for symbols that might proclaim the nation's signifi-
cance to doubting foreigners. More important, the British had always 
viewed nuclear issues as an Anglo-American matter, seeking to gain 
access to US nuclear secrets as a matter of right, a proper return on 
Britain's own war-time investment in atom bomb research. Diplomatic 
effort had been devoted to encouraging interdependence with the 
Americans in nuclear matters rather than striving for interdependence. 
The 1958 amendments to the US McMahon Act made greater Anglo-
American co-operation possible. This, plus the rhetoric of the 'special 
relationship', actively discouraged any interest in either an independent 
force or a strategic doctrine to support one. 

The developing dependence of Britain on the US was most evident in 
the area of delivery vehicles. After plans for a British ballistic missile, 
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Blue Streak, had been aborted, President Eisenhower agreed in 1960 to 
sell Britain the Skybolt air-launched missile, then under development. In 
return the British agreed to make available a base for US nuclear sub-
marines as Holy Loch in Scotland. Unfortunately the Skybolt programme 
was beset with difficulties and these led to its cancellation in November 
1962. The British affected surprise though they had been warned of the 
programme's problems.21 The abrupt cancellation undermined Britain's 
nuclear programme and underlined the extent to which nuclear 
weapons were creating a form of dependence on the United States rather 
than becoming a source of influence. Britain's limited influence was 
clearly indicated by the minimal consultation Britain enjoyed during 
the Cuban Missile Crisis that had taken place two months before. To 
salvage Anglo-American relations, a hastily arranged summit conference 
was convened at Nassau between Prime Minister Macmillan and 
President Kennedy. This resulted in a deal by which Britain was allowed 
to purchase Polaris submarine-launched missiles. 

This put the British force on a much sounder basis, given the reduced 
vulnerability of a submarine-based force. The option had been available in 
1960 and it had been foolishly rejected by the British in favour of Skybolt. 
The agreement at Nassau stipulated that the UK Polaris submarines would 
be used 'for the purpose of international defence of the Western Alliance 
in all circumstances'. In this way the proposals could be a compromise 
between Alliance integration and national independence. However the 
agreement was unclear as to whether the Alliance nuclear force to which 
Britain was contributing was to be constructed as a multilateral or multi-
national force. Moreover, the final decision on use was with the British, 
based on their own understanding of whether 'supreme national interests' 
were 'at stake'. It is, of course, only where supreme national interests are at 
stake that the question of whether or not to use nuclear weapons arises at 
all. Nevertheless, the underlying loyalty to the Alliance forced the British 
to pull their punches when explaining the need for their own forces. 

The rationales used to justify this 'independent' force were as much 
political as strategic, stressing the opportunities for the exercise of 
benign influence when all nuclear issues, from disarmament to NATO 
planning, were discussed. The argument had never been far below the 
surface. Prime Minister Harold Macmillan spoke in 1958 of how: 

The independent contribution...gives us a better position in the 
world, it gives us a better position with respect to the United States. 
It puts us where we ought to be, in the position of a Great Power. The 
fact that we have it makes the United States pay a greater regard to 
our point of view, and that is of great importance.22 
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After 1962 this argument was emphasized. Macmillan's successor, Alec 
Douglas-Home, spoke of the bomb as a 'ticket of admission', providing 
'a place at the peace table as of right'.23 

The second argument, which became more prominent in the 1960s 
and which came to constitute the strongest popular rationale for the 
force, was based on the unreliability of the Alliance. It was often 
presented as a simple assertion that in a cruel and uncertain world, 
where others may get nuclear weapons and the United States' own will-
ingness to engage in nuclear war on Europe's behalf was open to doubt, 
an independent British force was a necessary form of insurance. Without 
actually going so far as to directly question the US guarantee, the 1964 
Statement of Defence diplomatically raised this point: '[I]f there were no 
power in Europe capable of inflicting unacceptable damage on a poten-
tial enemy he might be tempted...to attack in the mistaken belief 
that the United States would not act unless America herself were 
attacked.'24 This theory of a 'second decision-centre', has been adhered 
to consistently because it provides little challenge to NATO orthodoxy. 

There were problems in constructing plausible scenarios in which 
Britain 'stood alone' yet still had the US furnishing the necessary sup-
port to keep the Polaris fleet operations, or in which the USSR picked 
Britain out for special treatment in a crisis, or in which there was any 
particular point in Britain rattling its nuclear weapons while the Soviet 
Army made its way across Europe. However, the main difficulty in 
dwelling on the possibility of acting independently of an alliance was 
that NATO remained in existence and that its preservation, backed by a 
forceful US nuclear commitment, was a prime objective of British policy. 
Excessive speculation on how it might be possible to do without the US 
could provide Washington with the necessary excuse. Hence the need to 
argue that the danger was not of the US reneging on its nuclear guaran-
tee but of a mistaken Soviet belief that this might happen, to be cor-
rected by forcing it to worry about another centre of nuclear decision. 

The British government was pleased to stress Britain's force as a con-
tribution to NATO. No attempt was made to keep up with American 
ideas on flexible options; the theory behind them was either ignored or 
dismissed as American faint-heartedness about the awfulness of the 
capability they had created. As the Polaris programme turned out to be 
remarkably inexpensive, only modest justification to the British public 
for it was deemed necessary. 

In 1980, contemplating the obsolescence of Polaris in the 1990s, there 
seemed to be no better successor than the same type of submarine force, 
this time equipped with US Trident missiles.25 It was justified within 
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exactly the same strategic and political framework as before. The only 
doubt was whether the economically weak British could afford the new 
system without damaging the over-stretched conventional forces. As the 
American connection made the force possible, the British were happy to 
suppress doubts as to US intentions towards NATO in order to stay in the 
nuclear business. The intellectual satisfaction, but financial burdens, of 
devising arguments for completely self-sufficient forces was left to 
France. 



21 
The European Nuclear Option: 
(ii) French and German Views 

During the 1950s NATO strategy was dominated by nuclear weapons; 
the more the United States and Britain demonstrated their status and 
influence through a stockpile of nuclear weapons, the more France 
wanted to secure her place amongst the major powers by nuclear means. 
Following the humiliations of the German occupation and then the loss 
of Indo-China, nuclear weapons were seen as a possible aid to national 
recovery, boosting morale and ensuring that France returned to her 
proper rank amongst the nations. After de Gaulle became President in 
1958, the nuclear programme became a key instrument in his endeav-
ours to reassert France's distinctive identity and to enable Europe to 
become independent from the super-powers. 'A Great State', explained 
de Gaulle, which does not possess nuclear weapons while others have 
them 'does not command its own destiny.'1 

Under de Gaulle, French nuclear strategy became linked to a challenge 
to the very concept of an Alliance. In this the French went further than 
the British, who considered an independent nuclear force to be an insur-
ance against the withdrawal of America's nuclear protection but not a 
substitute for this protection. The French characterized the US nuclear 
guarantee as being a flimsy foundation for security, much inferior to a 
national effort. While the British spoke in a rather circumspect manner 
about America's future reliability, displaying embarrassment at ques-
tioning the scruples of a friend, the French enjoyed the frank disclosure 
of the unreliability of America's nuclear guarantees. 

In mounting their challenge to NATO, the French articulated some 
distinctive strategic notions. They were distinctive, first because they 
opposed the dominant trends in US strategic thought and, second, 
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because nothing quite so robust emerged from British strategists. 
The British government did not encourage the souring of relations with 
the United States despite the policy differences which existed. 

Gallois 

French strategic thought became associated with two retired Generals, 
Pierre Gallois and Andre Beaufre. In an early article in an American jour-
nal Gallois spoke of the revolutionary consequences of the advent of 
nuclear weapons.2 He introduced some themes which became promin-
ent in his later writings, including the differences in attitudes caused by 
unequal access to nuclear weapons. Those who possessed nuclear 
weapons 'hold the trump cards for an active policy'. Their allies had to 
be more cautious, and those without weapons or the prospect of a 
useful alliance were neutralist. A nation with nuclear weapons, so long 
as they could deny the enemy the ability to destroy his retaliatory capa-
city, enjoyed 'self-protection', for no aggressor would launch an attack 
while there was a risk of serious retaliation. Gallois had confidence that 
ways could be found of assuring retaliation. Those who were denied this 
self-protection had to hope that they represented a sufficient stake for 
a super-power protector to risk nuclear war for their security. This repres-
ented a potential element of division within states - 'no one is sure of 
remaining on the right side of the atomic "bomb line"'. There was 
reason for doubt. 'As long as there remains an uncertainty about the 
air-nuclear power guaranteeing the sovereignty of Western Europe, the 
risk will remain complete for the attacker and for the defender.' 

Gallois was sure in 1956 that a conventional defence of Western 
Europe was futile and he never wavered in this conviction. In the event 
of attack, resort to nuclear weapons would be unavoidable and he was 
nervous about the readiness of Western governments to accept this 
requirement. He worried about the weaknesses of democracies in this 
regard. 'In the event of a crisis, the allied nations, if they want to survive, 
ought to rely on the resolution of the men charged with their defense.' 
Modern weapons allowed no time for hesitation. 'We are approaching 
the time when the menace will move faster than a mind can be made up.' 

In 1960 Gallois published an influential book which took his 
thoughts further.3 By now he was concerned about the credibility of 
NATO's deterrent. As the disincentives for US nuclear action grew, he 
sought for ways to enhance credibility. His analysis of the dynamics of 
nuclear war itself was not uniquely deep or original. He had little confi-
dence in counter-force or in first strikes and believed that a nuclear war 
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of any size soon escalated into a general war. Of greater interest were his 
observations on the problem of 'will': 

In principle, a determined policy of deterrence could solve all 
Western military problems. If the potential assailant believed that 
even on the occasion of a conflict of secondary importance to him-
self, the opposing side would not hesitate, rather than surrender, to 
use its nuclear arsenal, he would have to abandon force as a means of 
persuasion.4 

The problem was that Western nations were not made of stern enough 
stuff. Gallois preferred retaliation so automatic that no unfriendly 
nation would dare be provocative, but even a small risk of retaliation 
might be sufficient. Unfortunately, the tendency to make reluctance to 
risk nuclear warfare so self-evident was reducing the deterrent effect of 
America's nuclear arsenal. The only way to regain this deterrent effect 
was to exploit the political sources of credibility. 

Credibility, as noted earlier, was a difficult concept because it resided 
ultimately in the mind of the beholder rather than in the one who was 
trying to create the impression. In the pre-nuclear age, one's reputation 
could be related to past military performance, but in the nuclear age 
there were no such performances to refer to. Credibility had therefore to 
be based on speculations as to future reactions to specified circum-
stances, known as 'scenarios'. The problem was that in many cases it was 
hard to demonstrate how an opponent could be convinced that it would 
be rational to execute a retaliatory threat. One alternative was to 
demonstrate a certain recklessness, even irrationality. Gallois felt that an 
element of bluff in this area might work, but doubted whether it could 
be sustained by the West.5 A better answer could be found in the inter-
ests at stake. Gallois did not succeed in demonstrating how a nuclear 
response would be rational even when supreme national interests were 
threatened, but intuitively he had a point in suggesting that retaliation 
was more likely following an attack on oneself than when the attack was 
directed at a friendly third party. 

Though the nation-state, as a more solid unit than an alliance, might 
be more likely to respond, there was a problem over whether the avail-
able response would be unpleasant enough to deter the potential aggres-
sor. Here Gallois developed one of his most influential concepts, that of 
'proportional deterrence'. The theory was simple: 'The thermonuclear 
force can be proportional to the value of the stake it is defending.'6 The 
pain that might be endured to eliminate America would not be endured 
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if the prize was only France. A sort of cost/benefit calculus could be 
developed to identify the sort of punitive response necessary to hold 
back an aggressor from seizing any specified prize. 

There were two criticisms of this view. First, a small country had to 
expend a disproportionate amount of resources as against a super-power 
to achieve a given amount of nuclear firepower. Second, the concept of 
sufficient cost to outweigh prospective gain was not so distant from 
those ideas of flexible or measured response that Gallois opposed. 
However, Gallois did not believe non-nuclear defence was feasible, nor 
did he believe in limited nuclear strikes. His interest was more in accu-
mulating sufficient firepower to provide for national deterrence than in 
whether it was possible to get away with using only a small, measured 
proportion of this firepower. 

Gallois' name also became associated with the idea of universal 
nuclear deterrence, in which all states, great and small, attain stability 
through a series of mutual nuclear threats. He also provided the intel-
lectual source of de Gaulle's critique of NATO. However, though he did 
become a proponent of de Gaulle's ideas and though his ideas did tend 
towards universal deterrence, thus providing a rationale for any prolif-
eration, his concepts were developed initially to support NATO. His view 
was that NATO should exploit the greater credibility of national nuclear 
deferents. He advocated a policy of nuclear decentralization within the 
Alliance. Generalizing 'the policy of national dissuasion' would 'force 
the aggressor to accept the responsibility and the risks inherent in any 
modification of the territorial status quo in Europe'. In facing a collec-
tion of nuclear forces, the Soviet Union would have to accept a greater 
risk of retaliation if it wished to invade. 

Gallois believed in the obsolescence of conventional forces in the 
nuclear age. In an environment in which nuclear forces could be used it 
would not be possible to concentrate forces, organize lines of supply, 
and mobilize reserves as in the past. Preparations for nuclear war and 
those for conventional war could not coexist. 'Once committed to the 
atom, it is impossible to draw back.' His complaint against the US 
Administration was that it attempted to do just that. The result would be 
to leave the Europeans more vulnerable by denying them the best 
means of protection in the face of an enemy armed with both conven-
tional and nuclear weapons. He also recognized that a conventional 
strategy, though militarily inadequate, reduced the risk for the United 
States. This divergence of strategic interests created a crisis in NATO. 
It could only be solved by the US fully sharing nuclear risks with its allies 
and by renewing the old promise 'of an unconditional guarantee of the 
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security of Western Europe'. Otherwise, the Europeans would have to 
look to their own nuclear devices.7 

The question raised by Gallois concerned the amount of automaticity 
there needed to be in the nuclear response before it acted as a deterrent. 
On the one hand it might be thought that the consequences of retalia-
tion for the aggressor were so great that the slightest possibility of retal-
iation would suffice as a constraint. On the other hand, a bold enough 
aggressor could calculate that the consequences of nuclear war for the 
other side could well result in a lack of nuclear response. There was a 
tension in Gallois' thought between these two propositions, but he 
tended towards the latter, mainly because the responsibility for retalia-
tion in a period of super-power nuclear monopoly rested with a country 
not directly threatened by an invasion of Western Europe. This 
tendency was encouraged by what he saw as an active US policy aimed 
at reducing the risks for any aggressor. 

Nevertheless, even a national response would not be wholly automatic. 
A decision would still have to be made to retaliate. Alternatively, as the 
US critics of the European forces pointed out, there might be no decision 
to be made because an enemy surprise attack backed by air defences 
could render the deterrent useless. Gallois' case rested in the end not on 
automatic retaliation or on an unusually credible configuration of 
forces, but on the way that a nation-state could see itself as a unity in a 
way that an alliance of nation-states could not. It was therefore more 
likely to lash out when attacked. 

But if the most plausible unit for a credible deterrent was a nation-
state, then no coalition of states, even if they were all European, could 
rely on just one of their number holding nuclear weapons. The only 
exception to this rule might be where the nuclear state was the one that 
shared a border with the potential aggressor. In NATO's case this would 
be West Germany (Norway and Turkey could be discounted), a country 
for whom nuclear aspirations raised immense political problems. 
Gallois' strategic logic led to profound and difficult political conclu-
sions, which became apparent when they were taken up by de Gaulle 
(without much prompting by Gallois). 

Beaufre 

The methodology of General Andre Beaufre was different from that of 
Gallois, relying more on abstract model-building, and he by no means 
shared Gallois' enthusiasm for the declining strategy of massive retalia-
tion. He was not enamoured with ideas of 'proportional deterrence', nor 



The European Nuclear Option (ii) 303 

was he dismissive of 'flexible response'. The essential feature of Beaufre's 
thought was his insistence on the new and distinctive requirements 
imposed by a strategy of deterrence and the role he saw for local nuclear 
forces within this strategy. Nuclear weapons involved a new level of con-
flict, a movement 'from a war strategy to a strategy of potential threat; 
in other words to a strategy of deterence'. The object of this strategy was 
'to prevent an enemy power taking the decision to use armed force'. The 
desired result was psychological, produced by 'the combined effect of a 
calculation of the risk incurred compared to the issue at stake and of the 
fear engendered by the risks and uncertainties of conflict'.8 

The strategy depended on manipulating the enemy's sense of this risk, 
by 'the non-employment of nuclear weapons through judicious 
exploitation of the fact that they exist'. Because of this Beaufre felt that 
the technical qualities of weapons were far less important than their 
political and psychological impact. 

The main political impact of nuclear weapons was the stability it 
introduced into relations between the super-powers. Whenever their 
major interests were at stake the situation congealed, both sides being 
aware of the dangers of any radical challenges. For the allies of a super-
power the problem came if their interests were not coincident with 
those of the super-power. What risks would a super-power take in sup-
port on matters it considered marginal to its own survival? Unlike 
Gallois, Beaufre did not assume that alliances were virtually impossible 
in these conditions. Deterrence was a peacetime activity and alliances 
did not fall apart in peacetime. The need was to strengthen deterrence to 
compensate for weaknesses by increasing the risks for the potential 
enemy. Beaufre considered the best way to achieve this was a series of 
nuclear forces. By generalizing the danger this created a new form of sol-
idarity; the Allies had to work together. Because there would be multiple 
decision-centres, a new form of uncertainty was introduced for the 
enemy, inducing caution. This multilateral deterrence would be more 
stable than if only two opponents were involved. 

In a 1965 article, Beaufre provided a succinct statement of his views. 
The problem was to restore 'the credibility of a threat which everyone 
knows to have become unreal'. To achieve this 'everything possible 
should be done to ensure that the threat should retain that minimum of 
spontaneous risk which leads to that prudence indispensable to the 
maintenance of peace'. To do this: 

Different methods must simultaneously be used to keep the enemy's 
mind in that state of uncertainty which alone can render deterrence 



304 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

effective; thus, to enable several methods of deterrence to be used 
simultaneously, there must be several centres of decision. The basic con-
clusion is contrary to American policies; in fact these have for too 
long focused upon the stabilisation of the nuclear threshold although 
it is today so stable that it needs to be, so to speak, 'destabilised' to 
restore its deterrent effect.9 

Beaufre's response to the growing incredibility of threats of nuclear 
retaliation was not to assert the greater plausibility of a purely national 
response or that conditions could be created in which any single deci-
sion on activating the deterrence threat could be made rational. He 
could not even demonstrate how a multiplicity of decisions made 
nuclear use more likely, only that it added complexity to the enemy's 
calculations. The impact was felt through the psychology of uncertainty 
rather than the logic of certainty. It was a threat that left a lot to chance, 
based on the danger of a situation getting out of control. In this it was 
completely at variance with McNamara's attempts to establish a capacity 
for measured escalation with every step under centralized control. 

Beaufre was motivated by a desire to increase the solidarity of 
the Alliance and not to compensate for its fragmentation. However, the 
mechanisms by which Alliance solidarity would come into play in the 
nuclear sense remained unclear. For example much of the discussion 
of the French nuclear forces in the 1960s spoke of its role as a detonator 
of the American nuclear arsenal. According to Raymond Aron: 'The 
threat, though not explicit, of using the French atomic force as a detona-
tor is its sole conceivable deterrence function within the framework of 
the present Atlantic organization.'10 Many in the US Administration cer-
tainly felt this to be a key part of the opposition case with which they 
had to contend. Perhaps it indicated a more precise causal relationship 
than the vaguer notions of multilateral deterrence. To the extent that 
they understood the notion they found it unimpressive.11 

The most sophisticated discussion of the concept was by an American, 
Glenn Snyder, who himself did not favour it. He noted two types of trig-
gering. The first was 'emotional'. If the Russians were provoked into a 
counter-force nuclear attack on a European country to disarm her of 
a nuclear capacity, then the shock to the US could be strong enough to 
stimulate a nuclear response. The second type was 'attritional' in which 
the expenditure of nuclear weapons in a disarming first strike would 
leave the Soviet Union vulnerable to a US attack. In both these cases 
Snyder saw the feasibility of the strategy to be dependent on the balance 
of forces at the time. In particular he felt it related to 'the first-strike 
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counter-force capability of the United States', in that without a signifi-
cant capability of this sort the United States could not afford to let her 
nuclear arsenal be triggered by someone else.12 

The difficulty in believing in the 'detonator' concept was the difficulty 
in believing that even in the most favourable of strategic conditions the 
Americans would allow such a fundamental act as the use of nuclear 
weapons to be shaped simply by the force of events and not by deliber-
ate decision. Nevertheless, there was an argument that the existence of 
independent nuclear forces simply raised the stakes of a conflict to the 
extent that general war became harder to avoid. It was no worse an argu-
ment, though somewhat more irresponsible, than that which stated 
that a substantial conventional force, even if capable of holding a deter-
mined assault, would force the enemy to throw more resources into the 
battle, so making it a less limited affair and more likely to degenerate 
into general war. In any attempt to demonstrate the plausibility of 
nuclear use it was extremely difficult to demonstrate why a rational 
actor should behave in such a way: the most convincing cases were 
those where the environment in which the decision on use had to be 
made was not conducive to rationality. 

De Gaulle 

Though not responsible for the conception of the French force de frappe 
President Charles de Gaulle turned it into a central instrument of his own 
diplomacy. He does not appear to have been influenced by his country's 
strategic theorists, though he did adopt the idea of 'proportional deter-
rence'. De Gaulle is reported to have replied to one strategist who had 
sent him a copy of his latest book that the analysis was all very interest-
ing, but there was but one issue: 'Est-ce que la France restera la France?'13 

The main role he saw for France's nuclear force was determined by his 
view that nuclear weapons were the major source of contemporary 
international power and influence. Towards the end of the 1950s he 
attempted to use the French force to justify participation in a proposed 
Alliance Directorate (with America and Britain). Later he saw nuclear 
weapons as a way of providing France with a distinctive identity and a 
power base from which to criticize the hegemonic aspirations of the 
United States. Any original contribution to nuclear strategy comes from 
this intensely political approach. Nuclear weapons provided the starting 
point for a radical critique of the Alliance system within Europe. 

The argument was simple and had an old-fashioned appeal. 
Dependence on the United States for nuclear protection created a political 
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dependence. The United States, via the flexible response strategy, was 
attempting to maintain this dependency relationship by assigning to 
Europe only a non-nuclear function in the Alliance. Europe was thus left 
vulnerable, in any crisis, to the whims of Washington. In the long run the 
situation was even more dangerous, for Europe's political position would 
be determined by the character of the political relations between the 
super-powers. A war between them, even if its origins had nothing to do 
with Europe, could be the ruination of the continent; in a condominium 
Europe could get sold out and her interests forgotten in a super-power 
agreement. De Gaulle noted in 1959, not long after becoming President 
of the Fifth Republic: 'Probably the sort of equilibrium that is establishing 
itself between the atomic power of the two camps is, for the moment, a 
factor in world peace, but who can say what will happen tomorrow.'14 

By the mid-1960s his views had matured. The Soviet threat had dimin-
ished while the Americans were becoming more threatening, by getting 
themselves into dangerous adventures in Vietnam. In 1966, though not 
leaving the Atlantic Alliance, de Gaulle withdrew French forces from 
NATO's Integrated Military Command. Participation in a joint military 
effort in the future would be conditional. It would not be enough to 
know that her Allies were under attack; France would want to know who 
started the conflict. 

The full strategic rationale for this policy was presented by General 
d'Armee, Charles Ailleret. Ailleret's argument was that it was no longer 
possible to plan for war against 'a single, well-defined, possible enemy' 
because the future was so uncertain: 

The world situation offers us...a spectacle of such disorder, such 
agitation, such development, that while it is hardly possible to iden-
tify anywhere precisely the potential threats to our own country, it is 
also impossible to rely on the present balances of power in order to 
forecast the future. 

Meanwhile, NATO was too constricting. It atrophied the nation's 
'independent means of defence'. The determination of the Americans to 
keep the Alliance under their control made it unresponsive to European 
interests. The propensity of the Americans to get themselves into fights 
elsewhere in the world could result in Europeans being dragged into an 
unnecessary war. 'NATO thus presented a great danger for us.' Ailleret 
saw the need for flexibility, not in the way the Americans used this term 
in referring to military options, but as a capacity to respond to threats 
anywhere on the globe. 
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To provide this flexibility all that was needed was a significant 
number of 'megaton ballistic missiles of a world-wide range'. Ailleret 
had a simple faith in the efficiency of nuclear weapons, particularly for 
deterrent purposes, no matter who needed deterring and for what 
reasons. Those missiles would not be orientated in only one direction 
but 'be capable of intervening everywhere, or as we say in our military 
jargon, at every point of the compass (tous azimuts)'. Such a system for 
France: 

[W]ould wield the maximum power afforded by its national resources 
and...handled with as much sang-froid as determination, should 
enable it, by dissuasion, to avoid certain major wars and, if it cannot, 
then to take part in them under the best conditions; in short, a 
system which, during future crises that may rock the world, would 
place France in a position where she could freely determine her own 
destiny.15 

There were three main flaws in this bold conception. First, Gaullist 
strategy was not merely anticipating a new international strategy but 
helping to create it. By helping to destroy NATO the arrival of the anti-
cipated new world order could be accelerated. Yet though de Gaulle 
shook the Alliance, it did not fall apart. The division of Europe into two 
armed camps persisted, only now France occupied an anomalous posi-
tion within this system. De Gaulle failed to develop any alternative. 
Though he spoke of a united Europe 'from the Atlantic to the Urals' this 
conception was riddled with contradictions. The British were to be 
excluded as being an extension of the American super-power. At least 
part of the other super-power was apparently to be included, but how?; 
and what about her attempts at hegemony, particularly over Eastern 
Europe? At the centre of it all, France was to be the focal point for the 
new Europe, but the problem of inconsistencies between the national 
interests of France and the more general interests of her neighbours was 
not followed up. The consequences of de Gaulle's policy were the oppo-
site to those intended. Germany became the de facto leader of Europe 
within NATO while the French efforts only divided Western Europe, 
rendering super-power hegemony easier. 

The second flaw in the Gaullist strategy was that the French lacked 
the resources to carry it out. They failed to develop a global nuclear 
capability; only one with a regional range. Nor were they ever able to 
explain how they could present a credible nuclear deterrent tous azimuts, 
especially given problems of warning time and vulnerability. 
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The consequence of these two flaws was to leave France as an essen-
tially European power, operating within an environment in which the 
core political arrangements, in contrast to those in other regions, 
appeared quite stable. The continuity in political relationships ensured 
that NATO's traditional strategic problem - that of a major Soviet inva-
sion of Europe - remained the most serious and the one French planners 
had to address. Here they came up against the third flaw in the Gaullist 
strategy - the tension between the suggestion that through the Force de 
Frappe, France could become a sanctuary, aloof from a war in which she 
may not wish to take sides, and the admission that in certain cases she 
might wish to take sides. The more planners concentrated on scenarios 
which would touch upon France's NATO obligations, the more Gaullist 
notions of a dignified independence would have to be qualified by the 
logic of alliance. 

In the standard NATO scenario of a Soviet attack on Germany, France 
might feel sufficiently threatened to join her Allies in battle but 
not inclined to start a nuclear war. As with any other responsible 
government, it would want to leave some opportunity for diplomatic 
activity. As with NATO generally in the 1950s, tactical nuclear weapons 
were seized upon as a means of demonstrating a seriousness of purpose, 
perhaps to useful military effect, but without triggering the holocaust. 
To fulfil this purpose a short-range missile, Pluton, was produced. 
Unfortunately when deployed on French soil they could only bombard 
German soil, recognition of which caused consternation in both Bonn 
and Paris. 

When the Gaullist hold of French government was eased in 1974 
with the election of President Giscard d'Estaing, these problems were 
addressed and there were tentative indications of a move towards some-
thing akin to 'flexible response'. In March 1976, General Guy Mery 
introduced the concept of extended sanctuarization, to 'allow us to inter-
vene with the whole or part of our forces throughout the entire zone 
where the security of this country may be immediately threatened'. 
Such a concept recognized a possible need to 'participate in the forward 
battle area', from which it 'would be extremely dangerous' to remain 
aloof. A 'battle of the frontiers' would result only if the forward area 
crumbled too quickly, perhaps because the French were unable to make 
up their minds on intervention or were impeded in doing so by the 
enemy.16 

None of this went down very well with orthodox Gaullists. A year 
later, when Prime Minister Raymond Barre was describing government 
thinking, he drew more on Gaullist rhetoric, but he could not hide the 
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drift back to a more Alliance-oriented approach. However he was able to 
make it clear that France, like Britain, would have little to do with any 
selective, counter-force targeting. The 'anti-cities strategy' was the only 
one that could be 'truly deterrent'.17 

German strategy 

Unlike the French, the Germans were not responsible for any innovation 
in strategic thought. They provided some of the most fervent critics of 
flexible response, but only within a framework derived from the theories 
of the Eisenhower Administration with which they had become accus-
tomed as they re-armed themselves under NATO auspices in the 1950s. 
Catherine Kelleher notes that even though by 1966 Germany was once 
again Western Europe's largest conventional power there was little capa-
city within the Bonn government to sustain a dialogue on strategy with 
Washington, let alone the independent analyses of the type performed at 
RAND. The major German contribution to the dialogue came from the 
colourful language of the formidable Defence Minister from 1956 to 
1962, Franz Josef Strauss, who once described some of the sophisticated 
concepts used by the Americans to be 'conceptual aids for the precalcu-
lation of the inconceivable and incalculable nature of the specific'.18 

Whatever their formal contribution to theory, their sensitive geo-
graphical and political position had given the Germans a determining 
influence on the character of NATO. To a West Germany contemplating 
the follies of the 1930s and 1940s and the consequent division of the 
country there was a strong impulse to integrate itself fully within 
the community of Western nations. A national identity could only be 
regained in an international context, by solidarity with others, either 
through the European Community or NATO. Germany sought to answer 
its own problems within a multilateral framework and thus provided a 
strong force for cohesion within the Alliance. Solidarity with the West 
was reinforced by fear and loathing of the East, particularly in view of 
the continued occupation of a portion of the country. Through the 
1950s and much of the 1960s Germany brooked no thought of sanctify-
ing the division of Germany, insisting that reunification remained an 
objective of Western policy. Though most Western governments had no 
intention of doing anything about this policy, the German position on 
this matter imposed limits on Western diplomacy. Forms of East-West 
detente and disengagement were held up until the late 1960s when the 
Bonn government finally accepted the status quo and then became a 
major force behind the detente process. 
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In military terms West Germany also had a constraining influence. 
It was on German soil that NATO and the Warsaw Pact faced each other, 
and if the Soviet Union decided on expansion it was expected that West 
Germany would be the first to face the invasion. Because Germany was 
the wrong shape for defence (having little East-West depth) it was in the 
country's interest to insist on holding the line as close as possible to the 
border. The need was for 'forward defence'. It was difficult to see how 
this could be guaranteed absolutely with conventional weapons. A bar-
rier defence at the border was unacceptable because it gave the border a 
political status. The mobile forces favoured by NATO'S armies could not 
avoid ceding some territory. Given Germany's history an offensive or 
pre-emptive strategy was politically unthinkable. This meant that bat-
tles would be fought on German soil and the consequences would be 
devastating, particularly if the Alliance had to resort to tactical nuclear 
weapons. 

As it was difficult to imagine any war which Germany could survive, 
the emphasis had to be on deterrence. Furthermore, the more automatic 
the deterrent threat the better. There was a fear in concepts of a 'pause' 
or a limited conventional engagement. By the time the nuclear threat 
became explicit, a portion of Germany would have been occupied. 
A Soviet agreement to go no further, accepted with relief by the Allies, 
would leave Germany dismembered. To quote Strauss: 

Does anyone believe that if a dividing line between atomic and 
conventional weapons is allowed, the democracies will then say 'If 
you don't go back and surrender [your] booty, then tomorrow at 
six o'clock, total atomic war begins with which we will drive you back.'19 

As Germany was being rehabilitated during the 1950s, views such as 
these constituted the official and American-inspired wisdom within 
NATO. The fledgling German forces were planned along these lines. As 
in many other areas, the German response to attempts to revise NATO 
canons was rigid support of the status quo. There was only one area 
where the Germans argued for a change, and that was the area of the 
control of nuclear weapons. 

In order to make German rearmament more palatable, the Bonn 
government had agreed in 1954 'not to manufacture in its territory any 
atomic weapons'. There is no evidence that there has even been any 
interest in, let alone plans for, reneging on this pledge. However, 
German leaders did become adept at playing on fears of a Germany 
armed with nuclear weapons. Many in the West as well as the East feared 
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the consequences of a resurgent nationalism in a nuclear Germany. 
The fears were given credence by those who saw nuclear proliferation as 
a sort of epidemic rather than a consequence of a series of individual 
national decisions. The Germans were interested in control over nuclear 
decisions that affected them. They argued for some responsibility for the 
decisions and control of the relevant weapons. 

Because nuclear weapons were presented during the 1950s as the most 
modern and only really decisive armament, to be without them meant 
relegation to a second class. Such a position would be contrary to 
Germany's desire to demonstrate her return as a responsible country. In 
addition, if everyone else had tactical nuclear weapons there was little 
point in Germany being left out. NATO's deterrent would be weakened 
if the country most in danger of invasion lacked the best means of coun-
tering that invasion. Germany's position gave her a better argument 
than any other European country that access to nuclear weapons could 
strengthen deterrence by making their use more plausible. 

The Multilateral Force (MLF) 

It was not an independent German arsenal that was proposed, nor 
special rights of access to US nuclear weapons. The proposal was for a 
shared NATO nuclear force, distinct from the independent forces. 
The advantage of such a force would be the participation of all the Allies 
in these life-and-death decisions. It would be a force that embodied and 
expressed NATO solidarity and, because this force would be based in 
and around Europe, it would provide a specific counter to the large 
medium-range forces accumulated by the East and targeted upon Europe. 
In different ways both the Eisenhower and Kennedy Administrations felt 
a need to respond to this idea. It seemed to offer a compromise between 
the independent forces and an American monopoly. Rather than resist 
the tide of proliferation it could be harnessed.20 

A great variety of schemes for a multilateral force were devised and 
one was almost implemented. The thought of devolving nuclear capa-
bilities occurred to a number of strategists in the 1950s, including 
Kissinger and Paul Nitze. General Norstad proposed a medium-range 
ballistic missile force to replace NATO strike aircraft as they became 
obsolescent. The missiles would be under SACEUR's control, but 
manned by international crews and operating on 'guidelines' laid down 
by the NATO Council. After an initial loss of enthusiasm, the Kennedy 
Administration proposed a comparable system that came to be known 
as the Multilateral Force (MLF), involving an internationally manned 
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fleet of surface or submarine missile ships under the command of 
Supreme Commander Atlantic (as SACEUR, an American) or under 
a new NATO command, also operating according to NATO Council 
'guidance'. Finally in 1965 the British government proposed yet 
another scheme; the Atlantic Nuclear Force (ANF). This was to be a 
multinational force, composed of an equal number of British and 
American Polaris submarines, with a mixed-manned Polaris surface fleet 
on the MLF pattern (which would not have included Britain). All this 
would be placed at NATO's disposal. As intended, the effect of the British 
proposal for the ANF was to deprive the MLF of any momentum it might 
have had left. 

Throughout the whole episode it was only the Germans who 
displayed any real interest in the proposals. Alastair Buchan wrote in 
1964: 'In the depths of German thought the MLF had been, and still is, 
conceived as the German equivalent of the British and French inde-
pendent deterrents.'21 On the whole, while most other governments 
could think of no strong objections to the proposals, few could think of 
any strong grounds for approbation. 

The difficulty with all these schemes was straightforward. McNamara 
argued cogently for a centralized decision-making process in which 
every move up or down the escalatory ladder could be carefully con-
trolled. A degree of consultation in forward planning or in the manage-
ment of small local crises was tolerable but no more. Others, such as 
Beaufre, argued for multiple decision-centres so as to sow the seeds of 
uncertainty in the enemy by demonstrating a lack of single control. To 
both these schools nuclear sharing was a futile compromise. It would 
lead to clumsy control mechanisms and, because of the nature of plu-
ralistic decision-taking, would encourage inaction in a crisis rather than 
action. 

Though the MLF became US policy, the impetus came from the State 
Department rather than the Pentagon. An indication of the views of 
those surrounding McNamara is found in a critique by Albert Wohlstetter. 
Wohlstetter suggested that one motive for nuclear sharing was the desire 
to have a veto over US 'trigger-happiness'. However, 'if those who 
jointly control the NATO force are principally interested in the power to 
say "No", then the response of the joint force is less credible than the US 
guarantee'. The Americans would have a vote and so could still exercise 
a veto if a strike was not considered to be in the US interest. The nature 
of coalition decision-making made it likely that one country could exer-
cise a veto. On the other hand, because the bulk of US forces would 
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remain outside the sharing scheme, no serious control could be exer-
cised over the US.22 

Pierre Gallois also noted the problem of the veto-power of individual 
allies as a source of paralysis in a multilateral force. He saw the US pro-
posals as an attempt to circumscribe the NATO nuclear forces by placing 
them under American control, again helping to guarantee against the 
risk of escalation in Western Europe. He also noted that the MLF under 
offer was a numerically small anti-city force, exactly the sort that 
McNamara had considered dangerous when discussing national nuclear 
forces.23 Beaufre felt that any new force to be effective had to represent 
an autonomous centre of decision, and such a centre could not be 
international.24 

Perhaps the most effective critic of MLF was Alastair Buchan. In 1963, 
Buchan argued that control, and not the manning of a weapon system, 
was the issue. Control would involve either a single military officer or 
the NATO council or some appendage: 'Fifteen fingers on the safety 
catch - or one on the trigger. Neither formula seems a recipe for stabil-
ity, or for Soviet confidence in the responsibility as well as the determi-
nation, of the NATO Alliance.'25 In 1964 Buchan published a detailed 
analysis of the origins of the proposal and the course of the Alliance 
debate. By exposing the diplomatic mess into which the Alliance had 
managed to get itself, Buchan helped to create a climate of opinion con-
ducive to the demise of the concept.26 The alternative, though less ambi-
tious, was to encourage a greater consultation amongst the Allies on 
nuclear policies. This approach was adopted with the formation of the 
Nuclear Planning Group. 

Conclusion 

While a large number of European countries have been capable of 
becoming weapons states, only two of them have thus far done so. Until 
the late 1970s, when the question of long-range nuclear forces based in 
Europe re-emerged as an issue,27 the question of European nuclear 
options remained dormant, with the United States recognizing that 
undue pressure on its Allies on this matter could well be counterproduc-
tive, and most Allies preferring to live with the known uncertainties of 
US nuclear guarantee than with the political and strategic uncertainties 
of nuclear independence. The French and British have both found 
the diplomatic benefits stemming from their nuclear possessions to 
be elusive, while the military benefits inevitably remained matters for 
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conjecture. The French found themselves staying closer to NATO than 
originally envisaged, but with Gaullist vigilance preventing any formal 
return to the integrated military organization. Familiarity with the 
British and French forces bred not so much contempt within NATO, but 
appreciation that their nuisance value to the Russians was somewhat 
greater than that to the Alliance. In the declaration issued at Ottawa on 
NATO's silver jubilee, recognition was accorded, in tones of mild appro-
bation, to the British and French nuclear forces, which were 'capable of 
playing a deterrent role'.28 
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Military-Industrial Complexities 

The strategic debates of the 1970s within the United States were as 
passionate as any that had gone before. After some delay, a challenge 
was mounted to the concepts developed during the McNamara period, 
in particular the notion of mutual assured destruction. Although an 
impressive critique was developed, attempts to create a compelling alter-
native were less successful. As confidence that a nuclear war could and 
would be fought in a specific way waned, the argument came to be 
heard that it was necessary to prepare to fight in almost any way. 
As uncertainty grew as to what dimension of military power created 
the desired deterrent effect on the Soviet Union, it was argued that 
imposing strength must be demonstrated on every dimension. 

The debate was reminiscent of the critique of massive retaliation 
developed during the 1950s and applied in the first years of the Kennedy 
Administration. There were the same complaints over a rigid reliance on 
an incredible retaliatory threat in the face of a possible diversity of chal-
lenges from the Soviet Union. There was the same desire to create a large 
menu of options from which the President could pick and choose 
according to the circumstances of a particular crisis. When Secretary of 
Defense James Schlesinger announced in early 1974 that the Nixon 
Administration had decided to change US targeting doctrine to allow for 
more variety in nuclear exchanges, including small strikes and attacks 
on military targets, the importance of control, selectivity, and flexible 
response were emphasized as they had been in 1961 and 1962. 

In fact, a number of the people around Schlesinger had played a part 
in the formation of McNamara's 'no-cities' policy, many of them, like 
Schlesinger himself, having had a long spell at RAND. Andrew Marshall, 
who had performed some of the earliest RAND studies on counter-force 
options in the mid-1950s, was put in charge of Net Assessments first in 
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the NSC and then in the Pentagon and William Kaufmann was on 
call, once again, to draft the annual posture statements. There was 
a continuity in the thoughts of these men, from the 1950s to the 1970s, 
involving a distaste for basing national security on threats of genocide 
and terror, and a belief in the possibilities of using nuclear weapons as 
an extension of conventional military forces. 

Despite the constancy in principles, the strategic environment of the 
1970s was different. The Soviet Union had caught up, in raw military 
power, with the United States and went ahead in quantity if not quality. 
Another new and related development was continuing and serious 
negotiation over arms control between the United States and the Soviet 
Union. The Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) began in November 
1969 and were still under way at the end of the 1970s, providing the 
most significant focal point for strategic debate throughout the decade. 

The talks were supposed to mark the demise of the cold war, an era of 
negotiation to replace the passing of an era of confrontation. The 
message, and a proper sense of progress, was contained in the titles of 
President Nixon's annual foreign policy reports to Congress: 1970 -
A New Strategy for Peace; 1971 - Building the Peace; 1972 - The Emerging 
Structure of Peace; 1973 - Shaping a Durable Peace. 

Detente did not turn out quite as expected. It held at a minimum level 
with a mutual desire to avoid nuclear war, but there was a lack of accom-
modation in those areas of the Third World where the two sides' inter-
ests continued to clash. In SALT itself the strain of trying to achieve 
some symmetry in force structures turned the negotiations into a source 
of dispute in East-West relations rather than comity. As agreement was 
found at force levels high enough not to disturb or inconvenience the 
military planning of either side, the liberal supporters of SALT discov-
ered to their dismay that arms control and arms competition need not 
be exclusive activities. 

There was a perceptible shift during the decade in the consensus 
amongst the informed public and this was reflected in the Congress. The 
view at the start of the decade was that nuclear weapons were far more 
of a problem than the Soviet Union, and that the co-operation of the 
Soviet Union should be sought to deal with the problem. The old rhet-
oric of the cold war appeared overdrawn; the Soviet Union was seen as 
an unattractive but cautious power, bound to the status quo and, on the 
evidence of the past decade, less ready than the United States to resort to 
arms in a crisis. As important as not being alarmed by the Russians was 
not alarming them. Emphasis was placed on the importance of restraint 
to create the necessary stability. 
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By the end of the decade the Soviet Union again appeared to menace 
the West, allowing conservatives to claim that the Kremlin, still wedded 
to expansionist goals, was incapable of reciprocating American restraint. 
A surge in Soviet military construction coincided with the recovery of 
conservatism in the United States. After years of being on the defensive 
over the past neglect of America's social problems and the folly of 
American global interventionism, the conservatives rediscovered their 
voice. Following the ignominious American withdrawal from 
Indo-China, concern grew over inaction in Third World conflicts. 
Warnings came to be heard from the right against conceding any 
nuclear advantages to the Soviet Union. 

The McNamara legacy 

The dominant views at the start of the 1970s were derived from the 
framework established by McNamara, and were concerned with stabiliz-
ing the condition of Mutual Assured Destruction. As the Democrats 
moved into opposition after the 1968 election, their approach took on 
a more critical edge; a number of propositions tentatively offered while 
in office were now put forward as basic axioms. McNamara's speech of 
September 1967, in which he had explained the dynamics of the arms 
race and argued for restraint, was particularly influential. 

With the authority of a Secretary of Defense, McNamara had argued 
that the only nuclear capability that really mattered was to assure 
destruction in a second strike and that all procurement decisions should 
be taken with a view to preserving this capability. Furthermore, he 
admitted, the presumption of the worst in estimating future Soviet 
capabilities, an unavoidable necessity in force planning, resulted in 
a built-in tendency to procure more military power than required. 
Meanwhile the Soviet Union over-reacted in turn to the premature and 
exaggerated response of the United States, so stimulating yet another 
American reaction. This action-reaction phenomenon appeared as 
the key to the dynamics of the arms race. The restraint needed to escape 
from this action-reaction phenomenon was made more difficult by the 
many domestic pressures, once new systems had been shown to work 
well, to procure and deploy them 'out of all proportion to the prudent 
level required'.1 

The desire to avoid a rush into ABMs had encouraged analysis of the 
dynamics of the arms race in these terms. McNamara's strongest support 
in this endeavour had come from those nuclear scientists who had long 
been at the fore of all attempts to control and reverse the arms race. 
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To these scientists the most disappointing feature of the September 1967 
speech was the appended announcement that an ABM system, known 
as Sentinel, would be constructed to protect US cities against an attack 
from China in the early 1970s, indicating that McNamara had suc-
cumbed to the very domestic pressures from the military, industry, and 
his President's political opponents to which he had alluded. Weakened 
by his failure in managing both the arms race and the Vietnam War, he 
was obviously on the way out.2 In these circumstances the powerful 'lib-
eral wing' of the scientific community began to demonstrate their disaf-
fection with the establishment on nuclear weapons policy. Using the 
journal Scientific American as their main vehicle, articles began to appear 
which mingled formidable scientific expertise and distinctive strategic 
views with a detail and authority unusual for unclassified publications. 

The first was by Richard Garwin and Hans Bethe in March 1968, ques-
tioning the wisdom of the Sentinel system. Their criticisms, which 
moved beyond their strictly scientific competence, were concerned not 
only with the physical capacity of the proposed system in the face of 
postulated attack, but also with arguments over what deterred China 
and the Soviet Union and the character of the weapons-procurement 
process in the United States. Thus, the most pertinent argument against 
the system, they felt, was 'that it will nourish the illusion that an effec-
tive defense against ballistic missiles is possible and will lead almost 
inevitably to demands that the light ... be expanded into a heavy 
system'.3 

When the new Nixon Administration announced in March 1969 that 
the ABM system was to be reoriented to protect US ICBM silos against 
Soviet attack, it seemed to these scientists that their fears were being 
realized, though by strict assured destruction criteria the new version 
was unobjectionable as it protected the US deterrent without threaten-
ing the Soviet deterrent. Nevertheless, the Safeguard concept was flawed, 
having been designed in too much of a hurry, and the scientific com-
munity set out to expose these flaws. Nuclear scientists descended upon 
Washington to testify before Congress against Safeguard. Again the case 
involved a combination of technical judgments ('We conclude that the 
system is unlikely to perform to specifications in the event of a nuclear 
attack,... is highly susceptible to penetration,... is not well adapted to 
perform the missions assigned to it by either the previous Administration 
or the present one'), and a view of the arms race ('We conclude that 
deployment of Sentinel/Safeguard now would probably start a new round 
in the arms race, and would seriously impede the conclusion of an arms 
control agreement').4 
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The circumstances of 1969 were not favourable to the American 
military. The failures of Vietnam policy, the evidence of low morale and 
indiscipline in the services, and concern over the level of military spend-
ing and its effect on the economy all meant that its advice was treated 
warily. Former advisers to Democratic Administrations with long experi-
ence of bureaucratic fights with the military over force plans encouraged 
this scepticism. Meanwhile Congress was being fortified by expert 
advice, much of it from people with recent access to classified material. 
In an unprecedented vote, the Senate divided evenly on the Safeguard 
system, which meant approval, but it meant also that the authorization 
of new weapons, which had been virtually automatic in the past, could 
no longer be taken for granted. 

This debate had important consequences for the liberal position on 
strategy and arms control. It confirmed the tendency to concentrate 
attention on the means by which new weapons are conceived, devel-
oped, and produced. Strategic debate was to revolve around procurement 
decisions. 

There were practical reasons for this. The political, economic, and 
military consequences of new weapons were tangible compared with 
the abstractions of strategic debate. The sums of money involved were 
often huge and this alone ensured that minds were concentrated and 
political lobbies mobilized. The process of procuring new weapons 
inside the executive branch and the legislature provided an occasion for 
debate. However, more than this was a particular view of the procure-
ment process, current in the 1969-72 period, which encouraged an extra 
effort to influence decision-makers, even at the late Congressional stage. 

The military-industrial complex 

It was assumed that the US was the major source of innovation in 
military technology and thus was responsible for triggering each new 
round of the arms race.5 If the United States demonstrated restraint then 
there would be no cause for a Soviet reaction and the arms race could be 
concluded. This unilateral restraint would be necessary even if formal 
negotiations were under way towards a super-power treaty on arms 
limitation. Examining the prospects for such negotiations in early 1969, 
George Rathjens observed that there would be a basis for hope if both 
powers 'recognized that breaking the action-reaction cycle should be 
given first priority in any negotiations, and also in unilateral decisions'.6 

The onus was on the United States to provide the restraint as the 
dangerous tendency to react to 'worst-case' projections of the other's 
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forces was accentuated in the American case by its superior technology. 
The result was both ironic and tragic: Jerome Wiesner observed that 'we 
are running an arms race with ourselves'.7 In another of the brightly illus-
trated articles in Scientific American, Herbert York attempted to counter the 
'deep seated belief that the only appropriate response to any new tech-
nical development on the other side is further complexity of our own'.8 

One example of the influence of ideas such as these was a 1975 sequel 
to the celebrated 1960 Daedalus issue on arms control. Reviewing 
the changes in attitudes over the past fifteen years, F. A. Long noted the 
greater realization that 'arms control begins at home' as well as the 
'costly and often destabilizing impacts of new military technologies'. 
One contributor wrote of how a 'less frenetic research effort in military 
technology would reduce the pressures for deployment of the resulting, 
often unnecessary, weapons systems'. Another analysis went so far as to 
argue that 'the central problems of defense policy now include not only 
the international balance of strategic forces, but the internal dynamics 
of defense institutions'.9 

Strategy and arms control were thus branches of bureaucratic as much 
as international politics. Indeed one contributor to the Daedalus volume 
argued that bureaucratic politics were all-important; rather than inter-
acting through the action-reaction phenomenon, the force structures of 
the two super-powers developed quite separately; the result, predomin-
antly, of factors internal to each nation.10 

A multiplicity of internal pressures did not inevitably result in any 
particular outcome. However there was a powerful coalition between 
the scientists and engineers who developed the new weapons, the indus-
trial contractors who would produce them, the Congressmen in whose 
districts this production would take place, and the military who would 
use the final product. All had an interest in higher expenditure on milit-
ary hardware, and this biased the force planning process against 
restraint. Against this 'military-industrial complex' the voices of moder-
ation within the Pentagon were faint. Therefore controlling the arms 
race meant controlling the 'military-industrial complex'. In the absence 
of a strong manager comparable to McNamara, Congress would have to 
do the best it could. 

A hint of this view can be found in the Chayes and Wiesner anti-ABM 
book11 in an essay by Adam Yarmolinsky, another former McNamara 
aide, on 'The problem of momentum' which noted the vested interests 
in ABM procurement. The ABM opponents' conviction and influence on 
both the technical and doctrinal aspects of the debate, compared with 
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the occasionally desperate arguments but imposing political pressures 
mounted by the pro-ABM side, encouraged the view that it was a virtual 
conspiracy that was preventing the proper exercise of US restraint. 
A rich literature flourished briefly, a melange of radical sociology and 
investigative journalism, which exposed the 'military-industrial 
complex', and warned of the general 'militarization' of US society. The 
variety of forms this criticism took, from the Marxist to the mildly 
reformist, need not be discussed here. It is only necessary to note the 
belief that it was a systematic bias in favour of weapons procurement 
within the US that ensured the persistence of the arms race.12 

In time, extreme versions of the military-industrial complex theories 
were undermined by scholarly analysis.13 Nevertheless, there was 
a residual fascination with the mechanisms of weapons procurement as 
the key to a general understanding of the arms race. Biographies of 
weapons, from conception to birth (but rarely to old age), became stan-
dard subjects for graduate theses, often conducted in the belief that such 
studies would illuminate the areas where responsible control might be 
exercised.14 McNamara's observations on the pressures to produce and 
deploy new systems threatened to be turned into an Iron Law of 
Weapons Innovation.15 

The politicization of the arms debate in this manner, and the growing 
suspicion that key weapons decisions were taken more to satisfy the 
needs of the engineers, contractors, and military managers involved in 
their production than the needs of national security, encouraged dog-
matism. Doubts were cast on the validity of the case for any new 
weapons system emerging from this biased procurement process. Any 
strategic perspectives other than those derived from McNamara's 1967 
speech were liable to be seen as deviations and as post-hoc rationaliza-
tions for new weapons. The view was captured by a Senator's description 
of the ABM as a 'missile in search of a mission'. Rather than identify 
a strategic problem and then search for a technology to solve it, the 
sequence appeared to be reversed, with invention becoming the mother 
of necessity. It was thus wariness over the motives of the proponents of 
the ABM, combined with respect for the scientific credentials of the 
opponents, that helped to endow the principles of Mutual Assured 
Destruction and the associated views on the dynamics of the arms race 
with their canonical status. The legitimization of a balance of terror, 
once a matter of much liberal and radical distaste, had become a liberal 
cause. The vice of the perpetual nuclear threat was displaced by the 
virtue of stability. 
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Jerome Kahan, in a thorough presentation of the liberal position, 
discussed policy issues under the general heading of 'The search for 
stability'. The three principles of 'stable deterrence' he advocated 
were: maintaining 'a confident retaliatory deterrent posture'; reducing 
the 'relative reliance on nuclear power in US defense policy'; and 
'avoiding weapons and doctrines that pose a threat to the USSR's deter-
rent and seeking security through negotiated arms limitations'.16 

Force planning under Nixon 

While all these critiques were being developed, the Nixon 
Administration remained remarkably quiet. This was despite the pres-
ence of one of the leading academic strategists, Dr Henry Kissinger, as 
Nixon's Assistant for National Security Affairs. We have already observed 
Kissinger the strategist in action. His skill had been in clarifying and 
then popularizing some of the key theories and concepts that had been 
under development since the mid-1950s. He had also acted as a weather-
vane for changes in the intellectual climate, reflecting the dominant 
ideas of any period yet able to anticipate movements in fashion. His 
description of his views on joining Nixon's staff demonstrate this. He 
shared with his former academic colleagues a fear that 'Strategic forces, 
at once highly vulnerable and extremely powerful, could in a crisis 
tempt one side to strike first, especially if it feared that it might lose its 
means of retaliation to a first blow.' He thus favoured 'a conscious policy 
of stabilizing the arms race'. He parted company with the academic 
community on the sources of Soviet conduct. 'I did not accept the 
proposition that unilateral restraint in weapons precurement on our 
part would evoke a comparable response from the Kremlin'.17 

In the early years of the Nixon Administration the political issue was 
whether new military programmes could be initiated against the pres-
sure, particularly strong in Congress, for unilateral restraint. Kissinger 
records an argument before the inauguration with John Erlichman, in 
charge of Nixon's domestic programmes, in which Erlichman had 
asserted that 'everyone' knew that Defense had been getting too much. 
Thus though Kissinger was interested in revising strategic doctrine this 
did not seem a propitious moment for anything too strong. 

While there was no shortage of weapons programmes to incite the 
liberals they were therefore not supported by any new strategic ration-
ales. Although Nixon had campaigned on a 'security gap' platform, 
calling for clear US superiority, and had gathered around him a number 
of 'hawks' the initial pronouncements of the new Administration were 
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moderate. The first studies in the National Security Council, now under 
the direction of Henry Kissinger, demonstrated that the sort of superior-
ity the US had enjoyed in the past was now unobtainable. Kissinger 
encouraged Nixon to settle for something more modest, to be described 
as 'sufficiency', a term able neither to inspire nor to inform. 

When Deputy Secretary of Defense David Packard was asked what was 
meant by 'sufficiency' he replied: 'It means that it's a good word to use 
in a speech. Beyond that it doesn't mean a God-damned thing.'18 Other 
officials admitted that the concept was unclear and elastic. President 
Nixon did not attempt to explain the term until February 1971, when he 
noted two meanings: 

In its narrow military sense, it means enough force to inflict a level of 
damage on a potential aggressor sufficient to deter him from attack-
ing. ... In its broader political sense, sufficiency means the mainten-
ance of forces adequate to prevent us and our allies from being 
coerced. Thus the relationship between our strategic forces and those 
of the Soviet Union must be such that our ability and resolve to 
protect our vital security interests will not be underestimated.19 

The second, political, meaning of sufficiency eventually turned out to 
be the most important, yet in the early 1970s the debate was conducted 
in terms of the first military meaning. One reason for this was that 
Nixon and Kissinger did not devote a great deal of time to developing 
the idea. Another was that the first two years of the Administration were 
dominated by issues related to the military version of sufficiency. 

The Administration had to face a sustained challenge within Congress 
from those urging restraint in order to keep the military budget down 
and to induce comparable restraint from the Soviet Union. The Nixon 
Administration did not seek initially to change the terms of the debate. 
The Safeguard ABM system was justified in 'assured destruction' terms as 
a means of protecting second-strike forces and avoiding first-strike 
provocations. The concept of military 'sufficiency' was presented as 
something new but it was hard to discover whether or not this meant 
any new operational criteria in force planning. For those reared in the 
McNamara tradition, a lack of specificity here was unforgivable. Criteria 
for strategic sufficiency, when provided, appeared as vague desiderata, 
described by the Secretary of Defense as 'not rigid and unchanging', but 
'developed as broad guidance for planning'.20 

The fact was that Melvin Laird was of a quite different mould to 
McNamara. He was a hard-liner, who had once written a book advocating 
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a first-strike capability.21 As a Congressman he had learnt the 
importance of 'threatmanship' in selling weapons projects and therefore 
based his own rationales for new systems on postulated increases in 
Soviet military capabilities. If there was any doctrine with which he 
might be associated it was the doctrine of the triad. This required that 
each leg of the triad of ICBMs, SLBMs and bombers approximated 
towards an independent second-strike capability. This created a 'mutu-
ally supporting deterrent capability'. The word 'synergism' was discov-
ered, stripped of theological connotations, and taken to refer to the 
combined triad creating a deterrent effect greater than the sum of the 
individual parts. 

The case for the triad is not without merit. There is an obvious danger 
in putting all the 'eggs in one basket'. If the deterrent depended solely 
on one type of delivery vehicle, then the adversary's defensive problem 
would be simplified. To mount an attack simultaneously on three com-
pletely different types of system would be an awesome task; one system 
might be manageable. Furthermore while bombers, ICBMs, and SLBMs 
might all be able to mount a formidable second strike against cities, each 
had some unique feature which could allow for extra options - the 
ICBM for example had greater accuracy, allowing for attacks on discrete 
targets, while the human control over the bomber made possible second 
thoughts after launching. However, although these arguments justified 
a variety in offensive systems, they did not necessarily mean that all 
types must be maintained in large numbers or at an equivalent level of 
modernity. 

The force of the concept of the triad in this analysis derived less from 
intellectual compulsion than political convenience. The 'participatory 
management' approach of Melvin Laird returned to the Services much 
of the autonomy lost under McNamara. In return for this they agreed to 
respect budget ceilings. By splitting up the budget into three equal parts 
competition between the Services was limited. While making political 
sense, this inhibited the development of a coherent strategic perspective 
at the centre. It reflected the acceptance by the civilian leadership of the 
pre-existent division of responsibilities between the Services and 
showed the civilians unwilling to challenge military judgment on the 
structures and systems deemed necessary to fulfil military responsibil-
ities. The political relationships encouraged conservatism in force 
planning and stability was achieved by replacing obsolete systems with 
follow-on systems. Otherwise Laird contented himself with justifying 
new weapons as an insurance policy, a prudent investment in case 
something terrible happened in the future. 
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His successor, James Schlesinger, observed to a Congressional 
Committee: 'To some extent I think the rationale of the Triad was 
a rationalization.'22 As such, despite its political value in helping to 
maintain the bureaucratic calm inside the Pentagon, the triad concept, 
like that of sufficiency, was an inadequate basis with which to confront 
a Congress supported by assorted lobbyists that was becoming increas-
ingly well-informed and sophisticated on strategic arms issues. 



23 
The Consensus Undermined 

The strategic debates of the 1970s in the United States could not be 
restricted to a qualified few, versed in the mysteries of the atom and 
informed through the most secret sources. The debate was noisy, even 
cacophonous, and frequently linked to wider issues, such as Presidential 
elections and the struggle to establish the demarcation line between 
executive and legislative spheres of competence, and embracing all parts 
of the political system. 

As the nuclear age progressed there was a natural accumulation of sci-
entists, officials, diplomats, and servicemen who had enjoyed access at 
some point in their careers to classified information and who had par-
ticipated in the relevant debates on new weapons, strategies, and arms 
control initiatives. SALT rapidly increased their number. Continuing 
negotiations with the Russians, involving as they did questions on 
future force planning, relations with adversaries and allies, and verifica-
tion, all of which demanded a series of decisions at the highest level, 
imposed intensive demands on the military and civilian bureaucracies 
for over a decade. The result was a substantial increase in the numbers of 
Americans who felt qualified to speak on nuclear weapons subjects. 

Meanwhile, emboldened by the 1969 ABM debate, Congressmen began 
to expect a role in reaching major decisions, and acquired large staffs to 
advise them. Independent institutes, offering expertise and prescription in 
a variety of mixes, were established to disseminate relevant information 
and analyses to Congressmen and the attentive public. This was in addi-
tion to the many organizations with some sort of consultancy arrange-
ment with branches of the bureaucracy who were pushing out a stream of 
commissioned studies on issues ranging from the trivial to the fundamen-
tal. Finally, the circulation of individuals in and out and around the 
government machine ensured the flow of information and concepts. 

328 
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Technical details on warheads, delivery systems, and basing modes, 
once subjects for the highest classification, were widely distributed. The 
provisions of SALT agreements in force and those still the subject of 
negotiation were widely available, often while still matters of sensitive 
discussion. Similarly, intelligence information on virtually every detail 
of the Soviet force structure became common fare. What some senior 
officials felt ought to remain secret, others felt was just the thing for a 
leak to the New York Times or the Washington Post. The Freedom of 
Information Act and the general distrust of government furtiveness fol-
lowing the Pentagon Papers and the Watergate revelations encouraged 
this process. 

Widespread intimacy with nuclear weapons and every detail of the 
strategic balance, encouraged a many-sided debate. A diversity of views 
emanated from the Executive branch, Congress, the military and 
civilian specialists. The result was to undermine the established liberal 
consensus, but not to present a new consensus to take its place. 

The Soviet build-up 

In the early 1960s, the Soviet Union had appeared content with a 
modest force, well below the American level but sufficient to guarantee 
a powerful second strike. In 1965-66 there were signs of substantial 
construction at missile sites; soon new missiles were sprouting through-
out the Soviet Union. McNamara viewed this development with a remark-
able lack of alarm. Numbers in themselves made little difference. All that 
mattered was whether or not destruction was assured. The Soviet build-up 
was scrutinized for signs of a developing first-strike capability. Evidence of 
an anti-ballistic missile system resulted in a compensatory improvement 
of US offensive capabilities, of which multiple independently-targeted 
re-entry vehicles (MIRVs) were the most important step. But so long as 
the new Soviet ICBMs were of medium size and inaccurate they caused 
little concern. The larger type of ICBM - designated the SS-9 - was 
watched with more care because, if MIRVed, the individual re-entry vehi-
cles might each operate as a 'silo-buster'. But as deployment of these 
types remained limited the problem was not felt to be great. 

By the start of the 1970s the Soviet Union had caught up in numbers 
of ICBMs, and was building up fast in numbers of SLBMs. Throughout 
the 1970s there was Soviet superiority in both. The United States main-
tained a much larger bomber force and kept ahead in the quality of its 
missiles. As the US completed the MIRVing of its ICBMs and SLBMs in 
the mid-1970s, the Soviet Union was only beginning to introduce 
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MIRVed ICBMs and it took until the end of the decade for Soviet MIRVed 
SLBMs to appear.1 Despite the fact that the United States was as active as 
the Soviet Union in the modernization of its force structure and kept 
ahead in technical sophistication, the impression grew that the Soviet 
Union was seizing the strategic initiative. 

The persistence of the build-up, beyond levels where a crude but 
visible parity with the United States had been attained, raised doubts. 
It seemed a disturbingly open-ended process, without an obvious full-
stop. The effect was accentuated by not phasing out older ICBMs, as was 
the practice in the United States. The most remarkable feature of the 
Soviet force structure was that investment was concentrated in ICBMs, 
more numerous and, on average, individually larger than anything in 
the American arsenal. This extra size meant that, when the Soviet Union 
did decide to modernize its force with high-accuracy multiple warheads, 
it would be more imposing than the equivalent United States force. 
There were no breakthroughs in technology originating in the Soviet 
Union sufficient to tilt the strategic balance, and the military problems 
created were limited. 

With each aspect of the build-up it was difficult to explain how the 
Soviet strategic or political position had really benefited. The sort of 
scepticism that had developed in liberal circles over whether the US had 
gained much advantage when it enjoyed a margin of superiority was 
applied to the USSR. Could it not be that programmes enforced upon 
the Kremlin by its own military-industrial complex were as wasteful and 
extravagant as comparable US programmes? In addition, the traditional 
insecurity of the Russians, their dependence on raw military power as 
the only instrument of global diplomacy (given their economic weak-
ness), the example of the US build-up in the 1960s, could all be cited as 
explanations for the momentum that had developed behind Soviet 
weapons production. While all these points were necessary to ensure 
that Soviet military developments were kept in perspective, they could 
not dispel the nagging doubt that the USSR was arming itself because it 
felt this to be advantageous, and that it had yet to acquire the Western 
scepticism over the limited utility of military forces in the modern 
world. It might be mistaken, but if it acted upon such beliefs, however 
wrong, the consequences for everyone could be extremely dangerous. 

The action-inaction phenomenon 

New uncertainties were introduced by active Soviet procurement of 
strategic arms. The arms race itself could no longer be presented as the 



The Consensus Undermined 331 

simple, almost mechanical, affair suggested by such terms as the 
'action-reaction phenomenon'.2 In an influential series of articles, 
Albert Wohlstetter attacked what he considered to be some of the 
legends of the arms race. He demonstrated that the costs and destruc-
tiveness of US strategic forces had been on the decline rather than 
accelerating, that technology could be benign as well as malign, and 
that there was no evidence of 'invariable' overestimation of Soviet 
strategic forces in US intelligence estimates. If anything, there had 
been 'underestimation, especially with projections of Soviet offensive 
forces'.3 

There were criticisms of Wohlstetter's methodology, but his polemic 
was effective. He punctured much of the rhetoric about the arms race 
and forced the liberals to return to the evidence to sort out what was and 
had been going on. As Wohlstetter observed, a better model of the inter-
action between the two sides would have to take into account institu-
tional factors, operational doctrines, and resource constraints. Nor could 
the two sides' arms decisions be taken simply as 'unfortunate cases of 
reciprocal failure... to see that all their important interests were in com-
mon. They are not.'4 The model of the arms race driven by technology, 
intelligence overestimates, and flawed force planning was replaced by 
a complex interaction, competitive rather than racing, between two 
powers with 'partially, but sometimes intensely opposed aims'. 'Strategic 
forces', Wohlstetter reminded his readers, 'are the ultimate back-up for 
alliance commitments.'5 

This was taken up by Colin Gray, one of the few prominent British 
contributors to the debate in the 1970s, though he often took on the 
appearance of a partisan American. Gray also stressed the origins of the 
arms race (a term he had fewer qualms in using than Wohlstetter) in 
genuine conflicts of interests. 'Arms race behaviour', he concluded, 
following an investigation of alternative theories, 'is really only normal 
Great Power behaviour somewhat accentuated.'6 

The shame of assured destruction 

One underlying theme in Wohlstetter's expose of the legends of the 
arms race was a deep distaste for the prescriptions of assured destruction. 
He noted the development of the view that the best way to avoid an 
arms race was to aim strategic weapons exclusively at populations. He 
concluded his series by questioning the morality of this, of measuring 
'the adequacy of our weapons in terms of the number of civilians 
they can kill' and proposing that 'we face up to evasions making 
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"murder respectable" in such chaste phrases as "counter-value attacks" 
and in all the unreflective vocabulary of the arms race'.7 

This unhappiness over the moral basis of US policy was neither new 
nor confined to any particular part of the political spectrum. At times of 
peace few can contemplate mass destruction of human life with relish, 
or can advocate it as an end in itself.8 The theorists of mutual assured 
destruction believed themselves to be coming to terms with a fact of life 
so as to control it. They argued that the danger of mutual destruction 
grew if one pretended to be able to fight a nuclear war in such a way as 
to avoid this outcome. The prescription was not to prepare for genocide 
as the foundation of defence policy, but to reduce dependence on 
genocidal weapons in America's military posture, keeping them in the 
background as weapons of last resort.9 Unfortunately for this approach 
the failure to build up conventional forces along the lines implied by 
NATO's flexible response strategy meant that there was still a great 
dependence on nuclear forces, and the threat they posed to the Soviet 
Union was still essentially against its population. 

Unease over the state of affairs was widely expressed. During the 
course of the 1969 ABM debate, Donald Brennan made the case for pop-
ulation defence. Brennan noted that mutual assured destruction meant 
mutual assured vulnerability. Instead of reducing the Soviet threat to 
them, Americans increased their threat to the USSR. This he thought 
bizarre: 'We should rather prefer live Americans to dead Russians, and 
we should not choose deliberately to live forever under a nuclear sword 
of Damocles.' He argued that so long as it could be assured that the 
Russians would have inflicted upon them the same amount of damage 
that they inflicted on the US in a nuclear attack, then deterrence would 
be sustained even in the presence of significant damage-limiting 
capacities on both sides. The trend in procurement in favour of offen-
sive systems and against defensive systems should be reversed.10 

Brennan's case depended on an optimistic view on the effectiveness of 
ballistic missile defences and the costs to the offence of degrading extra 
defensive capability. The idea was considered important enough to be 
investigated by the incoming Nixon Administration in 1969, but the 
technical and financial foundations were discovered not to be suffi-
ciently sound and there were major strategic problems involved in the 
transition. The Administration carried on in SALT in the spirit of 
McNamara, negotiating away the defensive option and confirming the 
ascendancy of the offence. However Brennan did signal an unease with 
reliance on assured destruction, claiming that this was shared by a 
majority of the 'defense community'.11 
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The most influential critique came from Fred Ikle in an article in 
Foreign Affairs.12 Ikle's eloquence demanded attention: 

The jargon of American strategic analysis works like a narcotic. 
It dulls our sense of moral outrage about the tragic confrontation of 
nuclear arsenals, primed and constantly perfected to unleash 
widespread genocide. It fosters the current smug complacency 
regarding the soundness and stability of mutual deterrence. It blinds 
us to the fact that our method for preventing nuclear war rests on a 
form of warfare universally condemned since the Dark Ages - the 
mass killing of hostages, (p. 14) 

He challenged the presumption that mutual assured destruction 
represented a stable state. He believed that a threat which, if carried out, 
would lead to mutual destruction was not inherently credible. It 
involved on the American side a threat to respond to one particular type 
of Soviet attack - the massive surprise attack - and might be less relevant 
to other types. It neglected the problem of lunacy and recklessness at the 
top,13 of men and power 'willing to see their nation destroyed in pursuit 
of causes which only they and their henchmen espouse'. And it neg-
lected the persistent danger of the 'fatal accident or unauthorized act'. 
Furthermore, stabilizing deterrence by keeping arsenals for instant and 
unrestrained slaughter would impose a 'wrenching philosophy' on the 
officialdom of both nations. There could never be an end to hostility. 
'Toward each other as a people, Americans and Russians harbour practic-
ally no feelings of hostility, but by our theories they must indefinitely 
face each other as the most fearful threat to their future existence.' 

Ikle's capacity to bring into the open a nagging unease over reliance 
on a balance of terror, kept below the surface by the success in prevent-
ing war for almost three decades, was not matched by his capacity to 
offer ways out of this situation. One reason for this was that he had the 
mistaken idea that speed was an essential feature of the retaliatory 
response advocated in the dogmas he was opposing. His ideas for 
making the US deterrent forces invulnerable and capable of a slow con-
sidered response were thus unexceptionable and upset nobody. He 
believed that modern technology would help by making it possible to 
'escape the evil dilemma that the strategic forces must either be 
designed to kill people or else jeopardize the opponent's confidence in 
his deterrent'. New technologies would permit precise and discrimina-
tory attacks on the military, industrial and transportation assets - 'the 
sinews and muscles of the regime initiating war'.14 
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Ikle's unease struck a responsive chord. Herbert York, for example, an 
eminent defence scientist and leading arms-control advocate, added his 
voice to those who felt that to accept a substantial chance that the world 
will 'go up in a nuclear smoke' was 'too frightful and too dangerous a way 
to live indefinitely; we must find some better form of international rela-
tionship than the current dependency on a strategy of mutual assured 
destruction'. Yet York did not agree with Ikle on the means of escape. A 
policy of targeting only military installations would be no more than an 
'administrative arrangement', and could not prevent sizeable loss of life 
in the vicinity of the targets. It could be used to justify increases in force 
levels and then be abandoned. York preferred to reduce surplus capacity, 
popularly known as 'overkill', advocating deep cuts in force levels. But, as 
he admitted, even reductions far beyond anything realistically possible 
would not end the state of mutual assured destruction, but only assure 
destruction of a more limited number - the populations of large cities. 
The prospects for those in rural areas, small towns and third countries 
might be improved. This combined modest ends with ambitious means 
and did not indicate an alternative form of strategic relationship.15 

In an article written as a reply to Ikle, another defence scientist, 
Wolfgang Panofsky, accepted the moral discomfort of the current situa-
tion while doubting whether 'we can do better'. He criticized, in similar 
terms to York, views of limited nuclear war and counter-force strategies 
as potentially making the situation worse, by providing justification for 
more forces and by weakening the barriers against the employment of 
nuclear weapons. Central to Panofsky's position was the view that the 
state of mutual assured destruction was beyond a policy decision but 
a 'tension of modern life' that will have to be endured, but responsible, 
as well, for the prevention of war. The 'mutual-hostage relationship' 
was a matter of 'physical fact' and 'grossly insensitive to any change in 
strategic policy'. The best he could offer was a reduction of the role of 
nuclear weapons in international political and military affairs, through 
a relaxation of tensions, arms reductions, and doctrines preserving the 
nuclear 'fire-break' in the use of weapons in war.16 

Through these arguments the moral and empirical foundations of 
established strategy and arms control theory, and the consensus which 
they supported, were being undetermined. Yet no alternative doctrine 
which commanded broad support had emerged to take its place. 

New technologies 

It had been presumed that it would be technology, rather than either the 
Soviet Union or moral qualms, that would present the greatest source of 
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instability. This was another of the dogmas attacked by Wohlstetter. The 
problem he noted was one of political choice. Innovation increased the 
range of choice, allowing for new capabilities and a redeployment of 
resources. Not all innovations increased the danger and destructiveness 
of nuclear war. Those which improved reconnaissance, the political 
control over strategic weapons, and their invulnerability were on the 
whole benign.17 

The impact of technology during the 1970s turned out be similar 
to the other changes in the strategic environment discussed above; it 
did not fundamentally alter anything very much, but it introduced 
new uncertainties and complexities that blurred old distinctions and 
qualified old verities. 

In a number of ways nuclear weapons developed along the lines 
anticipated in the 1960s. The manned bomber showed few signs of 
revival and ballistic missiles reigned supreme, with the submarine-based 
force ensuring that the deterrent remained invulnerable. The develop-
ment of anti-ballistic missile systems continued, but with little sign that 
they were going to provide a challenge to the dominance of the offence. 
The most influential changes, the full implications of which were not 
foreseen by McNamara, came in the quality of offensive systems. 

Of these changes the most significant was the relentless improvement 
in guidance systems. During the 1970s accuracies improved from CEPs 
(circular error probable) of half a mile to under a sixth of a mile.18 This 
development had been anticipated. What was less expected was the 
capacity to combine high accuracy with two other features - multiple 
warheads and mobility.19 The sea-based deterrent had demonstrated 
the virtues of mobility since the start of the 1960s and by the middle 
of the decade the Polaris A-3 warhead, which split up in a shotgun effect 
into three re-entry vehicles, had been deployed but each separate war-
head was unguided. However, it was accepted that mobility and multi-
ple warheads came at the expense of accuracy. The sea-based deterrent 
was considered to be a model second-strike force - invulnerable to a first 
strike, while so incapable of attacking anything other than cities that it 
could not threaten a first strike itself. In terms of stability this was exem-
plary. When it came to surprise attacks, submarines neither threatened 
first strikes nor were they threatened by one. 

A 'bus' system was devised to carry a number of individual re-entry 
vehicles on one launch vehicle and then distribute them with some pre-
cision. This was the multiple independently-targetable re-entry vehicle 
system (MIRV). Although ensuring that a greater diversity of targets 
would be available for attack, it was not expected originally that MIRVs 
would render hardened targets, particularly the protected missile silos of 
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the Soviet Union, vulnerable. They were approved as a means of 
degrading ABM systems and removing the necessity for further increases 
in launch vehicles. MIRVing meant that each re-entry vehicle had a 
smaller yield than a single warhead missile. So it was not enough to 
avoid a loss of accuracy in MIRVing. If it was desired that MIRVed mis-
siles showed as high a kill probability against hardened targets as could 
be obtained with single warhead missiles, accuracy would have to be 
improved. 

No attempt was made to achieve such high kill probabilities in the 
MIRVed SLBM, Poseidon, developed in the late 1960s. The warhead was 
split up into ten or more small units each yielding some 60 kilotons. The 
Air Force was initially suspicious of MIRVs because it felt that it would 
lose the counter-force capabilities it had.20 The MIRVed Minuteman III 
ICBM had three warheads each of some 170 kilotons yield. To give it a 
significant hard-target capability the accuracy was brought to a quarter 
of a mile - not enough to be able to be sure of destroying the best-
protected missile, but indicating a direction for future technology 
which, if followed, would make any fixed target vulnerable to accurate 
warheads with quite small yields. There was little doubt that, if it was so 
desired, this capability could be achieved. This meant that whereas 
before, given problems of reliability, at the very least two ICBMs would 
be needed to destroy one enemy ICBM - a basically unfavourable 
exchange rate - one MIRVed ICBM could take out one or more enemy 
ICBMs, so reversing this exchange rate. 

After some delays, programmes were eventually authorized to exploit 
precision guidance to the full.21 These, with improvements in command 
and control capabilities, meant that individual warheads could be pre-
pared in a matter of minutes and in any circumstances to attack and 
destroy virtually all types of fixed targets with some certainty. This 
widened the range of options available to a President, but they remained 
limited in one key respect. Moving targets, such as submarines, put far 
greater demands on the attacking force and remained beyond the scope 
of these evolving counter-force capabilities. Any first strike, however 
completely it eliminated the ICBM portion of the triad, would leave 
another portion, SLBMs, virtually intact, or at least that portion which 
were on station and not in port. 

The problem of the growing vulnerability of US ICBMs was related to 
the fact that only they could respond in kind to an attack upon them. 
Only ICBMs offered an option for attacking hard targets and so a 
counter-force option. Their loss would not, however, remove all sem-
blance of flexibility and confine retaliation purely to cities. Many other 



The Consensus Undermined 337 

types of targets relevant to military operations and the functioning of 
the economy could still be attacked (for example, fuel depots). 

Furthermore, eventually SLBMs could have some hard-target capability. 
This would admittedly be expensive, and there would be problems of 
command and control. It was also feared that the submarine's position 
would be disclosed if only one SLBM was launched thus giving the 
enemy a chance to attack it. Cruise missiles, on the other hand, would 
allow for single shots of high accuracy at reasonable cost, but the disad-
vantage here was the slow speed. Nevertheless, it should not be thought 
that ICBMs were the only weapon with any flexibility. 

It was the provision of the hard-target option that was the key feature 
of ICBMs. Consequently, they took on the attributes of first-strike 
weapons for which bombers had been criticized in the late 1950s. They 
remained vulnerable so long as they rested in their silos and a threat to 
the equivalent force of the enemy once launched. With anti-submarine 
warfare (ASW) techniques still unable to challenge the pre-eminence of 
the submarine, SLBMs remained the only pure second-strike weapon, 
invulnerable to an enemy first strike while incapable of mounting one 
of their own. (Two qualifications are needed: the most vulnerable com-
ponent of either sides' retaliatory force would always be submarines in 
port; Soviet submarines are much more vulnerable to ASW than those of 
the United States.) But even here, the relentless improvement in guid-
ance technology offered the eventual prospect of a loss of doctrinal 
purity, with sea-based systems capable of attacking all fixed land-based 
assets. 

This capacity to knock out practically all of the adversary's ICBMs, 
SLBMs in port and bombers at bases, while still holding a portion of 
one's own in reserve was widely seen as the crucial shift in the strategic 
environment, though it remained beyond both sides' capabilities 
throughout the 1970s. The validity of the claim that it would represent 
a significant advantage will be examined in Chapter 25. 

A combination of mobility and accuracy (using either ICBMs or 
SLBMs or cruise missiles) offered an escape from the problems of vulner-
ability without a loss in offensive capability. But this only started to be 
seriously considered in the second half of the 1970s. Cruise missiles, 
pilotless aircraft with continuous propulsion, were descended from the 
German V-l of World War II, as ballistic missiles were descended from 
the V-2. After experiments in the 1950s, they had been neglected 
because of their slow speed, high fuel consumption and consequently 
small warhead (though the Snark was available as a strategic weapon 
until 1961). Improvements in munitions design and jet engines, and 
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a guidance system which allowed the attainment of impressive accuracy 
by the missile recognizing and adjusting to the terrain on the approach 
to the target, helped to create a weapon with a promise of great versatil-
ity, able in theory to operate at a variety of ranges, with either conven-
tional or nuclear warheads and from a variety of launch platforms, 
though still at a relatively slow speed. 

Arms control 

All these factors - the perplexing growth in Soviet missile forces, the 
critique of arms race theories relying on over-exuberant weapons 
designers and intelligence estimators, the uncertainties over Soviet 
intentions, the moral qualms, and the confusion of technological 
progress - all impacted on the process that was supposed to consolidate 
stability in strategic relations between the super-powers and advance 
political relations. In consequence, the experience of arms control was 
extremely unsatisfactory. 

There were many different sets of arms control negotiations, including 
those covering the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons, force reduc-
tions in Europe and comprehensive test bans. Concern here is with strat-
egic theory rather than with arms control per se, so the only negotiations 
of central relevance are the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT). These 
were first proposed in 1967 and began in November 1969. SALT domin-
ated public debate in the US on nuclear matters throughout the 1970s, 
with important consequences for the character of strategic thought. 

McNamara's motives in encouraging President Johnson to offer talks 
to the Soviet Union had been linked to a distinct theory of the arms 
race, with the main objective of keeping deployment of ABMs down to 
a minimum so as to prevent the evolution of first-strike capabilities. This 
objective was achieved in May 1972 when the first SALT Treaty was 
signed in Moscow, limiting the number of ABM launchers to 200 for 
each side. This number was halved in 1974 and the US eventually moth-
balled its system. The Soviet Union maintained its small system around 
Moscow, probably with China in mind. 

SALT also embraced offensive arms and here the negotiations were 
much more difficult. ABMs were a distinct type of weapon only just 
starting to be deployed. The vast research and development effort in 
ABMs had palpably failed to produce convincing and cost-effective solu-
tions to the many problems of effective ballistic missile defence, for the 
tolerance of failure was very low. Because both the US and Soviet ABM 
programmes had lost momentum, they were easy to stop altogether 
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with arms control measures and there were good doctrinal reasons, at 
least for the Americans, as to why this should be done. 

The same conditions did not apply to offensive weapons. Both sides 
had many weapons which, though nationally comparable, displayed 
important variations. Technology was still adding new types of weapons 
to the inventories of both super-powers. The start of SALT was cotermin-
ous with the introduction of MIRVed missiles, cruise missiles were first 
mooted in the mid-1970s and the accuracy of all strategic missiles was 
improving all the time.22 Furthermore, there was a lack of clarity in the 
setting of goals for offensive arms limitation. The concept of mutual 
assured destruction did not indicate any value in reductions of offensive 
weapons. If anything, excessive reductions could be destabilizing if they 
went past the point where destruction could no longer be assured. 

The most compelling argument was that, as existing force levels 
guaranteed assured destruction for both sides, extra weapons provided 
no benefit and an agreement not to build them could save resources 
which could then be put to better use.23 In addition, both sides had to 
accept explicitly the futility of continuing the arms race and to agree on 
restraint which could create the atmosphere in which they might settle 
political differences. In this way, SALT became the centrepiece of 
the detente process. By declaring an honourable draw in the military 
sphere it would be possible to come to terms in the political sphere. 

The character of arms control agreements is influenced by the 
mechanisms of international politics that are required to reach them. 
Because negotiations proceeded on the basis of quid pro quo, a definition 
of parity that demanded asymmetrical adjustments in force structures 
was unacceptable. Tolerable definitions required the simplification of 
strategic relationships, the exclusion of many militarily relevant factors 
and concentration on a few prestige weapons. The consequent agree-
ments were partial rather than comprehensive and barely radical in their 
strategic effects. 

Much of the argument over SALT, between and within the super-
powers, was over the proper definitions of parity. One consequence of 
this was to exaggerate the importance of parity as a feature in the milit-
ary balance, encouraging the tabulation of strategic credits and debits 
and the codification of differences between super-powers. Furthermore, 
the consequence of high-level negotiations on matters that touch on 
each side's most vital security interests is to ensure that the subject-
matter increases, not decreases, in salience. 

The arguments did not centre on the concept of parity or its value in 
principle but on its practical content. There were distinct asymmetries 
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between the two force structures and it was difficult to decide what 
weight to attach to them. The Americans had more bombers and a more 
advanced technology; their forces were MIRVed earlier. On the other 
hand the ICBMs which dominated the Soviet force structure were more 
numerous, much larger than the American equivalents and eventually, 
when all MIRVed, could carry more warheads of larger individual yield. 
A large Soviet SLBM force was being constructed but this seemed to be of 
inferior quality and efficiency to that of the US. In addition to weapons 
of intercontinental range the Soviet Union had a large force directed 
solely against European targets. On the Western side medium-range 
forces were much smaller, but the relevant weapons could reach the 
Soviet Union and they included British and French missiles and 
bombers as well as those of the United States. The Soviet Union had to 
consider the growing Chinese nuclear force to the East. There was thus 
no simple formula to describe parity. 

In 1972 an interim five-year agreement was reached on the limitation 
of offensive arms. This put a freeze on numbers of missile launchers, 
with an allowance for the momentum in the Soviet construction pro-
gramme. The US was allowed 1054 ICBMs and 656 SLBMs, the Soviet 
Union 1409 ICBMs, and 950 SLBMs,24 with a sub-limit of 308 'heavy' 
ICBMs. Implicit in the agreement was a trade of Soviet numerical super-
iority in missiles for US superiority in technology and bombers. This 
was not altogether appreciated in the Senate, where Senator Jackson 
secured an amendment requesting the President to 'seek a future 
treaty that, inter alia, would not limit the United States to levels of inter-
continental strategic forces inferior to the limits provided for the 
Soviet Union'.25 

Under these terms negotiations for a more permanent Treaty 
proceeded. Apparent success came in Vladivostock in November 1974, 
when President Ford and Secretary Brezhnev agreed on a framework 
for a new Treaty which would allow ceilings of 2400 strategic nuclear 
delivery vehicles (SNDVs), that is bombers and missiles, and dealt 
with MIRVs by counting not warheads but MIRVed missiles, for which 
a sub-ceiling of 1320 was set. 

Unfortunately, it was not found possible to transform this simple if 
undemanding framework into a Treaty. New complicating issues 
emerged connected with a Soviet missile (SS-19) that disrupted the dis-
tinction between 'heavy' and 'light' ICBMs, and, most important, the 
cruise missile which was both a unilateral American advantage and new 
and versatile.26 It took until late 1977 (by which time the Democrats had 
returned to office under the leadership of President Carter) to construct 
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a new framework to sort out these and other problems. It took almost 
another two years to turn this into a Treaty and even then the result was 
hardly definitive. This second Treaty was to last until only 1985 and 
would limit SNDVs to 2250, with sub-limits on MIRVed missiles and 
bombers carrying air-launched cruise missiles (1320), on MIRVed mis-
siles (1200), on MIRVed ICBMs (820) and 'heavy' MIRVed ICBMs (308). 
It was still necessary to put a number of particularly intractable prob-
lems, including ground- and sea-launched cruise missiles, and mobile 
missiles, into a three-year protocol to allow time for further negotiation 
and to relegate the controversial Soviet TU-22M Backfire bomber to 
a Letter of Understanding appended to the Treaty. 

By this time the broad consensus supporting SALT had been badly 
shaken. The process was criticized for not doing enough to reduce num-
bers, for stimulating the arms race because of the need to gain military 
endorsement by promises of new weapons, for exacerbating rather than 
calming East-West tensions, and for failing to solve the pressing strat-
egic problems of the day. In January 1980, after it had already become 
evident that it would be difficult to muster the necessary two-thirds 
majority in the Senate for Treaty ratification, the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan made further progress impossible and President Carter 
asked for the vote to be deferred. SALT had become an unhappy affair, 
projecting and reflecting the doubts and uncertainties of the 1970s. 
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Parity 

In 1975 Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger noted the inability of 
either side in the foreseeable future to acquire the means for either a dis-
arming first strike or effective damage limitation, because of the demise 
of ABM systems confirmed by the 1972 SALT Treaty. 'In these circum-
stances', he continued, 'one may ask, has nuclear strategy not reached a 
dead end?' He answered that this might well be the case 'as far as the 
massive attacks that preoccupied us in the 1960s', but went on to claim 
that 'unfortunately', there remained 'a number of more limited contin-
gencies that could arise and that we should be prepared to deter'.1 

Schlesinger identified four requirements for a credible nuclear deter-
rence. One referred, though not by name, to an assured destruction capa-
bility, a survivable force able to retaliate against the economic base of the 
enemy. The novelty came with the other three requirements. First was 
essential equivalence, a basic symmetry in all 'factors which contribute to 
the effectiveness of strategic weapons and to the perception of non-
super-power nations'. The second was for a 'force that, in response to 
Soviet actions, could implement a variety of limited pre-planned options 
and react rapidly to retargeting orders so as to deter any range of further 
attacks that a potential enemy might contemplate'. The third require-
ment brought the first two together. It was for 'a range and magnitude of 
capabilities such that everyone - friend, foe, and domestic audiences 
alike - will perceive that we are the equal of our strongest competitors'.2 

These two themes - of unambiguous parity and wide flexibility - were 
the basis of the attempt to construct a distinctive doctrine to replace 
that of mutual assured destruction. This and the next chapter will exam-
ine the origins of these themes, and the extent to which they became 
part of a new consensus and were able to prevent strategy reaching a 
'dead end'. 

342 
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Calm over parity 

As the Soviet Union built up its strategic forces during the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, the initial response from American analysts was quite 
sanguine. Ever since the first Soviet atomic test in 1949 there had been 
an anticipation of effective parity - a balance of terror - and by the 
mid-1950s there was already a sense of a neck-and-neck race between 
the super-powers. The first half of the 1960s had been one of numerical 
US superiority but the Administration of the time, while happy to point 
to this superiority when reassuring Congressmen, did not discuss this in 
such a way as to suggest that it made life easier for the US in its global 
diplomacy. McNamara evaluated military capability by reference to 
assured destruction criteria: once a blatant first strike was evidently 
unobtainable there could be no superiority that could be exploitable 
militarily. It was doubted that serious political benefits could flow from 
an unusable military capability. This line of argument was presented 
more strongly as the Soviet build-up began, and with it pressure for a US 
response. Enthoven and Smith provided a clear statement: 

[S]uch 'nuclear superiority' as the United States maintains is of little 
significance, since we do not know how to use it to achieve our 
national security objectives. In other words, since the Soviet Union 
has an assured-destruction capability against the United States, 
'superior' US nuclear forces are extremely difficult to convert into real 
political power. The blunt, unavoidable fact is that the Soviet Union 
could effectively destroy the United States even after absorbing the 
full weight of a US strike, and vice versa.3 

This approach survived McNamara. Laurence Martin observed in 
1973: 'An increasingly dominant view holds that the strategic nuclear 
forces of the super-powers do nothing but deter the use of each other by 
making it suicidal.'4 The main reason for this view was the horren-
dous consequences of the use of nuclear weapons for all concerned. 
Joseph Coffey, for example, argued cautiously that US strategic nuclear 
forces did not have to be 'larger and more powerful than those of an 
opponent in order to deter him from starting a war or risking a con-
frontation'. The main reason was that only a few nuclear weapons were 
needed to kill millions of people. Additional nuclear weapons were sur-
plus to requirements. Variations in comparative levels of damage might 
be achieved, but this would be of interest 'only to defense analysts'. 
A national leader might 'deem 10 million casualties as unacceptable as 
an incomprehensible 100 million dead'.5 



344 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

In an influential article, the former Special Assistant to the President 
for National Security Affairs, McGeorge Bundy, made the same point 
forcefully: 

There is an enormous gulf between what political leaders really think 
about nuclear weapons and what is assumed in complex calculations 
of relative 'advantage' is simulated strategic warfare. Think Tank ana-
lysts can set levels of 'acceptable' damage well up in the tens of mil-
lions of lives. They can assume that the loss of dozens of great cities 
is somehow a real choice for sane men. They are in an unreal world. 
In the real world of real political leaders - whether here or in the 
Soviet Union - a decision that would bring even one hydrogen bomb 
on one city of one's own country would be recognized in advance as 
a catastrophic blunder; ten bombs on ten cites would be a disaster 
beyond history; and a hundred bombs on a hundred cities are 
unthinkable. Yet this unthinkable level of human incineration is the 
least that could be expected by either side in response to any first 
strike in the next ten years, no matter what happens to weapons 
systems in the meantime.6 

The limited political utility of weapons, so horrific in their conse-
quences that they could be brought to bear only in the most extreme cir-
cumstances, was reinforced by past experience. It was hard to identify 
any 'golden age of deterrence' when the Soviet Union had been kept 
absolutely passive by an imposing US arsenal. 

The Cuban missile crisis of 1962 was often cited as an example of the 
practical benefits of a military superiority. However, examination of the 
evidence suggested that the sources of American strength lay in a pre-
ponderance of conventional strength in the Caribbean, enabling them 
to adopt the tactic of quarantine which pushed the onus of escalation 
onto the Russians, so providing a clear demonstration that the preven-
tion of the establishment of missiles in Cuba was a vital US interest.7 

This stress on the importance of interests in determining respective 
stakes in a confrontation was a feature of the empirical research on 
super-power crises that was starting to become available.8 Critics of post-
war American foreign policy, fortified by the sorry experience of the 
Vietnam War, stressed over-commitment to areas of peripheral interest, 
over-concentration on a global struggle to the neglect of regional com-
plexities and subtleties. They also criticized over-reliance on deterrent 
threats in preference to other, more positive, instruments of foreign policy 
and over-drawn images of opponents which were insensitive to their 
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motivations and calculations. A more realistic policy, it was argued, 
would note the difficulties of actually applying military force success-
fully, would therefore be more circumspect about issuing threats of mil-
itary action (especially in an effort to retrieve a deteriorating situation) 
and, most important, would clarify national interests with greater care. 

In circumstances where there were severe limits on the application of 
military power, the credibility of military threats would depend on fac-
tors such as 'will' or 'resolve'. But in earlier deterrence literature these 
factors had appeared as almost independent variables, barely influenced 
by what was actually at stake in each successive crisis. Schelling and others 
had emphasized the interdependence of commitments; how a retreat 
when one commitment was challenged would undermine the credibil-
ity of all others. Such fears over the consequence of appearing irresolute 
in any particular crisis for a general strategic position had become an 
important feature in the rhetoric of American foreign policy. However as 
soon as the costs of standing firm had to be weighed against the costs of 
retreat, as they had been in Vietnam, the 'intrinsic interests' at stake in 
a particular conflict came to the fore. George and Smoke wrote: 

Theorists would do better to caution that sophisticated opponents 
will judge credibility on the basis of a more fundamental analysis of 
the defender's interests. For this purpose, the opponent is likely to 
pay more attention to strategic, political, economic, ideological fac-
tors determining the nature and magnitude of these interests than to 
rhetorical and other signalling devices the defending power may 
employ to enhance credibility.9 

Those arguing, in the face of the Soviet build-up, that any strategic 
superiority short of a first-strike capability was of only marginal value 
drew on the centrality of interests to the credibility of a deterrent 
posture. Concluding, for the IISS, the first serious discussion of the 
implications of visible parity, Walter Slocombe wrote: 

The pattern of effects of parity in Europe - probably the political theatre 
most sensitive to changes in the American-Soviet relationship - can 
be expected to be essentially congruent to that elsewhere: negligible 
technically, and politically significant only when parity acts in parallel 
with other, stronger forces.10 

The belief that increments of nuclear power made little difference 
politically was accepted by the Nixon Administration. President Nixon 
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specifically ruled out an increase in the numbers of US ICBMs as a 
response to the Soviet build-up. The American approach remained one 
of ensuring high unit-quality in designing the force structure, discount-
ing numbers per se. While the Soviet Union rarely removed old missiles 
to make way for the new, the United States withdrew from service almost 
1000 ICBMs and over 300 B-52 bombers between the early 1960s and the 
mid-1970s. If they had remained operational, a quite different image to 
the one that actually prevailed could have been presented. Yet, as 
Edward Luttwak has noted, even after the start of SALT, in which aggre-
gate numbers were obviously going to be relevant, this policy of removal 
continued.11 One of Henry Kissinger's most memorable public state-
ments concurred in the general disposition to doubt the political value 
of extra nuclear weapons. It came as he was having a difficult time with 
domestic opponents in his efforts to negotiate a second SALT Treaty: 

And one of the questions which we have to ask ourselves as a country 
is what in the name of God is strategic superiority? What is the 
significant of it, politically, militarily, operationally, at these levels of 
numbers? What do you do with it?12 

Finally it appeared, with the conclusion of SALT I, that the Soviet Union 
had come to similar conclusions. After the first ABM Treaty of May 1972, 
for example, Herbert York wrote a paper on the 'common understandings 
about basic issues' that were 'clearly implicit' in the Agreement. Among 
the most important of these was an understanding that 'the deployment 
of defensive weapons can accelerate the arms race just as much as the 
deployment of offensive weapons'; 'defence of the nation against a 
massive nuclear attack is impossible'; and 'a strategic situation of approx-
imate parity and mutual deterrence is the best that is now within reach'.13 

This is what the liberal arms controllers had been saying all along! Henry 
Kissinger presented the Agreement in similar terms. In a briefing to 
Congress he spoke of how, despite deep and bitter rivalries, the vast power 
at each side's disposal created 'a certain commonality of outlook, a sort of 
interdependence for survival between the two of us... now that both we 
and the Soviet Union have begun to find that each increment of power 
does not necessarily represent an increment of usable political strength'.14 

Concern over superiority 

The calm over parity was undermined by growing doubts over whether 
the Kremlin was operating on a similar premise. These doubts grew after 
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SALT as the Soviet Union continued to modernize its strategic forces in 
an energetic fashion to the accompaniment of an active diplomacy. 
Wohlstetter's influential articles in Foreign Policy15 had identified the 
persistent underestimation of the Soviet build-up by the US intelligence 
community during the 1960s. There had been an assumption that the 
build-up would stop at the magic figure of 1000 ICBMs, which would 
mean equality with the US. But the build-up continued to over 1500 ICBMs. 
It was increasingly suggested that this could only be explained in terms 
of a drive for superiority; moreover a superiority of the sort that would 
allow the USSR to fight and 'win' a nuclear war.16 

A suspicion was introduced into the debate that, in marked contrast to 
what had previously been believed, the Soviet Union enjoyed a greater 
insight into the military and political utility of nuclear power than the 
United States. Colin Gray, who was particularly emphatic on this matter, 
discerned an evangelical streak in American arms controllers. So confid-
ent had they been of the righteousness of their cause that signs of 
divergent Soviet attitudes and behaviour were taken to be a conse-
quence of strategic illiteracy to be corrected by dialogue with the 
Americans. 'The most persistent source of error among Western arms race 
and arms control analysts has been of an ethnocentric character... 
we should discard the last vestiges of the notion that there is a general 
theoretical enlightenment towards which all arms race actors must 
necessarily strain.'17 

The observation was not wholly unfair and was reminiscent of some 
liberal critiques of arms race behaviour in the United States which noted 
the tendency to justify the US exploiting some new technology by pre-
suming a similar Soviet interest. Arguments for unilateral restraint were 
based largely on an apprehension that moves considered defensive by 
the US would appear fearsome and offensive from a Soviet perspective. 
For example, Jeremy Stone, one of the leading members of the arms 
control community, wrote a thoughtful, if somewhat discursive, book 
in 1967 on methods of improving the strategic dialogue between the 
two super-powers to improve mutual understanding. Stone analysed the 
many sources of interference in communications on strategic matters 
that could impede the development of the necessary understanding. He 
observed the danger of ignoring the other's point of view, of forgetting 
'that ours is not the universal language and that an apparent stupidity 
can mask a fully developed opinion of an altogether different kind. 
The presumption of adversary error is a serious obstacle to effective per-
suasion.' One of his conclusions was relevant to the debate of a decade 
later. He stressed the primary importance of determining the goals of 
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US policy. 'So long as we remain unsure of the strategic relations which 
we and the Soviets ought to seek, we shall be unable to speak and act 
with complete assurance about them.' Stone cited 'our ambivalence over 
strategic superiority' as a clear example of how different answers to the 
desirability of superiority would result in quite different policies.18 

Gray took matters further, suggesting that if doctrine was to converge 
it would be along the lines preferred by the Soviet Union, that 'strategic 
numerical appearances were the stuff of which international respect and 
influence were made', and that 'the best way to prevent war is to be able 
to fight it effectively'.19 The superior Soviet understanding he detected 
came particularly in the political sphere. Military power gave strength to 
the international political offensive of the USSR.20 

The accuracy of this view of the Soviet approach to nuclear superiority 
became a matter of some dispute in the West in the 1970s, even among 
Sovietologists. By compiling statements from the Soviet military, a pic-
ture soon emerged of a constant yearning for superiority in all depart-
ments, a belief that the outcome of any war would be favourable to the 
cause of socialism if the proper preparations had been taken with men 
and equipment.21 

It would have been difficult, both professionally and ideologically, for 
the Soviet military to take a different line. However, by compiling state-
ments from Soviet political and military leaders on the desirability of 
nuclear war, an equally impressive picture soon emerged of an utter catas-
trophe which must be avoided. Even the notion of 'mutual suicide', some-
what loaded in an ideology which stressed the inevitable historical ascent 
of socialism, now and again appeared. A statement such as that by Major-
General Rair Simonyon was similar to many heard in the United States: 

Given the priority of strategic forces, when both sides possess weapons 
capable of destroying many times over all life on earth, neither 
the addition of new armaments nor an increase in their destructive 
power can bring any substantial military - and still less political -
advantage.22 

In November 1978 a number of US Senators met President Brezhnev, 
who reminded them of the lasting effects of the 'losses of the Soviet peo-
ple' during the war. He added 'We do not want to unleash a nuclear war 
because we are not crazy', and then went on to remind the Senators of 
the retaliatory capability of the USSR: 'We will never be the first to let 
such weapons fly. I will still have time to respond. There will be no more 
United States. But we will still get it in the neck.'23 
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What this mainly indicated was that Brezhnev could not think of 
occasions when resort to war would be politically expedient. However, 
this did not preclude the view that evident Soviet military power has for-
tunate and beneficial effects on the general state of international affairs. 
Unlike the United States, which never experienced effective military 
inferiority, the USSR had undergone this experience and disliked it. The 
climb-down over Cuba and, probably more important, the irritation at 
the ease with which American forces moved into Vietnam in 1965, con-
vinced the Soviet leaders that they did need a form of parity to 'sober the 
imperialists'. The growth of Soviet military might could be understood 
in terms of the correlation of forces, the sum of the economic, political, 
moral, and military forces behind the contending parties in the interna-
tional arena. Soviet writings have assured readers that this correlation 
was moving in favour of socialism, a proposition that would be difficult 
to support empirically unless major weight was attached to the military 
factor.24 

The main benefit of the improving condition was considered to be the 
realism induced in the imperialist camp as its room for manoeuvre 
became constrained. Thus parity in strategic forces was 'a special factor 
behind the realization by Western ruling circles of the new realities of 
our day and the corresponding correction of their political line'.25 Such 
a view of the political utility of nuclear power was more modest and 
defensive than others attributed to the Soviet Union, but it did indicate 
a belief that there was some positive relationship between military and 
political power. 

Perceptions 

During the 1970s the view gained ground, first in Europe and then in 
the United States, that the real Soviet threat was political rather 
than military. The German Defence White Paper of 1970 declared: 
'The narrowing, through pressure or threats, of their freedom of polit-
ical decision is the real danger which the Federal Republic and her Allies 
might have to face. By comparison, the danger of military aggression is 
not very great at present.'26 The term Finlandization came into vogue to 
describe the situation in which a country, despite notional independ-
ence, continually accommodated itself to the interests of another power 
which it dared not offend. A variant, Self-Finlandization, described such 
accommodation taking place without the other power actually exerting 
pressure. These terms, while pointing to a genuine process, illustrate 
the crudity of the political concepts commonly employed in strategic 
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studies. Apart from the fact that it appeared to write off a country still 
enjoying substantial autonomy, it neglected unique factors, including 
the small size and isolation of Finland and its past conflict with the 
USSR. It was these factors which produced the current relationship 
between Finland and the Soviet Union, and offered this worst case 
(short of actual satellite status) as almost exhausting the arrangements, 
alternative to an alliance-assisted independence, that could develop. 

A measure of accommodation to Soviet interests had been a necessary 
feature of East-West relations since the 1940s. It resulted first from a 
recognition of Soviet conventional strength and its hold on Eastern 
Europe, and then because of substantial changes in absolute Soviet 
power brought about by its acquisition of a large nuclear stockpile. 
The question was whether further, and politically more radical, accom-
modation, might result from changes in relative strategic power, particu-
larly when it was admitted that there were severe inhibitions on the 
successful military exploitation of this power. The issue returned to 
the source of political will and the role played by perceptions of military 
balance. 

The same empirical research that stressed the importance of the interests 
as the key determinant of crisis behaviour also provided arguments 
which could be used to suggest that more emphasis should be given to 
perceptions of the balance. Analysts had become impressed by the diffi-
culty in ensuring that the message one believed to be communicated by 
declarations or shows of force was properly understood by the recipient. 
Distortions could be introduced by a combination of psychological, 
cultural, and bureaucratic factors. 

Loyalty to an organization, the stress of crisis, the pressures of 'group 
think', the need to make sense of confusing and perplexing situations, 
world-views that fix and limit understanding of the world, the human 
frailties which lead to excessive confidence in hunches or refusal to 
acknowledge evidence which undermines favoured theories and so on, 
all made it difficult to assert that reality would be perceived 'correctly' or 
in such a way as to be manipulable from the outside.27 

If military power was in the eyes of the beholder, then there could be 
no guarantee that it would be beheld in any particular way. However 
true it may be that additional missiles made little difference, one could 
not guarantee that this would be universally realized. As Luttwak noted: 

The political utility and military effectiveness of a given structure of 
armed forces exist in different worlds: one, the world of appearances, 
impressions, and the culturally determined value judgements of 
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international politics; the other, the world of physical reality in 
actual warfare.28 

This line of argument pushed strategic theory into quite the opposite 
direction from the 1960s, away from the emphasis on rationality and 
the construction of unambiguous deterrent threats to concern with the 
imperfection of cognitive and decision processes and the consequent 
inadequacy of perceptions of military strength, no matter how well they 
had been constructed. John Steinbruner illustrated the shift by suggest-
ing that the problem in the game of 'Chicken', beloved by the 
1950s/1960s strategists, was that a typical decision-maker when playing 
the game 'would not observe his opponent's behavior at all as the cars 
approached each other. Rather, he would execute a preestablished pro-
gram for driving down the center of the road and would notice only 
whether the line still ran between his wheels.'29 

This theme found its way into US doctrine, encouraged by the 
SALT negotiations, which as has been noted,30 tended to focus on ques-
tions of parity. The term adopted to describe US objectives in this area 
was 'essential equivalence', defined as conferring 'no unilateral advan-
tage to either side'. According to Schlesinger, this was important 'for 
symbolic purposes, in large part because the strategic offensive forces 
have come to be seen by many - however regrettably - as important to 
the status and stature of a major power'. Lack of equality, he explained, 
could 

become a source of serious diplomatic and military miscalculation. 
Opponents may feel that they can exploit a favourable imbalance by 
means of political pressure, as Hitler did so skillfully in the 1930s, 
particularly with Neville Chamberlain at Berchtesgaden. Friends may 
believe that a lack of willingness on our part to accept less than equal-
ity indicates a lack of resolve to uphold our end of the competition 
and a certain deficiency in staying power. Our own citizens may 
doubt our capacity to guard the nation's interests.31 

His successor in the Carter Administration, Harold Brown, also accepted 
that 'essential equivalence' was important; it 'guards against any danger 
that the Soviets might be seen as superior - even if the perception is not 
technically justified'.32 

Once subjective factors were accorded critical importance in the 
formation of a deterrent posture then all aspects of military power 
became of potential importance and nothing could be discounted. 
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Measuring the balance 

The first problem, if the quantity and quality of strategic forces was to be 
taken as an index of political will, as was soon discovered in SALT, was 
that there was no self-evident index of military power. The impression 
of the balance created could vary according to which measure was 
chosen, for example delivery vehicles or warheads. The more an index 
was sought which conveyed military effectiveness the more difficult the 
calculations became. Two popular measures became equivalent megaton-
nage, which acknowledged that destructive power does not grow 
proportionately with yield and indicated counter-city potential, and 
lethality, which indicated counter-force potential.33 Schlesinger argued 
that it would be a mistake to allow any major asymmetry to develop 
between the United States and the Soviet Union in the 'basic technolo-
gical and other factors that shape force effectiveness'.34 

The greater the concern with factors that shape force effectiveness 
(target structure, defences, reliability, tactics; as well as accuracy, yield, 
and numbers of warheads) the more complicated the analysis became, 
and the more unknowables and unquantifiables were involved. 

The anxiety was supposedly over the perceptions of simple-minded 
politicians and other amateurs in military matters; it would have been 
surprising if their views of the military balance were influenced 
by arcane and complex calculations which could only be performed 
with the aid of a computer. If visible disparities did matter, it was in 
the crude and quantifiable measures, such as delivery vehicles. The 
desire to construct measures that conveyed real force effectiveness 
betrayed an American inclination to place confidence, in the final 
analysis, in the real quality of the hardware rather than in subjective 
perceptions.35 

The second problem was the lack of evidence (market research) used 
to justify the stress on 'perception'. The only serious empirical work on 
the topic found that, in a variety of relevant publics (in Europe, Japan, 
and in the Middle East), there was a lack of agreement on which super-
power was ahead, and that a large number of respondents believed that 
the question had little point because the two super-powers could so eas-
ily destroy each other. The study demonstrated that the issues were 
treated with great common sense and perspective and that there was lit-
tle disposition to take radical political steps on the basis of marginal 
shifts in super-power capabilities.36 Similarly, opinion poll data in the 
late 1950s had shown US Allies believing the USSR to be forging ahead 
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in military power, without this making the slightest difference to their 
allegiance to the Western side (which if anything strengthened with 
perception of gains in Soviet military strength).37 

It was arguable that the problem, if there was one, had much to do 
with the collapse of self-confidence in the United States following the 
debacle in Vietnam and the Watergate scandals, particularly when con-
trasted with what seemed to be the clear and positive view on the polit-
ical value of military power held in the Kremlin. America appeared 
hesitant and fumbling, overwhelmed by the limits of power, whereas 
the Soviet Union, in propaganda for both internal and external pur-
poses, took care to project a confident image, with a world correlation of 
forces moving inexorably in its favour. The perpetual lobbying in the 
United States encouraged a harping on American weaknesses and Soviet 
strengths. 

Bemoaning American decline became a regular theme among conser-
vative pundits. The weakness the critics deplored was a growing reluc-
tance to solve foreign-policy problems by military means, even in areas 
where the Soviet Union was relying on a militaristic approach. The issue 
came to a head at the start of 1980 following the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan. While this was a clear sign that the Soviet Union was pre-
pared to exert its military power in a ruthless manner if necessary, the 
fact that it was considered necessary reflected a failure in the political 
attempts to establish a Marxist regime in Afghanistan. The consequent 
Soviet experience against determined, but poorly armed, Afghan tribes-
men served to remind the Kremlin of the difficulties of this sort of exer-
cise. Earlier interventions, using Cuban troops, such as those in Angola 
and Ethiopia, had not been walkovers. 

The very fact that the Soviet Union was throwing its weight around 
the third world was sufficient to generate alarm in the West, particularly 
as the exercise of Soviet power was coming to be too close for comfort to 
regions vital to the economies of the West, such as the oil wells of Arabia 
and the mines of Africa. The trend of the West during the 1970s - to 
avoid further military entanglements in the third world - was reversed, 
with plans for a Rapid Deployment Force to confront any Soviet excur-
sions into the Gulf area. Because of Soviet proximity to the area there 
was even less hope that the United States could hold a Soviet advance in 
this region than in Europe. The concept was very much a 'trip-wire' one, 
borrowed from the European theatre, by which it was hoped that the 
fear of a super-power confrontation, rather than the likely outcome of 
a confrontation, would serve to deter Soviet adventures. This move 
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indicated a preference for useable military power to signal and protect 
interests and suggested the limited impact of the overall strategic 
balance on local conflicts. 

Stressing the perceptions of others reflected an uncertainty over the 
quality of American perceptions: giving way to subjectivity reflected the 
lack of any clear empirical basis for nuclear strategy. The concept of 
essential equivalence contributed only a crude political insight, point-
ing to something so transitory and elusive that it could form no consis-
tent guide to force planning and was of only slight relevance to 
international crises. 



25 
Selective Options 

If deterrence should 'fair 

The preoccupation with 'essential equivalence' in the US was a 
consequence of anxiety, in the face of a sustained Soviet build-up, over 
the real state of the strategic balance, compounded by continual negoti-
ations in SALT to find a formula to express that balance in a mutually 
satisfactory manner. It was a concept which Congressmen and diplo-
mats could readily understand, though they may have found the details 
unduly complicated. It was not, however, a concept which naturally 
appealed to the community of professional strategists. 

Members of this community had become extremely competent in the 
technical analysis of military capabilities and tactics. Their focus of 
attention was what could be done, and how, to and by whom, in an 
actual combat. This might be called the 'RAND tradition', and it had cer-
tain results. One was the dismissal of tendencies towards mechanical 
force matching, as this provided imprecise and unsatisfactory guidance 
for military planners. Another, which has already been discussed at 
some length here, was a growing irritation that the concept of mutual 
assured destruction discouraged the development of any operational 
nuclear options other than an all-out attack. 

The natural instinct of those working within this tradition was to 
solve the 'credibility' problem of the US deterrent by making it possible 
to fight a nuclear war in a non-suicidal manner, rather than by manipu-
lating perceptions. The stress on the appearance of weapons, individu-
ally and in aggregate, contrasted with the professional's interest in real 
capabilities. 

This approach can be illustrated by reference to an influential article 
by William Van Cleave and Roger Barnett. They found it unsatisfactory 
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that deterrence should be based upon 'unusable weapons'. Deterrence 
they saw as a product of capability and credibility. The greater the capa-
bility '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'. While they did not reject the concept of 'essential equivalence' 
nor were they overly impressed by it: To be realistic...it must be 
acknowledged that essential equivalence may go the way of other 
labelled policies and become little more than flummery. While it is an 
admirable goal, it is not an exact one and may become more elastic over 
time.' One reason for that was that the definition necessary to achieve 
a SALT agreement might 'render the concept sterile'.1 

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 deter-
rence fails?') deserved a serious and constructive 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 simply by 
repeating that it would be an unlimited catastrophe. And we cannot 
eliminate the possibility of nuclear war simply by assuring that if it 
occurs it will be an unlimited catastrophe.2 

In planning for nuclear war it appeared implausible that the sort of 
nuclear strike most discussed in the US debate, an all-out attack on Soviet 
population and industry, would be the most appropriate. The sort of pri-
orities which governed the stress on counter-city threats during peace-
time, to remind the other side of the risks of combat while reassuring 
him that no surprise first strike was being planned, would be reversed in 
war: attacks on Soviet civilians would provide no relief to American civil-
ians while, possibly, attacks on Soviet military capabilities might; all-out 
attacks would be acts of despair while limited attacks offered some hope 
of war termination at a level of destruction that was something less than 
total and on terms of some political value. Michael May argued: 

The main usefulness of weapons, if we are attacked, will be to make 
sure that the attacker is prevented from following up his attack with 
steps that would lead to further destruction or domination of this 
country and its allies. We will want to do this more urgently than we 
will want to carry out any previously set level of destruction against 
the attacker.3 
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To those who argued along these lines it was axiomatic that a statesman 
who knew that he could fight a nuclear war with some chance of his 
society surviving could take a far more credible and robust stand in 
a crisis than one knowing that a failure in crisis management could lead 
to nothing but utter disaster. In this way any serious war-fighting 
capabilities would enhance deterrence. 

The proposition that more impressive war-fighting capabilities would 
produce an increment of 'resolve' was unassailable. Critics of this 
approach feared that the increment might be so large as to lead to reck-
lessness. More likely, however, the increment would be so small as to 
make little difference. Implicit, and often explicit, in many descriptions 
of the consequences of a 'failure' in deterrence was a loss of resolve in 
a crisis of the Cuban Missile sort, in which the stark alternatives 
appeared as either peace or total war. 

Appeal to the October 1962 crisis was not the best guide for future 
crises. Leaving aside the purely military factors, Cuban missiles were a 
prominent issue in US domestic politics and could be portrayed as 
a direct threat to American cities. America's NATO allies did not have 
a direct stake in the matter and so neither required intensive consulta-
tion nor were expected to implement any decisions. The resolution of 
the crisis had little to do with the internal politics of Cuba. It was a two-
party confrontation over a straightforward movement of military equip-
ment. For all these reasons it fitted, unusually well, into the 
'eyeball-to-eyeball' dramas that many felt to be the essence of super-
power crises. Less well remembered was the Berlin crisis of 1961: this 
involved many more actors and a much more complicated diplomacy, 
and was a matter of less obvious intrinsic interest to the US. The impor-
tant shifts in the international political structure since the early 1960s 
made it even less likely that a crisis outside the NATO area would be 
politically simple enough to appear as a question of resolve between 
Washington and Moscow. 

The fact that, despite occasional alarms during the Vietnam War and 
one moment of great tension towards the end of the October 1973 
Arab-Israeli war, there had been no super-power crisis that even hinted 
at a decisive showdown, made all scenarios other than major political 
and military upheavals in the centre of Europe seem quite manageable. 
Elsewhere the West had sufficient conventional forces available for most 
contingencies. These were not always deployed during the 1970s, but 
less because of a decline in options at the higher range of the escalation 
ladder, and more because of doubts over the value of military interven-
tion into difficult situations in Third World countries. 
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To talk simply of deterrence 'failing' without further elaboration of 
the probable circumstances surrounding the failure provided little guid-
ance for strategic planning. Implicit in much of the discussion of 
options was the scenario of a deliberate Soviet attack on NATO, but the 
history of East-West crisis was replete with conflicts of more equivocal 
origins, often the result of intransigence or unruliness among client 
states, and best treated with cautious circumspection (as was invariably 
the case) rather than bluster and sabre-rattling, and managed with care.4 

The importance of the strategic balance as a factor in crises would thus 
vary according to the nature of the conflict and, until matters reached 
a harrowing level, and unless one side enjoyed unambiguous superior-
ity, it was unlikely to be overriding. In these cases where comparative 
strategic advantage might be determinant, impressive war-fighting capa-
bilities could, in principle, prove to be significant. The question was 
whether any feasible moves in this direction could make a fundamental 
difference to the appreciation of the risks in the respective capitals. 

The search for options 

The Nixon Administration was inclined to answer this question 
positively, because of its fascination (which at times seemed obsessive) 
with the sources of 'resolve' and 'will' in international affairs. In addi-
tion Henry Kissinger had long been interested in the possibility of 
limited nuclear war and a range of options to fortify deterrence. 

Kissinger has written of his own distaste for the strategy of assured 
destruction. It implied the most inhuman strategy for conducting a war. 
The threat to mutual suicide was not credible, because to make such 
a thing credible required a diplomacy that suggested irrationality, yet 
the American political system required an image of 'calculability and 
moderation': 

And if deterrence failed and the President was finally faced with the 
decision to retaliate, who would take the moral responsibility for rec-
ommending a strategy based on the mass extermination of civilians? 
How could the United States hold its allies together as the credibility 
of its strategy eroded? How would we deal with Soviet conventional 
forces once the Soviets believed that we meant what we said about 
basing strategy on the extermination of civilians?5 

In June 1969 he described to the President the dilemma he might face 
in the event of a limited Soviet nuclear attack. The dilemma was raised 
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in a rhetorical manner, in Nixon's Foreign Policy report to Congress in 
February 1970: 

Should a President, in the event of a nuclear attack, be left with 
the single option of ordering the mass destruction of enemy civilians, 
in the face of the certainty that it would be followed by the mass 
slaughter of Americans.6 

The question was repeated in slightly expanded form in the Reports of 
the next two years, affirming the need 'for forces and procedures that 
provide us with alternatives appropriate to the nature and level of the 
provocation'.7 

The President already had a number of options, but they were 
apparently still too large and unsubtle for his taste and that of his advi-
sers. In the first couple of years of the Nixon Administration the desire 
for new options remained wishful thinking. There were no major stud-
ies on the problems of limited nuclear strikes in the earlier years. Orders 
to devise strategies to meet contingencies other than all-out nuclear 
challenge were issued to the Pentagon where little was done. The milit-
ary saw this as another attempt by civilians to meddle in force planning, 
while the civilians in the Pentagon worried about new demands on a 
defence budget that was already under pressure.8 

In the course of studies conducted by the NSC on the 'survivability' of 
US retaliatory forces in early 1971, this often expressed but still rather 
vague aspiration for options caused some problems, for it left uncer-
tainty as to US second-strike requirements. As a consequence, in April 
1971 a 'Strategic Objectives' study was initiated in the NSC. Just over 
a year later it moved from a staff study to the highest level, when 
Kissinger was put in charge of an interdepartmental group to consider a 
variety of limited-war options involving small-scale nuclear exchanges, 
demonstration 'shots across the bow' as well as the problems liable to be 
caused by a removal of the US counterforce option by a Soviet attack on 
the Minuteman ICBMs.9 

The implementation of a new targeting policy was not a high priority 
in 1972. Far more important, at least to Kissinger, was SALT. He consid-
ered his efforts to shore up deterrence through detente more important 
than arguments over what to do if events moved in exactly the opposite 
direction to the one in which he was trying to push them. Furthermore, 
the hardware requirements of the new policy could cause political prob-
lems. These requirements were qualitative rather than quantitative. 
Highly sophisticated command and control capabilities would be 
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needed to extend the range of effective choice. Also, and more awkward, 
was the need for highly accurate warheads, capable of destroying hard 
targets. 

By 1972 there had been considerable technological progress in this 
area but a decision to exploit it was restrained by the widespread feeling 
amongst Senators that accurate warheads were likely to accelerate the 
arms race, by raising fears of a first strike. Moreover, 1972 was an elec-
tion year and candidate George McGovern was one of these suspicious 
Senators. When the story leaked that these new strategic options had 
been under study in the NSC and that hard-target warheads were now 
considered desirable by the Administration, opposition was immedi-
ately generated in the Senate. Because of the sensitivity of explaining 
a move which many considered to be destabilizing, in the midst of a 
Presidential campaign that posed the achievement of SALT I as a major 
triumph, the Administration did not push the matter until after 
November 1972. In the first half of 1973 President Nixon authorized 
implementation of the doctrine. About this time James Schlesinger 
became Secretary of Defense. It was he who announced the new strategy 
in a January 1974 press conference and then became an energetic lec-
turer on the subject to Congress and the public. While he was not 
responsible for its formulation, his name became associated with the 
new strategy and he did give it a gloss of his own. 

'The Schlesinger doctrine' 

Schlesinger, who had spent much of the 1960s at RAND, was the first 
professional civilian strategist to become Secretary of Defense. As an 
economist by training he had become disturbed by some of the exag-
gerated claims being made for methodologies such as systems analysis, 
and this had brought him into dispute with some of his colleagues.10 

Nevertheless, on strategic issues he shared the growing scepticism on 
the value of the emphasis being accorded assured destruction criteria in 
US policy. 

In one paper, written while at RAND, he expressed concern that one 
consequence of the arguments over ABM deployment had been 'to turn 
our thoughts away from city avoidance and minimizing collateral dam-
age to the civil fabric of our opponent's society and toward employment 
of military capabilities in their most destructive mode'.11 Elsewhere, 
he argued that a more rational posture ('under almost any imaginable 
circumstances') than city-busting would be to 'reserve one's own forces -
and thereby to create every incentive for the enemy to refrain from 



Selective Options 361 

striking at one's own cities'. This would be more credible and held out 
some hope of reducing damage to the societies of the belligerents. 
It would, however, require a 'sophisticated' capability, the key to which 
would be 'the ability to implement a number of options': 

It requires at the outset a very large force, so that numerous vehicles 
and weapons can be allocated to strikes at the extended forces of the 
foe. It requires a hyper-protected force for intra-war deterrence, with 
long endurance and excellent communications and control. 
It requires, in the counterforce stage, the ability to assess damage -
and to reassign vehicles - thereby compounding the requirements for 
the command, control and communications system. It requires 
knowledge of the deployment of the opponent's forces.12 

When Schlesinger became Secretary of Defense in 1973, the main shift 
towards this sort of strategy had been undertaken and the requisite capa-
bilities were being developed. There was therefore a unique opportunity 
to turn theory into practice. As soon as he was appointed, Schlesinger 
made clear the sort of strategic options he wanted. On 10 January 1974 
he was able to tell a meeting of the Overseas Writers Association that his 
wish was fulfilled, with a change 'in the strategies of the United States 
with regard to the hypothetical employment of central strategic forces'. 
As he explained the change13 it became apparent that the objective was 
to have as wide a range of nuclear options, from the very small to the 
very large, and that the bias was on the development of the smaller 
strikes which were to be counter-force rather than counter-city in 
character. 

The objective would be to limit the chances of uncontrolled escalation 
and 'hit meaningful targets with a sufficient accuracy-yield combina-
tion to destroy only the intended target and to avoid widespread collat-
eral damage'. Planning had to assume that deterrence might fail but it 
was not possible 'to forecast the situations that would cause it to fail'. 
Contingencies mentioned included accidental acts, the escalation of 
conventional conflicts, a challenge to 'a nuclear test of wills' by 'ill-
informed or cornered and desperate leaders' involving the nuclear 
equivalent of 'shots across the bow'. Nor could 'a massive surprise attack 
on our forces' be precluded, although Schlesinger considered its proba-
bility 'close to zero under existing conditions'.14 

This approach did not generate the enormous debate that the 
Administration appeared to have anticipated. A trickle of articles 
appeared attacking the new strategy, but the attack was muted.15 There 
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were three central points to this attack: the unreality of the belief that 
nuclear war could be controlled; if it were believed that nuclear war 
could be controlled at tolerable levels of damage this could increase the 
risk of premature resort to nuclear weapons; and the renewed stress on 
counter-force options could raise fear of first-strike ambitions, introdu-
cing the danger of an arms race and jeopardizing SALT. The danger was 
in forgetting that 'the primary objective of nuclear strategy is to avoid 
wars, not to fight them',16 and the problem was that the two objectives 
were in tension. 

The critique lacked force in part because it was difficult to argue 
against flexibility and options per se. Only Bernard Brodie, increasingly 
disenchanted with the preoccupation with what he described as 'strat-
egic fiction' (borrowing the term from Raymond Aron), questioned 
whether 'expanding the President's military options is always a good 
thing', because of the burden it put on his 'wisdom' (and, one might 
add, his capacity to make a decision in a crisis by complicating enor-
mously the process of choosing). Brodie noted that Congress had 
recently been taking steps to decrease the President's capacity for inde-
pendent action, after the experience of the exercise of free and wide 
choice over Vietnam. Nor did he think most of the options would be 
considered practical. The rigidity which appeared to limit options in the 
past, he argued, lay not in the thinking of past Secretaries of Defense, 
but in the situation they were contemplating.17 

Most of Schlesinger's critics, however, conceded the need for flexibil-
ity as soon as they protested that there had always been a measure of 
flexibility, even in the later McNamara period. Thus Barry Carter 
observed that there was 'general agreement among strategic analysts 
that the US should have a variety of response options other than mas-
sive retaliation against cities'. The argument, he later indicated, was over 
'where the line should be drawn' in development of these options.18 

What concerned him and other critics were the counter-force options. 
But here the question was whether or not the balance of terror was 

'delicate', in that new weapons innovations could lead to serious insta-
bility. Schlesinger's predecessor, Melvin Laird, had once insisted that an 
effective first-strike capability was both possible and the major Soviet 
objective. But the claim could not be sustained, mainly because of the 
invulnerability of SLBMs. Schlesinger dismissed first-strike fears. He 
was concerned with restricted attacks. Furthermore he could point 
to the development of Soviet counter-force capabilities to which 
some response was in order, claiming that nothing would be gained by 
unilateral restraints. The critics could not have it both ways, arguing 
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simultaneously that the strategic balance was so stable that counter-force 
options would provide no advantages while insisting that their intro-
duction would be destabilizing.19 By the same token, of course, these 
conditions did not promise major increments of credibility. Put in per-
spective, the prospectus was for a wider, but still extremely constrained 
and unpleasant range of choice. 

There were obvious parallels with McNamara's fated attempt to 
introduce similar options and 'no-cities' policy in 1961-62. However, 
there were three important differences. First, the technologies of preci-
sion and control were now at hand. It is arguable that the requisite capa-
bilities were emerging through the impact of the microelectronics 
revolution, almost independently of political choice. Second, both sides 
possessed secure second-strike forces. Third, the Russians were on the 
way to achieving a comparable, controlled counter-force capability. 

If a new mode of nuclear war was to be formulated out of this set of 
circumstances then some Soviet connivance was necessary. It takes two 
to keep a nuclear war limited. Here the proponents of selective options 
were in difficulty for the USSR still lacked a doctrine of this sort. Soviet 
pronouncements on the Schlesinger doctrine were unremittingly hos-
tile, recalling similar distaste in the early 1960s over rules for nuclear 
war. Benjamin Lambeth, sympathetic to the new doctrine, noted with 
regret: 'Of all the conceptual and weaponry asymmetries that currently 
obtain in the US-Soviet strategic confrontation, the one which rests on 
the assumption of targeting limitation and intra-war "crisis manage-
ment" seems to be the most dominant and irreconcilable.'20 

In the late 1960s Soviet doctrine began to concede the possibility of 
forms of limitation particularly with regard to the threshold of nuclear 
use, and possibly then with regard to containing any nuclear use to 
a theatre of battle so long as there were no direct attacks on the Soviet 
Union. However, the stress on the need for victory meant that avoid-
ance of collateral damage around important military targets, let alone 
preserving the enemy populations from the consequences of their gov-
ernment's folly, did not rank high as a priority. Nor was the idea of 
withholding forces in order to allow time for negotiations attractive. 
Military force was applied as a consequence of the breakdown of diplo-
macy. Here there was an important difference with the American 
tendency to see early military exchanges as a continuation of pre-war 
diplomacy and a last attempt to restore some form of deterrence, rather 
than as the start of an attempt to resolve matters by military means. 
This would be no time for gestures, experiments, and half-measures. The 
most explicit Soviet treatment of nuclear employment in the European 
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theatre, Colonel A. A. Sidorenko's The Offensive (1970), suggested that 
the first employment of nuclear weapons, whatever the state of fighting 
with conventional armaments, would mark a dramatic shift in the char-
acter of the war. 'In the case of their employment, nuclear weapons will 
become the main means for destroying the enemy in battle.'21 

If the US policy was designed only as a reaction to plausible opening 
nuclear shots from the USSR, then a Soviet proclivity for large strikes 
rendered it futile; if it was designed for opening shots for the US then it 
could be folly, for it would invite a massive Soviet response without gain-
ing any of the advantage of a first blow. To sustain the Schlesinger initia-
tive it was therefore necessary to find grounds for believing that the 
Soviet military could, conceivably, move in this direction. The only avail-
able grounds were the range of capabilities actually developed, the inter-
est in control mechanisms shown in the Soviet literature, and inferences 
from observation of Soviet military exercises. But no documentary evid-
ence could be found to support the proposition that, privately, Soviet 
thoughts might be moving in these directions. It is somewhat ironic to 
find an article by William Van Cleave which opened by deriding past US 
hopes of doctrinal convergence on the basis of mutual assured destruc-
tion, and closed straining to find evidence of a serious Soviet interest in 
the sort of selective targeting envisaged by Schlesinger. ('Soviet thought 
on nuclear warfare may be undergoing some refinement'.)22 

While the Soviet leaders could, in time, overcome their scepticism 
over selective targeting, despite these sorts of stylized and subtle 
exchanges being at variance with predispositions towards uninhibited 
expression of raw power, their initial negative reaction cast doubt upon 
what might be achieved by limited strikes. 

Possible objectives could be divided into those which sought to 
remind the enemy of the dangers of continuing with his aggression by 
capitalizing on fears of the destructive potential of the bomb, and those 
which sought to exploit the innate qualities of nuclear weapons by 
attacking targets of high military value. With the first set of objectives 
all that might be necessary was to explode one nuclear warhead on some 
enemy target. The problems here would be connected with ensuring 
that the enemy understood the message one was trying to convey. The 
willingness to use nuclear weapons would be apparent, but the enemy 
might conclude that the feebleness of the attack demonstrated cow-
ardice in pushing the matter too far rather than the exercise of con-
trolled restraint. Nor could one guarantee that the attack would be 
experienced as restraint. This might be because of confusion in the 
enemy's HQ over what had actually happened in some distant region 
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(from which, in the aftermath of nuclear explosion, communications 
would be far from perfect) or greater damage being actually caused than 
expected (because, for example, of fallout). Even if properly understood, 
the enemy might not be able to respond in kind because of the quality 
of weapons or the target structure. These difficulties would also apply in 
the case of a limited first attack by the USSR. What constituted a 
response in kind? A similar number of casualties, an explosion of similar 
yield, a delivery vehicle of similar type, or a target of equivalent signifi-
cance and value (a regional capital or a naval base)? There were certain 
attacks for which there could be no responses in kind. For example, it is 
arguable that the most likely Soviet 'limited' strike would be against tar-
gets in Western Europe to disrupt the cohesion of NATO; attacks on the 
non-USSR Warsaw Pact could not have a similar effect. 

A greater source of difficulty in keeping exchanges limited would be the 
temptation to gain military advantage in the attack. In the elaboration 
of the Schlesinger doctrine it became apparent that three military objec-
tives would be germane: (a) aid to conventional forces engaged in major 
fighting, probably in Europe; (b) destruction of remaining enemy strat-
egic forces to limit further damage; and (c) attainment of effective milit-
ary superiority at a particular point in the escalation ladder (escalation 
dominance). To attain each of these objectives would require sizeable 
strikes. 

Options for a European war 

The first of these contingencies, a conventional war at a worrisome 
stage, represented the basic NATO problem and much of the Schlesinger 
doctrine could be seen as yet another attempt to solve it. The RAND tra-
dition pointed in this direction rather than towards limited strikes, 
which Wohlstetter described as 'devoid of political context' and as 
ignoring the likelihood 'that each side would have powerful incentives 
to select targets for their military significance in relation to a continuing 
conventional war. These targets would not be abstract counters to be 
exchanged in a game of nuclear checkers where each player demon-
strates his "resolve".'23 

When pressed for scenarios, Schlesinger frequently mentioned an 
attack on Western Europe. In an interview with Laurence Martin, he 
stressed the importance of 'coupling' US nuclear forces to the defence of 
Europe and identified it as a major reason behind the change in doc-
trine.24 Schlesinger made it clear that he would consider first use of 
nuclear weapons to fulfil Alliance obligations, which he distinguished 
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from initiating a war in a surprise first strike. The sort of targets often 
specified - airfields, submarine bases, oil fields and railway marshalling 
yards - were of obvious military relevance. The whole emphasis on 
nuclear weapons as precise instruments of low collateral damage, rather 
than being blunt and crude weapons of mass destruction, encouraged 
this sort of target structure. Such strikes would need to be related to the 
situation on the ground. While nuclear use might be the easiest of all at 
sea, with no collateral damage to worry about, this would be of little 
help to a hard-pressed army commander being pushed back to the 
Channel. 

The question of whether new technologies could be used to improve 
NATO's overall defensive position was first considered in the 1970s in 
the context of innovations in conventional weapons. Developments in 
the ability to find, track, identify, target, and destroy enemy units, from 
any distance and with great precision, at all times of day and in all 
weather, raised hope that forces configured essentially for defensive pur-
poses would benefit from these new technologies and so be able to hold 
back a much larger invading force. Some engagements during the later 
stages of the Vietnam War and, more impressively, during the Yom 
Kippur War of October 1973, convinced many that aircraft and tanks 
were being made virtually obsolete by precision weapons. This enthusi-
asm dampened somewhat with the growing awareness of opportunities 
for counter-measures, the possibilities for the exploitation of the new 
technologies in offensive tactics, and problems in the actual organiza-
tion of forces to operate with and against these weapons. 

The hope, shared by Schlesinger, was that these new conventional 
weapons would raise the nuclear threshold. Often using similar argu-
ments to McNamara, he spoke of 'the gradual evolution towards increas-
ing stress on the conventional components, a dimunition of the threat 
of recourse to nuclear weapons'.25 

To the surprise of some, this hope did not cause the same ructions 
within the Alliance as had McNamara's push for the conventional 
option. This was because of a conscious desire to avoid the arguments of 
the 1960s, the more qualified claims made by the Americans, and the fact 
that the Europeans managed to convince themselves that this sort of 
option was both effective (as shown in October 1973) and relatively inex-
pensive. However the Europeans showed no inclination to over-exert 
themselves in mapping out a new NATO strategy and, as it became appar-
ent that the new technologies were of benefit without making a radical 
difference (except at a high cost), the enthusiasm waned and they con-
tented themselves with extremely incremental force improvements. 
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The question of the impact of both new conventional and nuclear 
technologies for the defence of Europe came together with renewed con-
sideration of tactical nuclear weapons. Here again Schlesinger encour-
aged modernization of an arsenal that was large but obsolete,26 again 
with the aim of controlling the level of violence in any conflict. As a 
topic for concerted intellectual effort, nuclear weapons based in the 
European theatre had been lying fallow for many years. The position 
reached in the 1960s was that the Europeans welcomed the presence of 
these shorter-range systems at the front line as a direct link between the 
defence of the continent and American nuclear forces, but there was 
very little idea as to how they could be put to good use in an actual con-
flict. The political pressure would be to delay use; and the weapons were 
of disproportionate yield for the tasks they might be expected to per-
form and so would cause immense collateral damage in the territory 
being defended. 

In keeping with the general mood reflected by Schlesinger, there were 
a number of schemes put forward for the modernization of this arsenal, 
all with the aim of making its employment more precise and less dam-
aging to those being defended, and thus more credible for deterrence. 
More than other sets of programmes relevant to the new doctrine, this 
occasioned a political row within NATO, which posed (with a number of 
more diversionary questions) the difficult question of how much one 
did wish to make nuclear use easier, weighing increments of credibility 
against the danger of premature moves towards the holocaust. The 
answer to this question was beyond the competence of a technical 
strategist - it was a political question over what was feared most -
nuclear war or the Soviet Union. 

The debate was triggered somewhat accidentally. One of the new 
'tailored' nuclear munitions (the 'neutron bomb') enhanced radiation 
effects and reduced the others. It was designed to disable tank crews, and 
it became the subject of controversy in 1976 and 1977 after it had been 
misleadingly characterized as a weapon that killed people and left prop-
erty intact. As one that stressed rather than minimized the singularly 
nuclear effect of radiation it was an unfortunate advertisement for a 
strategy that aimed to use nuclear weapons interchangeably with their 
conventional counterparts. The public unease in Europe with this 
weapon demonstrated that the special fears aroused by any nuclear 
weapon, and the consequent impediments to their use in a crisis, could 
not be resolved simply by greater tailoring. The debate, in which both 
sides exaggerated the extent to which this innovation would make 
nuclear weapons 'easier' to use (their use in quantity would still be 
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exceptionally unpleasant for the local population and could well trigger 
an unlimited Soviet response), left the whole matter as unresolved 
as ever.27 

A related problem was another collection of systems, hitherto ignored 
because they were of little relevance to either close combat or intercon-
tinental exchanges. These were longer-range systems for 'rear-echelon' 
attacks (which might include reserve forces or communication systems) 
but which could also be directed against the cities of the Warsaw Pact or, 
from the other side, against the European segment of NATO. 
Furthermore, the Soviet modernization priorities appeared to be focused 
on weapons of this range, of which the USSR in any case enjoyed a pre-
ponderance, rather than on its short-range systems, which remained 
large in yield and 'dirty' in effects, mocking any Western ideas of keep-
ing a two-sided nuclear war in Europe 'clean' and confined to military 
targets. 

The conceptual framework available to NATO for dealing with the 
questions of employment of nuclear weapons in the European theatre 
was inadequate and far less elaborate than that for dealing with central 
systems. The connection between mutual capabilities for intercontinen-
tal attacks on the cities of the super-powers (strategic) and intermediate-
to-short-range attacks on military targets within Europe (theatre or 
tactical) broke down both with explicit moves, supported by 
Schlesinger, to use 'strategic' weapons to attack military targets related 
to a European battle, and the growing awareness of the vulnerability of 
European cities to weapons based in the continent, hitherto ignored or 
classified as 'tactical'. (To a German, practically any nuclear weapon is 
potentially 'strategic' in its consequences.) 

The link between the US nuclear forces and the defence of Europe, 
which dominated European perceptions of the issue, might well be 
strengthened by extending the direct value of US strategic forces to 
fighting on NATO's central front. On the other hand, a renewed stress 
on systems based in Europe as strategic threats to the USSR, with even 
talk of a 'Euro-strategic' balance separate from the central strategic bal-
ance, might weaken the link. It would seem that an important feature of 
Schlesinger's approach was to take the first of these routes, so enhancing 
the credibility of the US nuclear guarantee. Yet the impact of this move 
was undermined by the growing willingness of the Europeans them-
selves, particularly the Germans, to move in exactly the opposite direc-
tion. This went against precedent and against notions of the 
'indivisibility of deterrence'. It was assumed that threats uniquely 
directed against Western Europe deserved, in part, a uniquely European 
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response. The reasons for this were complex; the consolidation of strategic 
parity in SALT had focused attention on asymmetries lower down the 
line which were compounded by the growing obsolescence of NATO's 
long-range theatre forces when compared with the modernization of 
Soviet forces. The consequence was that Western Europeans were not 
convinced that new targeting options for US ICBMs (or even for the 32 
Poseidon SLBMs assigned to SACEUR) were sufficiently credible to fully 
deter a set of limited contingencies specifically related to the European 
theatre. 

In December 1979 NATO eventually decided to deploy 572 American 
medium-range ballistic and cruise missiles on European soil. The feature 
of the decision that aroused the most satisfaction was that it had been 
made at all, given the domestic political difficulties it caused in a num-
ber of member states. The substance of the decision was to establish a 
distinctive regional response to the modernization of Soviet missiles 
designed solely for European use, without denying the essential link 
between the defence of Europe and American strategic forces. Thus, 
though American-owned and manned, the forces were to be ground-
based so as to make their activation in the face of a Soviet advance cred-
ible. There were to be sufficient missiles to make a difference, but not so 
many as to suggest that they could fully satisfy NATO's nuclear needs 
without involving the rest of the American nuclear arsenal.28 

ICBM vulnerability 

Schlesinger did not succeed in steering the US strategic debate away 
from consideration of large-scale nuclear exchanges between the super-
powers and towards analysis of their direct relevance to any land battle 
in Europe. This was not surprising. Super-power strategic relations had 
become a highly charged political issue because of SALT. The concepts of 
first and second strikes had taken root and provided the frame of refer-
ence for the public debate on strategic forces since the late 1950s. The 
fact that the US had accepted an obligation to possibly employ its 
nuclear arsenal on behalf of its allies if they were suffering a conven-
tional invasion was less well understood, and often only alluded to 
somewhat cryptically by senior US officials (except at NATO gatherings). 
Even when this issue was understood, it was normally felt that the state 
of the strategic balance would determine the US response to a crisis in 
Europe. 

Finally, as Schlesinger sought to justify the creation of new American 
options by pointing to their acquisition in the Soviet Union, it was the 
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growth in counter-force capabilities embodied in their large force of 
large ICBMs, to which he directed attention. It was to the deteriorating 
balance in counter-force capabilities upon which Henry Kissinger (when 
out of office) in a celebrated speech to an orthodox, and consequently 
somewhat distressed, NATO audience, based his assertion that it was no 
longer possible to offer the assurances which he, with his predecessors 
and successors, had regularly provided, of an 'undiminished American 
military commitment'.29 

The main scenario which came to dominate the debate was an attack 
by USSR ICBMs against US missile silos, effectively eliminating the 
ICBM force, when by contrast a similar US attack on Soviet silos would 
be far less complete. Colin Gray claimed that the question of what to do 
about this growing vulnerability of fixed-site, land-based missile forces 
would, in the 1980s, be 'the question of the decade'. The loss of one leg 
of the strategic triad would be 'an event so momentous that its anticipa-
tion should be the occasion for a fundamental review of strategic doc-
trine'.30 Of course, a change in strategic doctrine was needed to make 
the event 'momentous', for under established concepts the hypothetical 
'loss' of this leg in a surprise attack was more than compensated for by 
the other two legs (bombers and SLBMs) which, even somewhat 
depleted themselves, would still be capable of delivering a powerful 
retaliatory blow. When, in the mid-1960s, Pentagon planners had first 
begun to consider the possible vulnerability of the Minuteman ICBM 
force, the most natural reaction seemed to be to strengthen the 'surviv-
able' submarine-based missile force. In 1969 the Nixon Administration 
first identified the ICBM vulnerability issue as a central problem, for 
which it was offering the Safeguard ABM system as a solution. Melvin 
Laird then conceded that it only really mattered because the rest of the 
triad might also become vulnerable.31 

This argument proved difficult to sustain, as did Laird's central 
contention that the Minuteman force might be vulnerable by the 
mid-1970s. Nevertheless, the simple arithmetic of MIRVing, combined 
with the large size of Soviet warheads, meant that there was a good 
chance that this threat would develop one day. Meanwhile the attack by 
liberal arms controllers on the advanced US MIRVing programme as 
destabilizing because of its counter-force (taken to be synonymous with 
first strike) implications helped to create a climate in which MIRVed 
ICBMs held in quantity by either side were seen as profoundly disturb-
ing. The eventual Soviet development of MIRVs in 1974, after a number 
of false alarms, meant that, for the rest of the decade, the evolving vul-
nerability of Minuteman could be charted and its nadir projected, usually 
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at some point in the first half of the 1980s, in a manner similar to intel-
ligence calculations of the first years of the cold war on the imminent 
'year of maximum danger'.32 

Senator Jackson, as he berated the SALT I Treaty in mid-19 72 for doing 
nothing to prevent this threat, explained why it was in fact threatening. 
He acknowledged the capacity to retaliate as required by assured 
destruction concepts after a Soviet attack against US ICBM and bomber 
bases but he felt that Soviet forces left in reserve would then present an 
even more fearful threat. The US President would have only one option: 
to annihilate Russian cities, 'knowing full well, however, that the 
Russians could strike back at our populated centers far more effectively, 
killing more people, virtually wiping out our population'. This possibil-
ity might undermine deterrence because the Russians 'might conclude 
that no American President would order such a move'.33 

Jackson put the problem as one of a balance of forces after the Soviet 
surprise attack, in which there was a Soviet advantage in counter-city 
capabilities. In the same hearings, William Van Cleave began the shift 
in the terms of reference of the debate away from that of assured 
destruction towards theories of escalation dominance, in which the key 
question was the burden of responsibility for escalating to higher levels 
of violence: 

[I]nstead of the simple model of aggressive Soviet first strike and US 
retaliation, we may face a situation where the Soviets could strike first 
and still retain their own assured destruction retaliatory force, leaving 
the United States in a position of being the initiator of nuclear war 
against civilian populace and the Soviet Union being in the position 
of retaliator.34 

By the end of the decade, this scenario had become established as real 
and serious, with the associated concept of escalation dominance. Colin 
Gray used this term in a 1978 explication of the danger, perhaps reflect-
ing the influence of Herman Kahn who had developed the concept in 
the early 1960s and in whose Hudson Institute Gray was now residing: 

On current trends in the strategic balance, an American President 
should, prudently, be deterred from initiating strategic nuclear 
employment; should he proceed nonetheless, the war would very 
likely terminate after an almost wholly counter-military exchange 
(which the Soviet Union should win unequivocally) because the 
United States could not possibly secure an improved war outcome by 
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initiating attacks against Soviet industry and (through relocation) 
population.35 

As only ICBMs were really suitable for counter-force attacks on enemy 
ICBMs, the fear was that, using only about one-third of its force to 
destroy US ICBMs, the USSR would deprive the President of the option 
of responding in kind. All that he could do would be to attack softer 
targets, destructive of life and property, but of less military significance, 
thus inviting retaliation against American cities. Moreover, after the 
attack envisaged in this scenario, the Soviet Union would be left with 
a far greater capacity for engaging in counter-value strikes, so making it 
an even more unattractive option.36 

How realistic was this scenario? Even if it is assumed that a force with 
the requisite number of warheads of the requisite accuracy and yield was 
available at combat readiness in the USSR, and the Soviet leadership had 
been convinced that it was of sufficient reliability to perform efficiently 
in all departments, a perplexing risk calculus would then have to be 
faced. The first question would be of the undoubted American capacity 
to launch its ICBMs on warning of an attack. There have been strong 
indications, as we have noted, that this is what Soviet planners believe 
that they would do, faced with a similar attack. It became conventional 
wisdom in the US to caution against relying on warning systems and 
making retaliatory decisions in twenty minutes, preferring to 'ride out' 
attacks so that their extent and significance could be properly evaluated. 
However, the option was never explicitly ruled out and, as anxiety over 
ICBM vulnerability increased, so did the Administration's ambiguity on 
this matter.37 

Even if it were felt that a full-blooded US retaliation would not be 
automatic, the Russians could not at all be sure that their attack would 
be experienced as a solely counter-force effort, thus putting pressure on 
the US President, when considering his retaliatory options, to search for 
something as patently restrained. If the Soviet first strike was of a size 
large enough to significantly reduce US retaliatory options, then it 
would result in massive casualties on the North American continent. 
The extent of the casualties would depend on a number of factors, such 
as prevailing weather conditions or warheads going astray quite uncon-
trollably. American estimates suggested that they could easily be of the 
order of 10 million dead, perhaps as high as 20 million. More important, 
in estimating prompt casualties, insufficient attention was being paid to 
the longer-term disruption of societies with impaired fuel supply, com-
munications and agriculture, and, presumably, somewhat traumatized 
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by their 'limited' experience of nuclear war. A Soviet attack on the US in 
mid-summer might cause fewer casualties than one in winter, because 
the winds would be calmer and so the distribution of fallout would be 
moderate; however, if the US response, at comparable numbers of mega-
tons, made it impossible to gather the harvest in the USSR the conse-
quences for Soviet society could be devastating.38 

The idea that attacks of this sort could be considered a limited 'surgi-
cal' attack had no reference to anything within human experience, only 
to a knowledge that it could be worse. Up to 1975, all the wars of 
America's two centuries had resulted in deaths of fewer than 1,200,000. 
An attack on US ICBMs would be an immoderate act, that could not 
deserve a moderate reaction. The President, in response, might be paral-
ysed with fear and horror, or stirred into a ferocious retaliation. That 
fallible and unpredictable human beings might be faced with such a 
choice has always been the fundamental uncertainty upon which 
nuclear deterrence has depended. 

The same loss of perspective on the human meaning of nuclear 
attacks appeared with the concern over a comparative Soviet advantage 
in counter-value capabilities after this first Soviet volley, when absolute 
US capabilities could still destroy the USSR as a viable society39 

In explaining why the growing Soviet counter-force capability was a 
matter of real concern, Schlesinger accepted that it would not produce 
'anything approximate to a disarming first strike against the United 
States': 

But such a development could bring into question our ability to 
respond to attacks in a controlled, selective, and deliberate fashion. It 
could also give the Soviets a capability that we ourselves would lack, 
and it could bring into question the sense of equality that the princi-
ples of Vladivostok so explicitly endorse. Worst of all, it could arouse 
precisely the fears and suspicions that our arms control efforts are 
designed to dispel.40 

The loss of command and control facilities would be the only sort of 
truly limited attack relevant to the first of these concerns. If only a portion 
of Minuteman ICBMs were destroyed then sufficient would remain for a 
suitably selected response; if all Minuteman ICBMs were destroyed then 
this would not necessarily create conditions conducive to a controlled 
and selected response. These conditions in fact could be varied by moving 
relevant bases closer to or further from centres of population. The 
question was whether one wanted to discourage this sort of escalation 
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dominance by deliberately blurring (even more) the distinctions 
between different stages in the process of escalation, or whether one 
wanted to increase the enemy's pure counter-force options on the 
grounds that if there were to be a nuclear war it would be preferable if it 
could be fought in this sort of manner! 

Equally, the proper response was considered not just to reduce vulner-
ability (for example by a move out to sea) but to increase counter-force 
capabilities to match those of the adversary. If the aim was to increase 
the possibilities for both sides to engage in pure counter-force attacks, 
then over-eagerness to protect forces could be as destabilizing! It would 
not be possible for both sides to have nothing but an invulnerable 
counter-force capability. A counter-force race could tend to this, 
although both would probably end up with a 'modern' missile force on 
each side, mobile, MIRVed with excellent accuracy against hard targets, 
and a vulnerable fixed-site ICBM force. But counter-force attacks which 
could not eliminate the most modern segment of the enemy's force 
would presumably be only of marginal value, and so the scenarios of 
controlled and selective strikes become even more dubious! 

However, the main sources of anxiety exhibited by the Schlesinger 
quotation above appeared to be derived more from notions of essential 
equivalence than escalation dominance. If major asymmetry was per-
ceived in counter-force capabilities of a sort that could be used to the 
Soviet advantage, then, however implausible the actual scenario when 
examined closely, it might influence attitudes. Repetition of concern 
that such perceptions might develop could become self-fulfilling. These 
perceptions did not develop independently but were shaped largely by 
the pronouncements of authoritative Americans. Most Europeans, for 
example, relied on US sources for their information and ideas on the 
state of the strategic balance. 

As the 1970s progressed, the conventional wisdom became one of 
alarm over the increasing vulnerability of ICBMs. This was considered 
a matter of enormous significance, such that the Americans would only 
feel comfortable in offering, and Western Europe (and Japan) in accept-
ing, a nuclear guarantee if the situation were remedied at once. By the 
end of the decade large amounts of money were being allocated to the 
best available remedy, the MX ICBM, which would, at the same time, 
enhance both counter-force options and survive the worst the Russians 
could offer - once the most appropriate form of mobility had been 
chosen from a number of singularly unpromising schemes. 

The attention devoted to this matter could be taken as a reflection 
more of the crisis in American self-confidence and confusion over what 
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made deterrence 'work' than any serious movement in the military 
balance. In 1980, the fact that ICBM vulnerability provided the greatest 
cause for concern, could be taken as a symptom of the underlying 
stability of the strategic balance. 

The political science of nuclear strategy 

Yet the question of how nuclear weapons could be used in war remained 
and continued to nag at responsible officials as well as academic strat-
egists. Once one openly admitted that the nuclear arsenal was unlikely 
ever to be activated then the deterrent lost all credibility. If weapons had 
to be designed for operational use then some sort of guidance was 
necessary, which required stating a preference for one form of nuclear 
employment against another. 

The difficulty in avoiding targeting issues can be illustrated by the 
Carter Administration. At the start of his Administration, President 
Carter displayed a marked aversion to nuclear weapons, toyed with ideas 
of minimum deterrence, and dismissed notions of limited nuclear war. 
In 1979 his Secretary of Defense, Harold Brown, provided a sceptical 
assessment of the possibility of controlled counterforce exchanges: 

[C]ounterforce and damage-limiting campaigns have been put 
forward as the nuclear equivalents of traditional warfare. But their 
proponents find it difficult to tell us what objectives an enemy would 
seek in launching such campaigns, how these campaigns would end, 
or how any resulting symmetries could be made meaningful.41 

Despite these doubts there was a continual search during the Carter 
Administration for a set of satisfactory targeting options. The military 
had been converted to the idea under Schlesinger, much of the relevant 
technology was in hand and there was nothing in the development 
of the Soviet force structure to suggest that they completely ruled out 
limited nuclear war. It was decided to maintain and then refine the 
targeting guidelines developed under Schlesinger. 

The key innovation was to begin to think in terms of limited strikes 
against political and economic targets rather than solely against military 
targets. A major (but largely futile) effort was put into assessing 
economic recovery so as to maximize the long-term impact of attacks on 
economic targets.42 This approach was open to the objection that a 
military victory would provide access to what was left of the world 
economy. There was also an interest in destroying targets of particular 
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political importance to the Soviet leaders and those relevant to the 
control over their country. 

In July 1980 President Carter approved Presidential Directive 59 
which aimed to improve deterrence by improving the capacity for a pro-
longed but limited nuclear war. The prime targets would be those 'the 
Soviet leadership values most - its military forces and its own ability to 
maintain control after a war starts'. Part of the plan would be to find 
Soviet leaders in their bunkers. The ability to fight a prolonged war 
would be maintained by a 'secure strategic reserve', that is invulnerable 
missiles that would not be employed in the early stages. The plan would 
be flexible enough to allow for retargeting based on information from 
such sources as surveillance satellites on the course of the war.43 

Thus more and more flexibility was built into the system. The 
concentration was on the first faltering steps into a nuclear war rather 
than on the conclusion. The political objective remained unclear: if the 
aim was to affect the course of a conventional military conflict already 
under way, why prolong matters and keep strikes limited? If the aim was 
to demonstrate resolve while still holding out the possibility of a nego-
tiated settlement, would it be wise to target the Soviet leadership for if it 
were destroyed who could issue the orders to stop firing and with whom 
would one negotiate? What happened if Soviet strategy followed its 
traditional approach of doggedly attacking the West's war-making 
capacities while protecting its own, accepting the unavoidability of a 
terrible war of attrition, without wasting time on tentative gestures or 
subtle manoeuvres? 

Some outside government, not content solely with devising a 
remotely plausible operational plan, suggested that an attack specifically 
directed against the Soviet political culture could actually bring victory. 
Thus Colin Gray and Keith Payne wrote: 

The USSR with its gross overcentralization of authority ... should be 
highly vulnerable to such an attack. The Soviet Union might cease to 
function if its security agency, the KGB were severely crippled. If the 
Moscow bureaucracy could be eliminated, damaged, or isolated, the 
USSR might disintegrate into anarchy... ,44 

Somehow it was assumed that the Soviet command structure was so 
fragile that once the leaders were removed the Strategic Rocket Forces 
would immediately cease to function, or that the Soviet leaders did not 
already feel that a nuclear war threatened their political position, or that 
an American President who announced such a strategy would be seen to 
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have a more credible deterrent available than one who merely reminded 
the Soviet Union of the incalculable consequences of any super-power 
confrontation. 

The debate had thus come full circle, back to the crude political 
science of early airpower theorists, such as Douhet and Fuller, who 
believed that strategic bombardment could detach the elite from the 
mass and thus cause swift social breakdown, and by implication the ces-
sation of military operations. When we even try to imagine how soldiers 
and statesmen will cope with the stress of the opening shots of a nuclear 
war, and start to choose from the vast array of options offered to them, 
we can see how difficult it is to imagine the political and psychological 
state of the societies they represent, or the futility of banking on an abil-
ity to find some flaw in the adversary's political structure before he has 
time to do his worst. 

This legion of uncertainties ought to have created a common humility -
to be so much in the dark with so much at stake. Unfortunately the frus-
tration with this predicament led many strategists to show astonishing 
confidence in their own nostrums, combined with vindictiveness 
against those who differed. 

The question of what happens if deterrence fails is vital for the 
intellectual cohesion and credibility of nuclear strategy. A proper answer 
requires more than the design of means to wage nuclear war in a wide 
variety of ways, but something sufficiently plausible to appear as a tol-
erably rational course of action which has a realistic chance of leading to 
a satisfactory outcome. No operational nuclear strategy had yet been 
devised that did not carry an enormous risk of degenerating into a 
bloody contest of resolve or a furious exchange of devastating and 
crippling blows against the political and economic centres of the indus-
trialized world. In 1981 the Reagan Administration made a final attempt 
to square the circle. 



26 
The Reagan Administration and 
the Great Nuclear Debate 

From the second cold war to the second detente 

At the start of the 1980s, the international system was passing through 
a stormy period. A run of mini-crises exhausted the scenarios dreamed 
up by strategists to give verisimilitude to war-games and exercises in cri-
sis management - the death of Tito in Yugoslavia, the collapse of a major 
American ally in the Gulf and subsequent retribution against the United 
States by a new militant leadership, a vicious war between two oil-
producing states, a Soviet move into a hitherto non-aligned country, 
a major challenge to communist rule in Eastern Europe, the collapse 
of arms control negotiations, the election of a hard-line President in the 
United States. 

The ascendant view in Washington was that after years of accumulat-
ing military strength the Soviet behemoth was at last on the move. The 
invasion of Afghanistan, following closely on the less direct interven-
tions in Angola and Ethiopia, was taken as confirmation of a dangerous 
new stage in East-West relations. The Carter Administration had spent 
its last, troubled year identifying new areas of vital American interest, 
boycotting the Olympic games, encouraging rearmament and devising a 
new nuclear doctrine. Nevertheless, Carter still nurtured a lingering 
hope that, having demonstrated resolve, constructive relations could be 
re-established with the Soviet Union. In 1981 he was succeeded by a 
leader taken from the right of the American political spectrum, who was 
apparently convinced of the need to prepare for a decisive showdown 
with the Soviet Union. It appeared as if the world was moving into a 
'second cold war'. 

378 
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During the years of the Reagan Presidency, there was plenty of super-
power acrimony - especially over the shooting down of a stray Korean 
airliner by Soviet air defences in September 1983. At various times, the 
Reagan Administration sought to tighten up the embargo on the export 
of strategic goods to communist countries, impose sanctions in response 
to martial rule in Poland, and gain release from arms control obligations. 
The President spoke of consigning the Soviet Union to the ash-can of 
history, just as two decades earlier Nikita Khruschev had promised to 
'bury the West'. (In both cases confidence in the adversary's eventual 
historical collapse reflected its likely ideological rather than military 
failings; in both cases the adversary interpreted the remarks in a less 
generous light; only in Reagan's case was it correct.) 

The ideological competition became intense during the 1980s. Perhaps 
the internal pressures for reform of the Soviet system constituted a 
de facto concession of defeat. Certainly the Reagan Administration's 
combative instincts were tempered by the lack of enthusiasm in Moscow 
for a fight. With the leadership sobered by frustrating experiences in 
Africa and Afghanistan there were no Soviet adventures in the 1980s 
comparable to those of the previous decade. Moscow appeared content 
for the United States to draw political fire for its interventions in Central 
America and the Middle East, while keeping a determinedly low profile 
for itself. The Soviet leadership saw benefit in appearing as the voice of 
openness and sweet reason. 

So despite an unpromising start, the 1980s were survived without 
evident difficulty and indeed without great finesse. Despite some tense 
moments and harsh language, fingers never moved close to the nuclear 
button. Fortunately exceptional diplomatic skill and cool judgment 
turned out to be less critical than might have been feared. 

By the last years of the decade the most intriguing questions concerned 
the nature and extent of the political transformation of the Soviet Union. 
After Mikhail Gorbachev took over in early 1985 he embarked upon 
a courageous programme of reconstruction (Perestroika) and openness 
(Glasnost).1 Western leaders watched sympathetically, wondering if 
the 'Gorbachev effect' would turn out to be anything more than surface-
deep, and then possibly be reversed as the old guard fought back, 
or whether they really wanted the Soviet Union to be turned into 
a dynamic, modern economy. There was some, but not conclusive, evid-
ence of a relaxation in the fundamentals of Soviet power in the post-war 
world - the pervasive influence of the Communist Party, the close con-
trol of Eastern Europe and predominant military power around the 
periphery of the USSR. The evidence was sufficient for President Reagan 
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himself, despite all that he had said and done in the early days of his 
Administration, to start to establish a working relationship with 
Gorbachev: this resulted in a flurry of four summits and one major arms 
control treaty. The political context in which the theories of nuclear 
strategy had been developed and nurtured was showing signs of change. 

There has been a persistent tension in Western debate over the 
post-war period as to whether it was more important to worry about 
the 'Soviet threat' than the 'nuclear threat'. At the start of the decade 
this tension was unusually sharp, with protest movements in all 
Western countries challenging the Reagan Administration's conviction 
that most of the world's security problems could be traced to Moscow. 
The resultant debate forced into the open many of the particular dilem-
mas of nuclear strategy and gave strength to those who argued that this 
dilemma could only be resolved by measures of radical disarmament -
multilateral if possible but unilateral if necessary. As East-West relations 
relaxed it was a natural assumption that the time had come to do 
something about the nuclear threat. 

Nuclear disarmament had provided a stock of diplomatic pieties for 
forty years. It remains unusual for political leaders to take seriously the 
possibility of escape from something taken for granted by most of their 
profession. What was striking about the new Reagan-Gorbachev rela-
tionship was an apparent shared interest in taking these pieties seri-
ously. Many who had been known to utter these pieties themselves, 
especially in the governments of Western Europe, soon demonstrated 
that they remained more comfortable with the orthodoxies of NATO 
strategy. Their satisfaction with the status quo turned into a reluctance to 
tamper with one of its main pillars - nuclear deterrence. They consid-
ered it paradoxical and unwelcome that one of the consequences of 
improved East-West relations should be a readiness to eliminate the 
very condition that made it possible. The Administration's interest in 
radical disarmament was not made any more tolerable by the fact that it 
appeared as an over-correction to the equally exaggerated doctrines that 
governed the rearmament of the Administration's first years. 

It had begun with a determined effort to refine the instruments of 
nuclear deterrence to render them more credible. By its close it appeared 
prepared to abandon the whole exercise. This chapter will attempt to 
explain the character of this shift in nuclear policies. This may have 
been just another paradox in a generally paradoxical Administration but 
it created the conditions for the sudden but decisive move out of cold 
war antagonism at the end of the decade. There was a constant in the 
Reagan Administration: the desire to escape the nuclear dilemma - the 
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situation of dependence upon nuclear threats to achieve security when 
the implementation of these threats could well lead to mutual annihila-
tion. There are many means by which this escape might be achieved 
even though few are very promising. The Administration explored a 
number in a reasonably logical sequence. 

The rise of anti-nuclear protest 

Up to the late 1970s most sections of the public seemed to have grown 
accustomed to living with the 'bomb'. Public indifference combined 
with the experts' celebration over the taming of both the arms race and 
the great powers' worst tendencies towards conflict. Public and experts 
alike now paused to consider whether this achievement could endure. 
A generation that had never really had to face up to the meaning of 
nuclear war suddenly discovered the potential for mass destruction, 
carefully nurtured for so long. 

Certainly, to suggest in the early 1980s that the international system 
had adjusted to the nuclear age led to accusations of complacency. 
During this time, the fear of nuclear war exercised a powerful hold 
on the Western imagination. The first stirrings of a revival in anti-
nuclear protest had come during the arguments over the 'neutron 
bomb' (enhanced radiation weapons) in 1977-78. Calmed by President 
Carter's decision against deployment of these weapons, the protest 
movements began to grow rapidly in strength in the early 1980s. This 
followed NATO's more decisive approval in December 1979 of proposals 
to introduce 572 Tomahawk cruise and Pershing 2 ballistic missiles into 
five European countries. During the early 1980s the membership of the 
anti-nuclear movements grew, massive demonstrations were mounted 
in most European capitals, although with protest more evident in the 
north than the south of the continent.2 An intellectual climate devel-
oped in which the risk of nuclear war and its awful consequences should 
it occur was pushed to the fore. All this led to a vast literature and some 
notable movies. Political parties, especially those on the centre and left, 
began to find the nuclear issue extraordinarily troublesome and divisive, 
with the unilateralist inclinations of activists not so widely shared by 
electorates. 

The domestic political impact of the anti-nuclear movements was 
considerable. Although individual elements of the anti-nuclear move-
ment's platform had widespread appeal the package as a whole did not.3 

Left-of-centre parties found themselves torn between those supporting 
the old NATO orthodoxies and the new radicalism. As a result, rather 
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than sweeping to power on the basis of anti-nuclear sentiment the splits 
in these parties kept them out of government, which meant that policy 
in practice was framed by European governments who had little wish to 
tamper with NATO orthodoxy. 

Nonetheless they could not ignore the anxieties being recorded in 
opinion polls and reflected in public debate, and this required that they 
took questions of arms control more seriously than they might have 
otherwise been inclined to do, and also that they encouraged the 
Reagan Administration to offer a more moderate image than it seemed 
inclined to do. Furthermore, NATO orthodoxy had been allowed to 
develop without serious critical attention for so long that merely sub-
jecting it to public scrutiny could not help but raise awkward questions 
as to its internal consistency and strategic value. 

Although the anti-nuclear movement naturally stressed a moral abhor-
rence of weapons of mass destruction, and based its appeal on a fear of 
nuclear war, its leaders sought to broaden their support by building up a 
strategic case for rapid, and if necessary unilateral, disarmament. In con-
structing this case they drew attention to the concepts of limited nuclear 
options that had been influencing US policy-makers throughout the 
1970s, with special prominence being given to the more extreme ver-
sions of these concepts associated with figures such as Colin Gray and 
Edward Luttwak. The American debate on the future of nuclear strategy 
which had been developing among specialists in the 1970s spilled over 
into partisan European politics. Some views reflected in that debate and 
given full expression in the Reagan Administration appeared at best 
frivolous and at worst downright dangerous. Articles suggesting that 
'victory' was possible in a nuclear war were considered particularly 
sinister.4 Statements by President Reagan helped to fuel the fears.5 

This was then combined with a sense that under Reagan's leadership, 
and with East-West relations deteriorating, the United States was simply 
becoming too dangerous an ally. The December 1979 decision was 
interpreted as a move in the 'second cold war'.6 It may have been the 
sensation of a return to the bad old days of sharp East-West tension that 
provided the most powerful stimulant to the new protest movements. 

The political thrust of the critique was that the United States was 
setting up Europe to suffer the consequences of its global anti-communist 
crusade, and that the cruise and Pershing missiles were the chosen instru-
ment of this policy. This critique can be illustrated by a representative 
quote from E. P. Thompson, who had been influential in the first wave 
of nuclear protest in the late 1950s, and now became one of the leading 
voices of the new European Nuclear Disarmament (END) campaign. 
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European war is to be one 'choice' or 'option' for the United States 
strategists, although what might appear to be 'limited' on that side of 
the Atlantic might appear to be spasmodic and apocalyptical on this. 
The cruise missiles which are being set up in Western Europe are the 
hardware designed for exactly such a 'limited' war, and the nations 
which harbour them are viewed, in this strategy, as launching plat-
forms which are expendable in the interests of 'Western' defence.7 

As an interpretation of the motives behind the cruise missile programme 
this left something to be desired. Apart from anything else, these were 
unlikely instruments of limited nuclear war in that their range threatened 
Soviet territory, and there was no reason to believe that any war in 
which Soviet targets were being attacked could long stay limited.8 New 
peace research institutes, often with close links with the anti-nuclear 
movement, sponsored quite detailed studies of developments in 
military technology or the nuances of the military balance, and also 
came up with proposals for alternative strategies for defence based on 
conventional forces.9 

In addition to demonstrating that it took defence seriously, the 
anti-nuclear movement took care to avoid accusations of being pro-
Soviet, although that did not prevent the allegation that at the very least 
they served the Kremlin's interest.10 In many ways their specific 
demands required more of the Soviet Union than the United States, for 
in seeking the dissolution of the two alliances they challenged the Soviet 
position in Eastern Europe. Moscow did not therefore endorse the 
protest movements with the sort of enthusiasm that might have been 
expected, even though inevitably it was far better placed to resist their 
demands than Western governments. Although the direct influence on 
Western policy remained limited, and the movements themselves began 
to decline after 1983, the indirect influences were significant, both 
in terms of encouraging moves to ease the East-West confrontation 
through arms control, and in illuminating many of the problems 
associated with the logic of nuclear deterrence. 

The changing American climate 

The anti-nuclear movement in the United States gained momentum 
slightly later than its European counterpart, again in part a reaction to 
similar tendencies. The reaction took the form of the 'freeze' movement. 
The spark was a 'Call to Halt the Nuclear Arms Race' drafted by Randall 



384 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

Forsberg in April 1980. The attraction of the idea of the freeze was said 
to lie in its simplicity, requiring the super-powers to stop the production 
and testing of nuclear weapons without getting too bogged down in the 
complexities of arms control negotiations (although of course as it 
became necessary to turn the call for a freeze into practical policy the 
complexities reasserted themselves).11 

The American anti-nuclear movement operated within more con-
strained political limits than did that in Europe. A degree of political 
moderation was also wise in that, unlike in Europe where changes in 
government were required before fundamental policy changes could 
take place, there was always Congressional sentiment to play for, and 
'freeze' resolutions came close to success. 

Despite this pragmatic tendency, from the United States also came 
one of the most powerful anti-nuclear tracts of the period - Jonathan 
Schell's The Fate of the Earth. But in a sense this was the exception which 
proved the rule, for the policy conclusions were absolutist - world 
government - and within a couple of years had been abandoned by 
the author in return for an equally grand and equally impractical 
scheme but which this time was based upon, instead of transcending, 
the sovereignty of states.12 

The power of Schell's writing was based on his vivid and disturbing 
descriptions of the physical, human and social consequences of nuclear 
war. In 1983 some scientific backing was given to apocalyptical concerns 
as to the consequences of nuclear war by the publication of an article by 
Carl Sagan, describing the conclusions of work by himself and col-
leagues on the 'Global atmospheric consequences of nuclear war'. Sagan 
wrote of 'climatic catastrophe and cascading biological devastation'.13 

Further analysis suggested that while important problems had been 
raised, the 'nuclear winter' hypothesis was based on taking the extreme 
worst view on a number of areas of great uncertainty.14 It also became 
evident that few policy conclusions could be drawn from the hypo-
thesis.15 Nor was it necessarily the case that the likelihood of 'nuclear 
winter' and the obliteration of the human species was required to make 
the prospect of nuclear war horrific. Even the most limited of nuclear 
exchanges would involve widespread death and destruction. Public 
opinion was probably more impressed by the smaller-scale but insidious 
consequences of the accident at the Chernobyl nuclear reactor in the 
Soviet Union in April 1986, which demonstrated the difficulties of 
confining the effects of nuclear detonations to one particular locality. 

The sensitivity to the evils of nuclear war created a political climate of 
unease with dependence on nuclear weapons. This helped give an edge 
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to the more narrowly focused policy debates. The most important focal 
point for those grappling with the moral dimension was the drafting of 
a pastoral letter on the subject by the American National Conference of 
Catholic Bishops. What was significant about the letter itself was that in 
seeking to reconcile nuclear deterrence with their ethical principles the 
bishops eventually concluded that it was permissible to own nuclear 
weapons for purposes of deterrence but improper to use them.16 The 
significance of the bishops' pastoral letter was not in the quality of its 
reasoning or its conclusions but in throwing the fundamental dilemma 
of nuclear policy into such stark relief.17 

In the ensuing debate, the critics of the bishops charged either that 
they had missed the higher moral necessity of opposing communism, 
or that they had missed the opportunity to endorse nuclear systems 
that were more in tune with the injunction of the just war theory to 
distinguish between combatants and non-combatants.18 Others were 
less worried as to whether nuclear deterrence could be made to conform 
to timeless ethical principles and more concerned with whether a 
prudent policy was being followed.19 

To prevail or countervail 

The alternative methods of escape from the nuclear dilemma are either 
to transform nuclear threats so that they do not imply mutual annihila-
tion or to stop making them altogether and obtain security through 
non-nuclear means. For those advocating either alternative, threatening 
mass destruction is intolerable. This is deemed immoral and repugnant, 
with little strategic logic and inspired only by a spirit of vengeance. 
Dissatisfaction with mutual assured destruction was thus shared by both 
the anti-nuclear movement and conservatives. 

By and large the ascendant strategic view during the 1970s had been 
conservative. With the victory of Reagan in the November 1980 
election the conservatives now had their opportunity to shape nuclear 
strategy in accordance with the ideas developed during the previous 
decade. Many of the veterans of the Committee on the Present Danger 
moved into positions of power and influence.20 It was now assumed that 
the policies devised during their period of opposition could now be put 
into practice. 

The new strategists derived their inspiration from the Soviet Union 
which provided both the threat against which it was necessary to 
prepare and a model of what could be achieved with a proper grasp of 
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strategy. Liberal confidence that in future crises the Soviet Union could 
be relied upon to be cautious was rebuffed. Soviet military writings did 
not follow Western pessimism as to the inevitability of mutual assured 
destruction. While the Soviet military recognized the risks of any war, 
they saw it as their duty to plan to fight to victory and had devised plans 
accordingly.21 Soviet strategic realism was contrasted unfavourably with 
the pusillanimity of the liberal old guard, provided the excuse for some 
fiery polemics and helped create the intellectual climate for the policy 
shifts proposed by the Administration. 

At the core of the new approach was the rediscovery of the 'operational 
art' - which, up to this point, had been lost somewhere between strategy 
and tactics. This was most obviously relevant to conventional warfare, 
during which the application of this art could produce the decisive 
campaign, a series of imaginative operations, skilfully executed, that 
could by itself determine the outcome of war. From this perspective the 
military establishment of the United States appeared not only uninspired 
but quite hopeless. From an operational perspective US performance dur-
ing the various limited post-1945 conflicts was not impressive. The milit-
ary was handicapped by inter-service rivalries, failures of command and 
a decline in the military art. The system was severely criticized for 
becoming geared to the procurement of highly complex, advanced 
weaponry and the management of a substantial budget. Old-fashioned 
generalship had been forgotten.22 The critics went on to warn that 
the Soviet Union had never allowed itself to forget the 'operational art' 
(the term itself was taken from the Soviet literature). Following further 
what was believed to be the Soviet example, it was argued that a revival 
of the operational art would require a move away from a simple reliance 
on attrition through concentrated firepower and towards greater aware-
ness of the potential of manoeuvre.23 The 'new strategists' toyed with 
the possible application of the operational art to the nuclear area, based 
on advances in the technologies of precision-guidance and small-yield 
warheads, and especially those of command and control. Thus they 
argued not only for a return to classical strategic thinking in the con-
ventional sphere, but also claimed that this should be achieved in the 
nuclear sphere. 

This approach was close to what was described in the previous chapter 
as the 'RAND tradition'. The influence of these ideas was evident in the 
Reagan Administration. They were carried into the Administration by 
such senior figures as Fred Ikle in the Pentagon and Paul Nitze as chief 
arms negotiator - though the latter acquired first by comparison and 
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then by deed a more moderate image.24 Albert Wohlstetter remained 
true to the basic approach he had adopted while at RAND in the late 
1950s.25 As co-chairman of a high-level Presidential Commission on 
Integrated Long-Term Strategy, he produced with Ikle a document 
towards the end of the Administration with a provocative message 
dimmed by the sense that the intellectual ground had now shifted once 
again.26 Herman Kahn, responsible for many of the key concepts and 
ideas favoured by the conservative strategists, reinterpreted his views for 
contemporary circumstances before he died in 1983.27 

As we have seen, conservative critics had argued during the 1970s that 
a strategy based on a nuclear bluff would soon be revealed as such and 
with disastrous results. The integrity of Western security required a con-
vincing answer to the question, 'What do we do if deterrence fails?' The 
continued inability to provide such an answer increased the chances 
that deterrence would indeed fail. If all that the United States could do 
was implement massive nuclear strikes against the Soviet Union then 
the strategy could have little credibility and virtually no morality. 

There had been a move away from the doctrine of mutual assured 
destruction in terms of declared changes in targeting policy during 
the 1970s: NSDM 242 as announced by Secretary of Defense James 
Schlesinger in early 1974, and PD59, announced by Secretary of Defense 
Harold Brown in June 1980. However, to use Brown's term, the change 
was justified as a countervailing strategy - in terms of the need to deny 
the Soviet Union a range of limited nuclear options rather than to 
develop these options for the United States.28 The Reagan Adminis-
tration sought to take this further. In a strategic modernization pro-
gramme announced in October 1981 the whole range of American 
nuclear capabilities was to be improved. 

The programmes of the Carter Administration were sustained. 
One hundred of the M-X ICBM (improbably and ineffectually renamed 
the Peacekeeper), were to be procured for interim basing in superhard-
ened silos. The Trident D-5 SLBM and air-launched cruise missile pro-
grammes were to be accelerated and sea-launched cruise missiles to be 
developed for use on submarines and ships. The B-1B bomber was rein-
stated, with 100 to be procured. The whole range of command, control, 
communications and intelligence capabilities was to be revamped in 
order to make it possible to manage nuclear operations at a far greater 
level of sophistication than had hitherto been possible.29 

Some idea of the form that these operations might take was indi-
cated in the defence guidance (leaked to the New York Times and 
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Washington Post) which stated that: 

Should deterrence fail and strategic nuclear war with the USSR occur, 
the United States must prevail and be able to force the Soviet Union 
to seek earliest termination of hostilities on terms favorable to the 
United Sates. 

The United States must have plans that assure US strategic nuclear 
forces can render ineffective the total Soviet military and political 
power structure... and forces that will maintain, throughout a pro-
tracted conflict period and afterward, the capability to inflict very 
high levels of damage against the industrial/economic base of the 
Soviet Union... so that they have a strong incentive to seek conflict 
termination short of an all-out attack on our cites and economic 
assets.30 

In public statements Administration officials insisted on the need to 
prepare military forces to cope with a wide range of contingencies 
including nuclear war. The emphasis shifted from countervailing to pre-
vailing. 'You show me a Secretary of Defense who's planning not to pre-
vail,' intoned Caspar Weinberger, 'and I'll show you a Secretary of 
Defense who ought to be impeached.'31 The idea that a nuclear war 
would follow the conventions of former wars and conclude with obvi-
ous winners and losers appeared to influence Administration thinking. 

There was no enthusiasm for war but it was argued that the United 
States could put its relations on a far more satisfactory footing if the 
military balance had been attended to. The source of international 
instability was seen as the 'remorseless' build-up of Soviet military 
power, often presented in Administration briefings as an unbroken line 
on a graph pointing ever upwards.32 

The counter-attack 

While the strategic modernization programme went ahead and new 
targeting plans and doctrines were developed, major problems soon 
became apparent. The Administration did not seem too concerned 
about accusations that it had misrepresented the character of the Soviet 
build-up and its rationale, nor the argument that few international 
problems could be traced simply to Soviet mischief. A cottage industry 
producing alternative military balances, normally based on a thorough 
trawl of all information officially and unofficially released from the 
executive branch, came to challenge the Administration's position on 
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the extent to which the United States had slipped behind the Soviet 
Union.33 Sovietologists deplored the caricatures of the Soviet Union and 
its policies and pleaded for a more sensitive appreciation of its character 
and behaviour.34 None of this cut much ice, at least not until late in the 
Administration when the contrary indicators were proving strong and it 
suited the Administration to refine its view. 

More troublesome were studies demonstrating the problems likely to 
be faced when turning theory into practice. From the Schlesinger 
doctrine of 1974 onwards improvements in command, control, com-
munications and surveillance systems had been central to claims that it 
was becoming possible to design and execute subtle nuclear tactics 
during a prolonged conflict. 

A number of studies questioned whether it would be at all feasible 
to undertake sophisticated and protracted nuclear operations, given the 
havoc wreaked upon communications in a nuclear environment.35 Paul 
Bracken in an original contribution to the debate warned that the inter-
actions of the alert and command systems in a high-level nuclear crisis 
were imperfectly understood and could well be disastrous.36 This 
renewed interest in the nuances of nuclear operations was coupled with 
analyses based on studies of the origins of non-nuclear conflicts which 
stressed the impact of misperceptions, communication failures and the 
implementation of plans devised in peace-time, especially those based 
on speedy mobilization.37 Indeed to read some of the literature it was 
possible to doubt whether any diplomatic communications - let alone 
deterrent threats - were understood by those receiving them as they had 
been sent.38 Inevitably the most favoured case study was the outbreak of 
World War I.39 

The literature offered a catalogue of all the many things that can 
possibly go wrong during attempts to manage crises, with the clear 
warning that they probably would go wrong in any conflict involving 
the nuclear powers. In terms of policy this suggested reducing the extent 
to which nuclear weapons could at all get caught up in a crisis or even a 
conventional war. 

A second source of counter-attack, not surprising given the vigour of 
the challenge to the old orthodoxies of mutual assured destruction, 
came from the liberal old guard.40 They were concerned with the appar-
ent reckless disregard of what they had previously taken to be self-
evident. Robert McNamara, on retirement from the World Bank, took 
the arguments he had been developing as Secretary of Defense a stage 
further in making the case for a minimum deterrent. Another important 
contribution came from one of his key aides of that period, Morton 
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Halperin. Both argued that the impossibility of devising means of using 
nuclear weapons in a way that made any military sense undermined 
their overall value in security policies. As total abolition would not be 
possible the best course was to constrain their numbers, location and 
command procedures to reduce as much as possible the risk of accidental 
detonation. In this they were influenced by the studies referred to above 
on the problems of command and control in a nuclear environment.41 

A focus on removing all possible causes of nuclear war raised the 
question of whether success in this objective could only come at the 
expense of undermining whatever benefits the condition of mutual 
assured destruction provided in terms of deterrence and international 
stability. In the 1960s, after all, the response to the evident problems 
with attempts to develop operational nuclear strategies had been to 
stress uncertainty and the prospect of nuclear war arising out of a loss of 
control in conventional war as sustaining deterrence. This had been one 
of the main themes in the work of Thomas Schelling, who with Halperin 
had written the seminal work on arms control in the early 1960s. 
Schelling had become preoccupied with more civilian concerns in the 
intervening years, although he did provide one clear restatement of his 
basic views. In this he stressed again his preference for deterrence as 
against defence, arguing that it need not depend on fear: 

People regularly stand at the curb watching trucks, buses and cars 
hurtle past at speeds which guarantee injury and threaten death if 
they so much as attempt to cross against the traffic. They are 
absolutely deterred. But there is no fear. They just know better.42 

His influence was still felt in many of the critiques of the Reagan 
Administration, perhaps most notably in Robert Jervis's thorough 
dissection of the Reagan strategy, which he dedicated to 'James King, 
Thomas Schelling, Glenn Snyder, and the memory of Bernard Brodie, 
who developed so many of the ideas I have used'. His analysis draws 
upon the notion of 'the threat that leaves something to chance' which 
he contrasts favourably with strategies based on Herman Kahn's idea of 
'escalation dominance'.43 

As in the 1960s, the liberal critique started from the premise that the 
nuclear stalemate was a fact of life from which some benefit might be 
derived as a result of its sobering influence. The nagging question was 
always whether it would be possible to benefit from nuclear threats that 
one dare not implement. But with the passage of time mutual deterrence 
appeared less delicate than ever. There was no reason to believe that the 
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threats would ever need to be implemented. All this suggested 
that deterrence was much easier than many assumed. Those who felt 
confident in this felt obliged to make the case against the anti-nuclear 
movement as well as the Reagan Administration.44 

McGeorge Bundy who had advised Presidents Kennedy and Johnson 
on national security affairs, suggested that the deterrent effect of nuclear 
weapons resided in their mere existence as opposed to the nuances of 
targeting doctrine. 

As long as each side has thermonuclear weapons that could be 
used against the opponent, even after the strongest possible preemp-
tive attack, existential deterrence is strong and it rests on uncertainty 
about what could happen.45 

Here the deterrent effect is almost wholly impervious to the location 
and capabilities of nuclear weapons, and the doctrines that would 
notionally govern their use. All that is required is the availability of 
some nuclear weapons that could be used in anger. In this way the most 
perplexing problems of nuclear policy are rendered virtually irrelevant. 
Forces were to be judged by essentially negative criteria: they should not 
be vulnerable, provocative, disruptive of arms control or prone to acci-
dental detonation. So long as these criteria were met it did not matter 
what was procured, where and in what numbers it was deployed, and 
against what it was targeted.46 Thus the answer to the question, 'What 
do we do if deterrence fails?' was that the question could be ignored, 
because even without a satisfactory answer there was no reason to 
believe that deterrence would fail. 

From prevailing to defending 

The Administration faced political problems in selling its programme 
from early on. There were difficulties from the start in persuading 
Congress and the American people that the approach to nuclear strategy 
being adopted was realistic and responsible. An unfortunate interview 
granted by a junior official concerned with civil defence and a journalist 
for the Los Angeles Times conveyed the impression that the Administration 
was unusually relaxed in its contemplation of nuclear war.47 More senior 
figures such as Richard Perle in the Pentagon managed to acquire a repu-
tation for zealous anti-communism unconstrained by any sense of risk. 

The Administration sought to moderate a politically unattractive 
image based on militant anti-communism and the robust espousal of 
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a radical nuclear doctrine. But in distancing itself from extreme formu-
lations it also lost intellectual coherence. Thus it was deeply distrustful 
of Soviet intentions, considered past arms control agreements to be 
'fatally flawed' and still violated by the Soviet Union, and yet it contin-
ued to negotiate with Moscow. It made preparations to fight a protracted 
and tactically complex nuclear war yet the President was obliged to 
insist that he was personally convinced that there could be no winners 
in a nuclear war. Most seriously, while the Administration found few 
problems in justifying their policies as an effort to deny a range of 
aggressive nuclear options to the Soviet Union they equivocated in 
terms of how much they would like comparable options for themselves. 

The dilemma was all the more stark because it was one the Reagan 
Administration had promised - and then failed - to resolve. The funda-
mental critique of mutual assured destruction was that it provided no 
guidance as to what to do if deterrence failed. The new Reagan strategy 
had to provide convincing nuclear answers to this question or it had 
failed according to its own standards. While it could multiply the differ-
ent means by which it might initiate a nuclear war it seemed to fare 
little better than earlier Administrations when it came to demonstrating 
how such a war could be brought to a tolerable conclusion. 

The most serious political trouble came with the M-X. This missile 
was required to meet two criteria which were not necessarily comple-
mentary: it was to have an ability to attack vital, protected Soviet 
military targets but also able to survive a comparable attack from Soviet 
ICBMs. The Carter Administration had sought to solve this problem by 
means of a 'racetrack' that would allow each missile 23 possible hiding 
places, each of which the Soviet Union would need to target. It had been 
argued by hawkish critics that the problem had been exacerbated by the 
insertion of a third criterion - the need to ensure that the missile could 
still be subject to the verification provisions of an arms control agree-
ment. However, it soon turned out that the main problem was the 
sheer scale of the project and the environmental impact on the states of 
Utah and Nevada. 

At a time when the Administration was encouraging Europeans to 
accept intermediate nuclear forces in their midst, it turned out to be less 
successful in persuading its own supporters to accept ICBMs. The 
racetrack was abandoned and it was decided to put the new missiles in 
old ICBM silos as an interim measure. In November 1982 the 
Administration came forward with its own solution to the basing prob-
lem, known as 'densepack'. This depended on the 'fratricide effect', 
whereby if the missile silos were close enough together, the nuclear 
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effects resulting from the explosions of the first attacking warheads 
would disable those coming in behind. Whatever the scientific merits of 
this notion, it proved to be almost impossible to convince an increas-
ingly sceptical Congress that it would achieve the necessary results. 

With the M-X in trouble and the Administration accused of failing to 
take arms control seriously, it sought to create a bipartisan consensus to 
save the new ICBM programme. This was achieved through a bipartisan 
commission, chaired by President Ford's former national security 
adviser, General Brent Scowcroft, and which included President Carter's 
Secretary of Defense, Harold Brown. The Scowcroft Commission did 
succeed in saving the M-X by coming up with a lukewarm rationale to 
support a modest programme. But in the process it removed the cutting 
edge from the debate on nuclear strategy by stressing its limits. In 
particular it dispatched the great bogey which had dogged strategic 
debate since the early 1970s - the fear that the Soviet Union might 
obtain a decisive advantage through a capacity to mount a counterforce 
attack to remove the bulk of US ICBMs. 

We saw in the previous chapter how this issue had come to dominate 
the American strategic debate. It had even been suggested by no less a fig-
ure than Henry Kissinger during the hearings on the SALT II Treaty that 
a developing Soviet advantage in comparative counterforce capabilities 
(made possible by the sheer size of their ICBMs and the large number 
of warheads that could be placed atop each launcher) could result in a 
historic shift in the balance of power.48 Unless something were done the 
Soviet Union would be granted in the first half of the 1980s a 'window of 
opportunity' to capitalize on this fundamental strategic weakness. 

The problems with the M-X programme and the loss, with the 
deferred SALT II Treaty, of the opportunity to reduce Soviet counterforce 
capabilities ensured that in the first years of the Reagan Administration 
nothing practical had been done to close this particular window. But 
neither Moscow nor Washington acted as if the Soviet Union was really 
enjoying the sort of commanding strategic position that the hawks' 
rhetoric proclaimed it did enjoy. In practice the whole scenario had 
always been overdrawn. As the Scowcroft Commission pointed out: 

The existence of several components of our strategic forces permits 
each to function as a hedge against possible Soviet successes in 
endangering any of the others.... Although the survivability of our 
ICBMs is today a matter of concern (especially when that problem 
is viewed in isolation) it would be far more serious if we did not have 
a force of ballistic missiles, submarines at sea and a bomber force.49 
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However, to some extent the Scowcroft Commission went along with 
the 'Minuteman vulnerability' scenario in identifying the process of 
MIRVing as the most unsettling feature of the strategic balance. 
It sought remedy in a move away from large launchers with many 
warheads to many small launchers with single warheads (soon dubbed 
Midgetman) and in a new approach to strategic arms control, known as 
'build-down', which allowed the modernization of strategic forces only 
so long as more old warheads were removed than entered service. 
Congress found this idea attractive and for a while an extraordinarily 
complex version of build-down was incorporated into the American 
negotiating position at the Geneva arms control talks.50 Increasingly the 
M-X was itself presented as a bargaining chip, a means of obtaining 
concessions from the Soviet Union. It had become dependent upon the 
arms control process and was no longer an alternative. 

The readiness of President Reagan to accept the recommendations of 
the Scowcroft Commission meant acknowledging implicitly that the 
attempt to escape from mutual assured destruction through the prolifer-
ation of nuclear options was effectively over. In practical terms options 
would accumulate as new weapons systems became available and com-
mand and control systems were refined, but the political argument was 
lost. If the Administration was still serious about ending the condition 
of mutual assured destruction then it now had to find another way of 
achieving this. 

This 'other way' was revealed in a Presidential broadcast on 23 March 
1983, a month before the release of the Scowcroft Commission's report. 
The launch of what was almost immediately described as 'star wars' by 
the media and later officially known as the Strategic Defense Initiative 
was widely perceived at the time to be a response to the growing disquiet 
over trends in American nuclear policy. No other words of President 
Reagan have been quite so widely quoted as those in which he asked 
rhetorically, 'Wouldn't it be better to save lives than to avenge them?'; 
and 'What if free people could live secure in the knowledge that their 
security did not rest upon the threat of instant US retaliation to deter a 
Soviet attack, that we could intercept and destroy strategic ballistic 
missiles before they reached our own soil or that of our allies?'; and 
where he called upon the scientific community to provide the means to 
render nuclear weapons 'impotent and obsolete'.51 

There is even some evidence that in a very real personal sense, the 
President had been repelled by the full implications of the policies his 
own Administration had been pursuing and so sought to push policy in 
a quite different direction. One of the greatest burdens passed on from 
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one President to another on inauguration day is the responsibility for 
America's nuclear arsenal. Having a 'finger on the button' is the definit-
ive feature of supreme executive authority. Those who have carried this 
responsibility have often found it troubling and are relieved when it is 
passed on to a successor. 

Presidents do not become fully familiar with the implications of their 
responsibility until they pass through the initiation ceremony known as 
'the briefing on the SIOP'. The SIOP - or Single Integrated Operations 
Plan - is developed at Omaha. It describes to the President the range of 
targeting options he would have available should the moment of truth 
arrive.52 It is framed in terms of launch procedures and the target sets 
against which weapons will be launched. It gives a terrible, practical 
reality to the familiar cliches of nuclear war. 

It is reported that President Reagan was reluctant to be confronted 
with the SIOP and resisted it until well into his Administration. It is 
further reported that having been through the ceremony he was suffi-
ciently impressed to launch his Strategic Defense Initiative which, if 
successful, would relieve his successors of the need to confront the awful 
choices on which he had been briefed.53 

If this is the case then it underscores both the sincerity of his 
commitment, its logical extension into radical nuclear disarmament 
and the irrelevance of the attempts of his subordinates actually running 
SDI to recast the presidential vision into a feasible project. SDI sought a 
Great Escape from the nuclear dilemma. There was to be a switch from 
mutual assured destruction to mutual assured survival, its mutuality 
made possible by an out-of-character promise to share the critical secrets 
of the Great Escape with the Soviet Union. 

There was always a disjunction between this idealistic rhetoric and 
the Initiative's practical expression and political complexities.54 The 
attempt by SDI's friends to rescue it from the laws of physics, the obli-
gations of treaties, the scepticism of Congress and the anxieties of allies 
by turning it into something more mundane could not but trivialize 
the President's message.55 He was not attempting a new move in the 
prolonged game of nuclear deterrence but seeking to terminate the 
game. The objective was not to protect vital military assets but society 
itself. 

Even in its more mundane form SDI faced serious problems. It was a 
project for several Presidents and Congresses and was never likely to sus-
tain its appeal for sufficient time. The critics found the President's 
extreme formulation almost irresistible and they set about demolishing 
it with enthusiasm.56 The scientific community argued against SDI in 



396 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

similar terms to those used in the late 1960s and early 1970s against the 
Sentinel and Safeguard anti-ballistic missiles. The terms of the debate 
were set by some of the first books.57 Meanwhile, allies and other 
supporters of traditional nuclear deterrence were appalled at the impli-
cations of the nuclear-free rhetoric surrounding SDL58 

The proponents hoped that scientific breakthroughs would provide 
the necessary momentum but the problem to be cracked was strategic 
rather than technical. It was not the same as landing men on the moon 
because the moon was not attempting to repel boarders and counter-
attack.59 From early on, analyses of SDI's prospects suggested that it 
could never come to fruition without the active connivance of the 
Soviet Union. If Moscow sought to defeat the Initiative it could - simply 
through the proliferation of missile warheads or a move towards alter-
native forms of delivery to ballistic missiles. Unless it were possible to 
ensure that the cost of future offences would be greater than the 
defences designed to stop them, SDI would be little more than a recipe 
for a sustained arms race.60 While Soviet hostility to the project gave its 
proponents hope that there must be some merit in something which so 
alarmed the adversary, it also meant that there was little chance of a 
co-operative transition to a defence-dominated world. 

President Reagan could take the initiative, but the time-scale for 
implementation had to be measured in decades rather than years. In the 
face of technical doubts and worries over cost, the programme could 
only be sustained with serious Presidential commitment. A move 
towards early deployment of an 'intermediate' system, capable of deal-
ing with limited threats and demonstrating some of the new technolo-
gies was canvassed before the end of the Reagan Administration, but by 
1988 the impact of budget cuts meant that the Initiative was rapidly 
losing both its lustre and its credibility. Thus the Reagan legacy in the 
area of strategic defence would be the output of a substantial research 
effort but not a developing programme with a momentum of its own. 

From the start the future of SDI was bound up with the future of arms 
control. So long as the ABM Treaty was honoured then SDI could not get 
very far. Initially the logical course appeared to be for the Adminis-
tration to ditch the ABM Treaty altogether, using as a pretext an unusu-
ally clear case of a Soviet violation with the building of a phased-array 
radar at Krasnayorsk, a location prohibited under the terms of the 
Treaty.61 However, the Administration sought to promote SDI without 
abandoning the Treaty by means of an attempt to reinterpret the 1972 
ABM Treaty. Up to 1985 the only, and thereafter known as 'narrow', 
interpretation of the Treaty was that anything other than research on 
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ballistic missile defences (except for fixed land-based systems) was 
prohibited. The interpretation favoured by the Administration would 
allow development and testing to proceed on strategic defences based 
on 'new physical principles'.62 This failed to impress Congress and again 
left the future of SDI uncertain. 

The Soviet leadership was hostile even to SDI research and linked 
various arms control proposals to the abortion of the Initiative. This effort 
backfired in that it gave more credibility to SDI than was deserved -
something which alarmed Moscow so much could not be so foolish -
and also put the Soviet Union in the position of having gradually to 
soften its position on this matter in order to get progress elsewhere. 
By 1987 the Soviet assessment of SDI appeared to be much more relaxed 
so long as the basic framework of the ABM Treaty remained intact. 
Mr Gorbachev had been obliged to recognize that President Reagan 
would not be denied his 'vision' of freedom from nuclear threats, but 
could be confident that this particular vision would not become reality, 
at least not by means of SDI. 

From defence to arms control 

The last option for an escape from mutual assured destruction was arms 
control. As the excitement surrounding SDI subsided it became apparent 
that radical arms control offered a more plausible means of meeting 
many of the same objectives. As the elusiveness of a technical fix to the 
nuclear dilemma was rediscovered a political fix started to look much 
more likely. 

The last years of the Reagan Administration were dominated by an 
attempt to put in place a comprehensive nuclear arms control regime. In 
December 1987 a treaty eliminating intermediate nuclear forces was 
signed and was even ratified by the US Senate. Substantial progress was 
made towards a strategic arms reductions treaty that would lead to reduc-
tions of some 25 to 30 per cent (50 per cent on the Administration's 
count) in offensive warheads. All this was done within a framework 
which accepted the long-term goal of the complete elimination of 
nuclear weapons. This conclusion to the Reagan Administration was all 
the more surprising given that it had appeared initially hostile to arms 
control, arguing that the exercise had lost credibility because of the 
unacceptable nature of the Soviet Union as a partner in negotiations. 

From the start the Administration was arguing for a much more 
radical approach to arms control. The radicalism took two forms. First, 
because it was convinced that the Soviet Union had a high propensity to 
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cheat (and a number of allegations were made to this effect63) it wanted 
intrusive verification procedures. The only sanction that was ever taken 
against the alleged cheating was to cease to recognize the SALT II limits 
in the summer of 1986. However, the fact that the Administration had 
observed for as long as it did the terms of a Treaty that candidate Reagan 
had described in 1980 as being 'fatally flawed' was in itself remarkable. 

The second element of radicalism was to argue for reduction rather 
than limitation. Along with many liberals, the conservatives claimed 
that a collection of permissive ceilings which confirmed the status quo 
was wholly unsatisfactory. To their critique was added the thought that 
when the status quo favoured the Soviet Union it was not at all surprising 
that it was so interested in consolidating its advantages. What is impor-
tant here is that from the start of the Administration there was a rhetor-
ical willingness to contemplate substantial nuclear disarmament. It is 
always difficult to assess how seriously all this should have been taken. 
It was part of the tendency towards absolute standards, against which 
arms control and strategic doctrine were both judged. If arms control 
could not produce deep cuts then it was of little value, while if doctrinal 
innovation could not produce a formula for victory it too was deficient. 
As the Administration progressed the initial optimism with regard to 
meeting the absolute standards set for nuclear doctrine was shown to be 
unwarranted, while the pessimism on arms control subsided. 

The Administration claimed that progress on arms control was a result 
of sticking to firm principles and holding out until they were met. 
A readiness to improve America's military strength created a proper bar-
gaining position where there had been none before. This argument has 
to be examined with care. The sort of radical arms control deals consid-
ered in the strategic arms area only became possible because one jewel in 
the Administration's crown, namely M-X, was in serious trouble and so 
no longer needed to be protected, and then was held up because the 
other jewel, SDI, had to be protected. The most dramatic breakthroughs 
were made in the area of intermediate nuclear forces, where the initial 
programme had been approved under the Carter Administration. 

The INF programme had initially been developed as a means of meet-
ing the nuclear dilemma by providing a degree of reassurance to 
Western Europe as to the quality of the American nuclear commitment. 
Many in the Reagan Administration were critical of the programme 
because of the vulnerability of land-based systems and because they did 
not accept that it was necessary to reassure Europeans by local basing. 
If some tangible American nuclear superiority could be created then that 
would be superiority enough. 
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In this sense it is not wholly correct to describe the 'zero option' of 
November 1981 as a cynical political move designed to wrong-foot both 
the Soviet Union and the disarmament movement. To be sure these 
were seen as advantages but there was also a very real sense in which 
these 'Euro-missiles' were deemed unnecessary. Nonetheless, few had 
any expectations at the time that anything could come of it, because it 
required the Soviet Union to give up a substantial force already deployed 
in return for one that was still on paper and might yet be stopped by 
domestic political action.64 

Politically it was undoubtedly effective, for there was an obvious 
symmetry in the proposal. Soviet attempts to construct a balance that 
they could argue was being disrupted by the new American missiles 
could appear by contrast to be cynical and self-serving. Gradually, in 
an effort to demonstrate reasonableness the Reagan Administration 
allowed itself to be eased away from the zero solution in early 1983, in 
the process pushing to one side what orthodox NATO circles considered 
to be a doctrinal heresy. The Soviet Union further obliged by walking 
out of the Geneva talks in late 1983 as the first Pershing and cruise 
missiles arrived. Perhaps the objective was to create a NATO crisis over 
arms control, but NATO was perfectly happy that the Soviet Union had 
cast itself in the role of spoiler. The only crisis was in Soviet diplomacy. 

Once it became clear that the walk-out was a failure and that Reagan 
was to be re-elected the Soviet return to arms control began (each of 
these factors was far more important than SDI). What was critical was 
that the return was effectively with a new leader - Mikhail Gorbachev. 
He immediately began to seize the initiative with a succession of pro-
posals that began to wrong-foot the West. The fact that the Soviet Union 
had a relatively young and dynamic leader in itself appeared to require 
a Western response. A succession of ailing leaders had up to this point 
provided Reagan with no real contest. Gorbachev was also more relaxed 
about intrusive verification. He was not so worried about this being used 
as a cover for espionage. This in itself eased the negotiating path con-
siderably. Gorbachev had a clearer view of Soviet interests. His own 
framework was less dominated by security concerns than was that of the 
Second World War leadership, while he had the flexibility of mind to 
examine ideas on their merits rather than in terms of past positions. He 
saw that the opposition to the zero option which made sense when it 
could not be sure that the NATO deployments would go ahead made less 
sense once they had gone ahead. The option now offered the Soviet 
Union an opportunity to trade missiles which could only hit the allies of 
the United States for weapons that could actually hit the Soviet Union. 
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Gorbachev offered a schedule for complete nuclear disarmament in 
a speech on 15 January 1986, which in terms of vision provided his 
equivalent to Reagan's 'star wars' speech of March 1983. As with SDI, it 
was hard to take seriously the ultimate goal. However, in this case the 
first steps were practical. Towards the end of the year, in a remarkable 
and hastily arranged summit in Reykjavik in Iceland, the two leaders 
appeared ready not only to take the first steps along the road to 
Gorbachev's vision but to travel the distance. In a set of extraordinary 
discussions the two began to outbid each other in their utopianism. 
Their bureaucracies were spared the traumas of having to implement 
this by Reagan's refusal to swop his vision of strategic defences in 
exchange for Gorbachev's vision of complete disarmament. He saw 
them as compatible.65 

Among the NATO establishment in Europe there was a stunned 
astonishment that Reagan had been prepared to compromise nuclear 
deterrence in so cavalier a fashion. Ideas raised by the American team, 
such as the abolition of all ballistic missiles with a return to manned 
bombers as the main means of nuclear delivery, appeared to have been 
barely thought through. European leaders, such as Margaret Thatcher of 
Britain, urged a more cautious approach. 

Gradually the Reykjavik package began to be reassembled, starting 
with the agreement on the elimination of all intermediate nuclear 
forces. In different circumstances NATO might have found this cause for 
mild celebration. After all Gorbachev had conceded the Western posi-
tion and the unilateralist disarmament campaigns had been proved 
wrong. The NATO establishment was now uncertain where this might 
lead. When they began to suggest conditions in the form of restrictions 
on shorter-range missiles (500-100 km) Gorbachev unbalanced them 
further by offering to eliminate these as well. European leaders balked 
at this apparent generosity until they received evidence that their 
electorates viewed it favourably. The INF Treaty was prepared for signing 
at the Washington summit of December 1987. 

Soviet doctrine 

Influencing the changing American attitude towards arms control was a 
widespread perception that there had been a fundamental change in the 
Soviet approach. It might be too much actually to trust the Soviet Union 
to comply with the provision of treaties, but it did now appear willing to 
allow intrusive verification. This changing attitude towards the Soviet 
Union was one of the most important developments of the 1980s, for 
the debate at the start of the decade was over what might be read into 
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the offensive character of Soviet military doctrine.66 Part of the change 
in the 1980s can be attributed to the policies of Gorbachev. However, 
even before Gorbachev there were indications of a shift in Soviet 
military doctrine. 

The impression that had been gained in the West at the start of the 
decade suggested that Soviet strategy in a major European war would 
involve three stages: (a) the conventional stage, during which one of the 
priority tasks for conventional forces would be to attack and destroy as 
much of NATO's nuclear assets as possible;67 (b) nuclear strikes designed 
to remove surviving nuclear assets and then destroy major sources of 
conventional strength; and (c) a mopping-up stage when conventional 
forces would remove remaining sources of resistance and then occupy 
enemy territory. This envisaged that Warsaw Pact forces would take the 
nuclear offensive not in the sense often considered in NATO as a des-
perate act of last resort but as a deliberate step towards victory.68 For this 
strategy to succeed the Soviet Union had to be able to maintain the 
initiative by being able not only to pre-empt a NATO nuclear strike at 
the first sign of its preparation, but also to do so without NATO even 
contemplating such a step until virtually the last moment, when it 
would have lost most of its nuclear assets. The second critical assump-
tion was that Soviet territory would be respected as a sanctuary. This in 
turn depended on NATO (especially the United States) respecting this 
sanctuary status, presumably in return for American territory being 
respected as a sanctuary. 

In the event of nuclear war there was little reason to doubt that 
the Soviet Union would share the American interest in keeping the 
exchanges as limited as possible. However this did not mean that the two 
countries shared the same concept of limitations. A substantial counter-
force exchange between the super-powers directed against missile silos, 
command and control centres and submarine pens, might be character-
ized by the United States as being limited in the sense of focusing on one 
set of targets to the exclusion of others, yet to the Soviet Union this 
would appear as the most logical form of attack - the essence of strategic 
warfare.69 Given the proximity of key military targets to civilian areas the 
presumption would have to be that such attacks would be experienced as 
total. Soviet planners appear to have found it very difficult to envisage 
nuclear exchanges at the super-power level being at all limited in any 
useful sense of the word. 

Soviet statements emphasized that any nuclear attacks on Soviet 
territory would not be deemed limited even if they were launched from 
European bases, were on a relatively small scale and related to the course 
of a land war in Europe. The late Defence Minister, Marshal Ustinov, was 
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quite blunt in 1982: 'There can be no kind of limited nuclear war at 
all.'70 Nevertheless there was still a Soviet concept of limitations. As we 
have noted, attacks on the territory of the super-powers were considered 
to be of a quite different order to attacks on allies. Soviet leaders recog-
nize a concept of homeland sanctuaries in which the major nuclear power 
inflict damage on each other's allies but not each other. In this sense the 
transformation from limited to total war takes place when the first 
weapons explode on Soviet territory. This concept informed much of 
the opposition to US cruise and Pershing missiles as theatre weapons 
intended to extend the war to Soviet territory, thus undermining any 
distinction between the theatre of operations and the homeland.71 

Secondly, it was possible to put targets in order of priority without a 
specific policy of limitation. Priorities are needed because potential target 
lists outrun available weapons. Soviet theorists also were aware of power-
ful reasons for not attacking targets of a largely civilian nature as a matter 
of course. This would involve deliberately not attacking certain targets in 
certain circumstances. One Soviet planner spoke of the need to identify 
targets that might disorganize the enemy economy but stressed that: 

The objective is not to turn large economic and industrial regions into 
a heap of ruins (although great destruction is apparently unavoidable) 
but to deliver nuclear strikes which will destroy strategic combat 
means, paralyze enemy military production, making it incapable of 
satisfying the priority needs of the front and rear, and sharply reduc-
ing the enemy capability to conduct strikes. 

Another described tactical nuclear engagements in terms of limited polit-
ical objectives:'... they should not encompass objectives that would put 
into question the very existence of the opponent's social system'.72 

The problem for the Soviet leaders - as with the American - was 
whether their concept of limitations had any practical applications. 
Their notion of a decisive nuclear strike within Europe must always have 
seemed a bit hopeful even if they allowed their planners to make 
the best of a bad job by way of developing a credible strategy.73 Two 
factors completely undermined this approach. First the general Reagan 
modernization programme and the attitude it was believed to betray. 
According to John Erickson: 

In the US and the 'imperialist camp' at large, the USSR faces a 
formidable adversary, whose real purposes are not disclosed by 
declaratory doctrinal positions - the reality in Soviet eyes lies in the 
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US pursuit of war-waging counterforce capabilities with offensive 
strategic forces eminently capable of 'first-strike': the 'punishment' 
concept has given way to coercion and constraint, with counterforce 
capability growing constantly.74 

Second, with the arrival of cruise and Pershing missiles the likelihood of 
Soviet territory being granted sanctuary status declined, and the chances 
of being able to fight a nuclear war that left Soviet territory virtually 
unscathed was reduced.75 

These problems raised a question mark against the wisdom of using 
the initial conventional phase to prepare the ground for the nuclear 
phase, as a result of which some favourable opportunities in the con-
ventional area might be lost. As a result, Soviet planners began to attach 
more importance to the conventional stage and would hope to achieve 
their basic objectives without resort to nuclear strikes and with NATO 
strikes also remaining deterred. Soviet planners became less sanguine 
about the possibility of controlling a nuclear war and more confident in 
the conventional strengths of the Soviet Union. In this sense the shift 
in the Soviet position towards a no-first-use policy, however unreliable 
a guide it might be to Soviet behaviour in the actual event of war, does 
seem to have a significance beyond its immediate propaganda value to 
the Soviet leadership.76 Now the main task of Soviet military thinking is 
to develop and enhance the conventional option.77 

There was of course here a certain convergence with trends in NATO 
thinking towards a more substantial conventional phase in future war-
fare, although NATO had not renounced the option of using nuclear 
weapons first. There were reasonable grounds for confidence that nei-
ther side would expect to open a future war with nuclear volleys or to 
move in this direction early on. To put it no higher, there no longer 
appeared to be a presumption of inevitable nuclear escalation. 

These practical grounds for a renewed emphasis on conventional 
strategy became coupled with a political interest in playing down the 
conflict. We noted above Gorbachev's proposals for general and com-
plete nuclear disarmament. The most cynical Western interpretation 
was that this was an attempt to create the conditions in which a con-
ventional strategy could work. However, others saw signs of a growing 
Soviet conviction that there was nothing to be gained militarily in 
nuclear exchange and that it was hopeless to pretend any more that 
socialism could triumph in these conditions.78 

In addition, and in the spirit of Glasnost, civilian strategists began to 
argue that Soviet doctrine had been unnecessarily provocative. In an 



404 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

intriguing analysis, Alexi Arbatov wrote of the discrepancy between the 
'socio-political' aspects of Soviet doctrine which have been consistently 
and clearly defensive, and its 'military-technical aspects' which could 
convey a completely different impression. The old view was that 

... if a war were unleashed against the USSR and its allies, their armed 
forces should have the capability necessary for crushing the enemy, 
primarily including the waging of resolute offensive operations 
at all levels of the conflict. The greater the capacity for such opera-
tions the stronger the defense, the more reliable the deterrence of 
hostile actions of the other side, and the better the conditions for the 
maintenance of peace. 

Arbatov identified two problems with this view. First, that it erroneously 
supposed the possibility of a victor in a major East-West confrontation. 
Second, if both sides decided to work on the basis of a quick move into 
offensive operations then there would be a risk of damaging instability 
at a time of crisis. Arbatov describes this as the problem of feed-back. 

If the military potential exceeds limits of reasonable sufficiency for 
defense, it will inevitably be perceived by other countries as a sign of 
aggressive intentions, outweighing any political obligations and state-
ments. Such a situation causes distrust and suspicion, and generates 
political tension in relations between states, which, in some unfore-
seen crisis, could turn into an uncontrollable military conflict.79 

If war cannot be won then it must be prevented, and if it is to be pre-
vented the greater priority must now be given to eliminating the risk of 
aggravating a crisis than to preparing to deliver 'a crushing blow to an 
aggressor'. Arbatov applied this to both conventional and nuclear doc-
trine. This suggested that at last Soviet doctrine was coming into line with 
the concern for crisis stability that had provided the basis for Western 
thinking on nuclear arms control for much of the previous three decades. 

Extended deterrence 

Throughout this book considerable emphasis has been placed on the 
importance of extended deterrence in driving American nuclear strat-
egy. If the problem had simply been one of deterring a nuclear attack 
against the American homeland then it would have been declared 
'solved' much earlier. The difficulties came with the promise made by 
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the United States to use all the means at its disposal, not excluding 
nuclear weapons, to prevent its allies being overrun by conventional 
forces. The American nuclear guarantee to Europe was a commitment 
upon which Western Europe depended, which the Soviet Union appeared 
to take seriously, yet for which it had proved to be almost impossible to 
plan sensibly.80 

The Reagan Administration had begun by taking this requirement 
seriously, acknowledging that the United States must be prepared in 
extreme circumstances to initiate nuclear war but in the belief that 
appropriate options could be devised to make such a step strategically 
rational and credible both to allies and adversaries. If it had discovered 
some way of making nuclear threats imply something other than mutual 
destruction then their strategic credibility might have been bolstered. 
As it was, the consequence of the Administration's failure to meet the 
standards it had set for itself was to make the challenge to first-use 
strategies even more intense. 

In this chapter we have noted the various political, intellectual and 
practical challenges to orthodox nuclear deterrence. While there was no 
evidence that the United States under Reagan or any likely successor 
would cease to deter nuclear threats against allies, there was reason to 
believe that the commitment to deter conventional aggression through 
nuclear threats was on the decline. 

In 1982, four former senior policy-makers (who became known as the 
'gang of four') advocated a policy of 'no-first-use-of-nuclear-weapons'.81 

The next year one of this gang - Robert McNamara - published an 
article suggesting that in practice, during his tenure in office, the United 
States had been following a de facto no-first-use policy: 

In long private conversations with successive Presidents - Kennedy 
and Johnson -1 recommended, without qualification, that they never 
initiate, under any circumstances, the use of nuclear weapons.82 

The more an earlier generation of policy-makers who had sustained 
the first-use commitment in the past described their own doubts as to its 
validity, the harder it was to accept the assurances of the current gener-
ation of policy-makers that the commitment was intact. Apart from the 
fact that a senior member of the Administration had written an impres-
sive article sympathetic to 'no first use' just prior to the start of taking 
office,83 and that the Administration's own statements in support of 
first use were couched in circumspect language, its failure to generate a 
compelling nuclear strategy reinforced rather than assuaged the doubts. 
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The President's support for Utopian schemes of strategic defence and 
then of nuclear disarmament, which reached its peak at the 1986 
Reykjavik summit, created a deep gloom amongst those committed to 
an orthodox NATO strategy. The 1987 INF Treaty reinforced this gloom 
and even led to exaggerated talk of Europe becoming denuclearized. 

The talk was exaggerated because many American (as well as British 
and French) nuclear systems would remain after the missiles covered by 
the Treaty departed. The real change was in political attitudes towards 
nuclear deterrence. The critics could be found on both sides of the 
Atlantic and on both sides of the Iron Curtain. So could supporters, but 
they made their case with less conviction and more qualification than 
before. For example, although there was a vigorous German response to 
the original 'gang of four', they accepted that any nuclear use should be 
late rather than early.84 Moreover, as the decade progressed the German 
political consensus demonstrated considerable unease with the require-
ments of deterrence. A compelling case could still be made for flexible 
response,85 and its very 'flexibility' allowed for adjustments to new 
circumstances without great upheavals. Nonetheless the events of the 
decade created a sense of crisis in deterrence. The traditional argument 
was that there would be little need for nuclear deterrence if only Europe 
would make the effort to match Warsaw Pact conventional forces. Apart 
from the fact that there was still a residual problem in terms of the 
United States deterring nuclear attacks on its non-nuclear allies, there 
was no evidence that the decline in nuclear deterrence would be 
matched by a surge in conventional capabilities. 

In terms of the old orthodoxies this meant that Europe was becoming 
'safe for conventional war', although this hackneyed warning reflected 
no tangible political developments on the continent. It was challenged 
by a series of analyses claiming that the conventional imbalance had 
been exaggerated.86 Even more significant was the fact that the crisis 
in deterrence made little impression on the actual course of East-West 
relations - which were mainly influenced by the travails of the social-
ist system. Crude containment backed by crude nuclear threats was hav-
ing to give way to a more complex set of relationships with the East, 
with stability resulting from active diplomacy, the institutional inertia 
of decades and the shared fear of any sort of armed confrontation. The 
Reagan Administration had tried and failed to provide a form of nuclear 
deterrence that would meet its own exacting standards of credibility. 
Fortunately international order had never been as dependent on this 
effort succeeding as those involved had believed. 
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The Threat Evaporates 

Reagan was succeeded by his Vice-President, George Bush, who offered 
a more pragmatic conservatism. The new President recognized that his 
strength lay in his competence and experience in international affairs 
rather than the 'vision thing'. His first months in office were cautious 
and promised few radical departures, yet before the end of his first year 
he was presiding over the end of the cold war. It may have been the case 
that Reagan's assertive military build-up, though presented as a 'catch-
up' exercise, had added to the strain on the Soviet system, but the sys-
tem collapsed for much more deep-rooted reasons than the intensified 
arms race of the early 1980s. Certainly the American technological 
advantage had convinced many in the Soviet military that urgent meas-
ures were necessary to ensure that they were not left behind, and that 
this might require reform of the whole economy. Mikhail Gorbachev 
himself, who, unusually for the Soviet Union, had no association with 
the security apparatus, was appalled by the extraordinary burden of the 
military establishment. Only as the system became subject to a far more 
searching audit than had been possible during Brezhnev's time did it 
become apparent that defence accounted for some 25 per cent of the 
economy. This created an incentive to find ways of defusing tension so 
that resources could be diverted into more productive areas. 

Gorbachev's main problem was that legitimacy had been draining 
away from state socialism for decades. Here the competition from the 
West that really mattered was its freedom and prosperity, increasingly 
contrasted with the greyness of life under communism. Gorbachev 
believed that the communist system could regain legitimacy and thus 
survive if it embraced democracy and modernized, but there was so lit-
tle legitimacy left and so much modernization to be accomplished that 
survival was impossible. As his reforms developed a momentum of their 
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own, including an evident reluctance to employ the established means 
of Soviet terror, the system fell apart before reconstruction had a 
chance.1 

Soviet forces left Afghanistan without quelling the Moslem rebels and 
with their reputation tarnished. Warsaw Pact countries that had already 
begun to test the limits of Soviet tolerance became more adventurous 
and less fearful of a repressive response. During the critical year of 1989 
Poland saw the entry of non-communists into government, Hungary 
opening its border with Austria and, then, in November, the most sym-
bolic single moment of the changing times, the breach in the Berlin 
Wall. Soon European communism was in full retreat. In December, 
Gorbachev met with Bush, at a summit meeting off the coast of Malta. 
Only the sea was stormy: political relations were calmer than ever. The 
end of the cold war was proclaimed. It had lasted, quipped Gorbachev's 
spokesman, 'from Yalta to Malta'. The next year was taken up with the 
business of German unification, arms control and institutional recon-
struction and the unexpected challenge posed by Iraq's aggression 
against Kuwait. By the end of 1991 the rout was complete. Following 
a failed August coup against Gorbachev the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union gave up its vanguard role and the former Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics split up into 15 parts. The threat was no more. The 
Warsaw Pact disintegrated with the Soviet Union and the rump Russia 
began to confront chronic problems of economic decline and social stress. 

The cold war ended not with a terrible nuclear bang but with a 
whimper. The superpowers had decided many years earlier that their dif-
ferences were not worth a hot war, but it took a political transformation 
to bring the cold war to an end. One world order was coming to an end, 
but the form of its replacement was unclear. It began to be clarified for 
Bush in August 1990, when Iraq suddenly invaded its neighbour, 
Kuwait, and the United States found itself leading a broad-based coali-
tion, sponsored by the UN in order to reverse the aggression. After sanc-
tions and diplomacy had failed, armed force succeeded in operation 
'Desert Storm' of early 1991. The timing and the character of this crisis 
meant that the 'new world order' proclaimed by Bush in September 
1990 was influenced by old thinking. The concept assumed that the 
Soviet Union would remain a serious player in international affairs, 
except that instead of being a deadly rival to the United States it could 
be the partner in ensuring that members of the United Nations followed 
the dictates of international law and did not follow Iraq's example and 
occupy their neighbours. The denouement of the Gulf crisis was also 
perfectly comprehensible in terms of classical balance of power theory. 
At stake was territory, control of vital resources and the principle of 
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non-aggression. The other classical principle of non-interference in 
internal affairs was also in evidence, as the anti-Iraq coalition was put 
together on the basis of a narrow consensus, which excluded the right to 
change the government in Baghdad. 

For the American people the most important feature of this new world 
was that it was much safer than before, so safe that in the November 
1992 election they chose, instead of Bush, Bill Clinton, a candidate who 
made his priority the faltering economic performance of the United 
States rather than new diplomatic opportunities. Under the Clinton 
Administration the American economy enjoyed years of growth. From 
this perspective the novelty in the new situation lay in the triumph of 
liberal capitalism, celebrated in one of the first 'best-sellers' of the post 
cold war period, inappropriately entitled 'The End of History'.2 Instead 
of the world being reshaped through the exercise of military power the 
key drivers of change appeared as the deregulation of markets that had 
begun in the 1980s, and the surge of new information technologies that 
were making extraordinary computational and communications power 
accessible to everyone. Former troublespots reappeared as 'emerging 
markets' as capital flowed into them, and the 'world wide web' con-
nected individuals and organizations around the world. Differences and 
distance appeared increasingly irrelevant as 'globalization' was pre-
sented as an irresistible process, leading towards a much more interde-
pendent world where physical borders counted for little and the 
traditional functions of states were being circumvented and diminished. 
Clinton became an enthusiastic promoter of democratic change, not 
only because it was good in itself but also because he had accepted the 
thesis, hotly debated among students of international relations, that 
democratic nations did not go to war with each other.3 

Yet there was also a darker side to this new world. It contained 
numerous states still on the margins of the international economy and 
showing scant regard for liberal norms of political behaviour. Inter-state 
conflict might be declining but intra-state conflict appeared as virulent 
as ever, and was usually to be found in areas marked by economic failure 
and immature institutions.4 They often resulted in humanitarian dis-
tress, and potential repercussions beyond their immediate locale, as 
refugees fled and the collapse of order encouraged the spread of criminal 
activity, the drugs trade and subversion. The dominant security issue for 
much of the 1990s was the extent to which these were proper matters 
for Western military intervention. A succession of wars in the former 
Yugoslavia and in Africa provided the context for debates on these 
issues. The gloomier analysts warned against cosy assumptions that the 
world was being recast in a Western image, and the consequences of 
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allowing hopelessness and despair to flourish in the third world. The 
cold war might be over but hostility to the Western way of life was not. 

By January 2001, when Clinton left office, the economic boom was 
starting to fade along with the more euphoric views of globalization. He 
was succeeded by George W. Bush, the son of the man he had defeated 
in 1992. The younger Bush appeared as pragmatic and cautious as his 
father, but less multilateralist, sharing the contemporary Republican's 
wariness when it came to international organizations and the con-
straints they might place on America's freedom of manoeuvre. He also 
shared the lack of interest in meddling in obscure third world conflicts. 
His security agenda was traditional - focusing on big threats from an 
ascendant China or established antagonists such as Iraq, Iran or North 
Korea, the so-called 'rogue' states, famously described at the start of 
2002 as an 'axis of evil', marked out for their determination to acquire 
weapons of mass destruction. 

As with his father, the new President Bush suddenly found his world 
transformed within months of taking office. Instead of benign political 
change, however, this transformation came on 11 September 2001 as a 
result of an extraordinary, audacious and painful attack on the Pentagon 
and the twin towers of New York's World Trade Center, symbols of 
American military and economic power. During the cold war, main-
stream strategic literature in the US had pondered the implications of a 
surprise attack, directed against one or more major cities, almost cer-
tainly including New York and Washington. Suicidal hijackers turning 
commercial airliners into guided missiles had played no part in these 
scenarios. Nor did they have the effect of even a small nuclear explosion 
but the impact was grim enough. As dust clouds rose above Manhattan 
and the site of the collapsed World Trade Center was designated 'ground 
zero' there was an inkling of what had been avoided for the previous 55 
years. The new order was not supposed to include murderous attacks 
against Western cities. 

The start of the twenty-first century thus found the world still caught 
up in the nuclear age but now in the context of a different sort of global 
conflict, fought more in the undergrowth of international relations 
rather than between great powers. The age had begun as the closing act 
of the last great power war. It had become associated with an attempt to 
resolve the next great power confrontation without a hot war and was 
widely credited with the apparent success of this effort. During the 
course of the cold war, a multipolar world began to emerge. In the 1970s 
it was possible to suppose that the military power of Russia and China, 
the oil power of Saudi Arabia, and the economic power of Germany and 
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Japan would work steadily to circumscribe and perhaps eventually leave 
behind the broadly-based but declining power of the United States. 
In the 1970s Henry Kissinger had begun to base American foreign policy 
on such a gloomy prognostication, while as late as 1988 Professor 
Paul Kennedy warned of American decline, as a result of a modern-day 
version of imperial over-stretch, as more dynamic Asian economies 
left it behind.5 Unification in 1990 was thought to be bound to put 
Germany in virtual charge of European affairs. 

Yet all these alternative power centres faltered. The economic mis-
management of unification left Germany falling behind its neighbours 
in the growth league, while the Japanese economy fell backwards during 
the 1990s. The Soviet Union fell apart. China did not, but the ruling 
Communist Party lacked legitimacy and was dependent upon sustain-
ing a growth rate that looked increasingly optimistic. Saudi Arabia was 
caught by the decline in oil prices and its failure to reform itself. By the 
start of the twenty-first century the world appeared not so much multi-
polar as unipolar. The planned American military budget would be 
equivalent to that of the rest of the world combined. Curiously, the only 
erstwhile great power to stay in touch with the United States, and then a 
long way behind, was Britain, which had been assumed until at least the 
early 1980s to have been in a state of terminal decline. American hege-
mony was limited not by the balancing effect of another superpower, or 
even a collection of powers, but by its own ambitions, which reflected as 
much an inclination to disengage from active involvement in the affairs 
of regions other than its own as a desire to meddle, and a horror of pick-
ing up a succession of commitments to organize the unruly. A country of 
such power, however, could not but help be drawn into a succession of 
regional squabbles, and when it did so those on the receiving end of the 
apparently irresistible power of the United States were bound to look 
for ways to cause sufficient pain to cause it to back off. As far as nuclear 
strategy was concerned this opened up two issues. The first was whether 
small powers or even non-state groups might coerce the United States 
using nuclear threats. The second was whether if as a result of this coer-
cion or just because, as in South Asia, the dangers of too active an 
involvement in any conflict were self-evident, nuclear weapons might 
still appear as legitimate and potentially effective weapons of war. 

The revolution in military affairs 

The unexpectedly graceful conclusion to the cold war encouraged 
the view that the period of nuclear risk could be assumed to be over. 
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With no prospect of total war and nothing left to deter, awesome 
deterrent threats might be discarded. Security through fear of mutual 
annihilation could be replaced by security through mutual understand-
ing. Debates over such weighty matters as the destabilizing conse-
quences of counterforce targeting or the role of battlefield nuclear 
weapons were stopped in their tracks, almost in mid-sentence. 

Instead the most exciting developments in terms of new weapons and 
strategic theory lay not in nuclear but in conventional weapons. The 
United States had not fought a major war since Vietnam, and those 
smaller operations that had been undertaken since had rarely impressed. 
Yet since the adoption of the doctrine of AirLand Battle in 1982, with its 
emphasis on manoeuvre and viewing the battlefield in the round, the 
American military had been thinking hard about the type of war it 
understood best and how to exploit the new technologies of precision 
warfare. Iraq's Saddam Hussein imagined that well dug-in Iraqi forces 
would be able to catch the US and its allies in open spaces as they 
advanced and impose the sort of casualties that no President could 
accept. He had not begun to think through the implications of 
American air supremacy or the American logistical capacity. The war 
itself - Operation Desert Storm - turned out to be far more one-sided 
than anticipated, even in the United States, as text book air strikes were 
followed by staff college manoeuvres.6 

For a while this convincing conventional victory, combined with 
some nasty unconventional scares, shaped Western perceptions of the 
likely course of major war. With advances in information technology 
reinforcing Western military strength, and talk of a 'revolution in milit-
ary affairs', NATO countries appeared to be acquiring an unassailable 
battlefield advantage. Saddam might even be excused for miscalculating 
Western strength but after his resounding defeat it was hard to see any 
other would-be aggressor making the same mistake again. Even Soviet 
generals were returning to nuclear deterrence as their best option 
against an ascendant NATO. There was every reason to assume that 
other potential adversaries would look at forms of unconventional war 
directed against civil society, from terrorism to weapons of mass destruc-
tion, to undermine the Western will to prosecute more conventional 
military campaigns. The lesson of the Gulf War, one Indian general 
observed, was not to fight the United States without the bomb. 

Although the idea of asymmetrical conflict had been around since the 
1970s, as a reflection on the Vietnam experience,7 it was only in the 
mid-1990s that American military doctrine caught up with the idea that 
there were few if any states that would choose to fight on American 
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terms. This overwhelming superiority might have an important 
deterrent function in ruling out a certain type of warfare, just as had 
occurred with nuclear weapons during the cold war but it raised ques-
tions as to how an opponent might actually fight when challenged. The 
first explicit mention of the concept of asymmetrical conflict in a 
Pentagon document was in the 1995 Joint Doctrine, in a reference to 
engagements between dissimilar forces. By the 1997 Quadrennial 
Defense Review it was acknowledged that: 'US dominance in the con-
ventional military arena may encourage adversaries to use ... asymmet-
ric means to attack our interests overseas and Americans at home.'8 The 
basic frustration with this approach was summed up by a 1998 report 
from the National Defense University which characterized asymmetry 
as not 'fighting fair'.9 

Two forms of unconventional warfare suggested themselves. One 
would be to conduct guerrilla operations, in an effort to draw Western 
ground forces into a quagmire from which they could not easily extract 
themselves without giving up on their objectives. This form of asym-
metrical strategy appeared appropriate in that the main occasions for 
interventions during the decade came in the form of civil wars, where 
the norm of non-interference had to be balanced against evidence of 
growing humanitarian distress and the rise of malevolent political 
forces. The United States in particular tried to avoid getting involved in 
land operations in these conditions, especially after an embarrassing 
experience in Somalia in 1993, and relied largely on air power with local 
allies taking on ground combat. This approach was evident in Bosnia, 
Kosovo and then, in late 2001, in Afghanistan. Following the Gulf War, 
these air campaigns reflected the tendency, encouraged by the growing 
awareness that traditional forms of strategic bombardment directed 
against cities could no longer be countenanced by Western countries, to 
target discrete centres of enemy political and military power.10 While 
the idea that this could be achieved with minimal collateral damage had 
struggled for credibility with nuclear weapons, it did not seem at all fan-
ciful with modern forms of conventional munitions that could be deliv-
ered with remarkable accuracy to their targets. The submarine-launched 
cruise missile, a controversial item in a nuclear arsenal, appeared as the 
regular vanguard of any US strikes armed with conventional warheads. 

The second type of unconventional strategy feared involved an 
opponent getting hold of means of attacking civil society. Part of the fas-
cination with information technology, then in a stage of dynamic devel-
opment, and the growing dependence of society on high-speed and 
high-intensity information systems, was a belief that new forms of 
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attack might be developed, targeted directly against these systems in 
such a way as to cause economic chaos and a breakdown of domestic 
order.11 There were many examples of individuals and groups exploiting 
easy access to electronic communications for a variety of mischievous, 
propagandistic, fraudulent and vengeful purposes, but it was unclear 
whether such attacks might be able to threaten a whole society for 
purposes of political advantage. If that was the objective then crude 
violence remained simpler and better understood, and so the greatest 
danger remained one of weapons of mass destruction. There was a form 
of interaction between the old revolution of military affairs, once pro-
claimed (initially in the Soviet Union) as hydrogen bombs arrived on 
the scene, and this second revolution, proclaimed as a way of pushing 
warfare in exactly the opposite direction, so that it became more precise 
and less horrific. In terms of anxiety levels, the first revolution was 
always likely to score, even in a much reduced form. It was the possibil-
ity of the introduction of crude forms of nuclear, chemical or biological 
weapons that dominated considerations of contingencies involving 
the 'rogue' states. The assumption was that their inclination, as they 
pursued their regional ambitions, would be to deter the West from 
intervening by raising the entry price to unacceptable levels. This led 
to American proposals for counter-proliferation strategies, normally 
interpreted as forms of pre-emption, even before the term was officially 
acknowledged12 and later to missile defences. Before the attacks on 
11 September 2001 there was a burgeoning literature on the possibilities 
of terrorist groups gaining access to such weapons,13 and evidence from 
the al-Qaeda camps overrun by coalition troops in Afghanistan sug-
gested that this was a definite aspiration though any actual achieve-
ments fell far short. Here deterrence seemed more problematic as those 
likely to initiate such attacks would be more fervent and less easy to pin 
down, thereby adding to the requirements for improved homeland 
defence and good intelligence. 

Mutual assured security 

As the new threats came to the fore the old threat began to receive a 
different form of attention. Russia remained a nuclear power, but the 
inner decay of its Army reached the point where it was almost risible to 
continue to plan for big war scenarios involving a revitalized Russia. 
Communism was not even on the ideological defensive: it had surren-
dered. This was a situation for which few were ready. Despite years of 
preparation for the ultimate crisis and its fraught management there 
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had been little intellectual preparation for a political conclusion to the 
cold war. The strategists were not alone: the literature on the economic 
transition from socialism to capitalism was minuscule compared with 
that on a movement in the opposite direction. 

When it came to security policy the orthodox view had been, even 
during the later Gorbachev years, that it was always necessary to look 
beyond warm words to hard capabilities, and so long as the means to 
aggress remained aggression could not be precluded. Excessive enthusi-
asm about political changes under way in the East risked charges of 
naivety. The disarmament movement, generally to the left of the politi-
cal spectrum, had also concentrated on capabilities, arguing that cuts in 
weapons would ease mutual distrust and make possible benign political 
changes. Demands that disarmament must follow political change were 
seen as spoiling tactics by the hawks. After four decades during which 
the political context that set the terms for security policies had shown 
remarkable continuity, all those involved, from policy-makers to think-
tank analysts to peace campaigners, had come to assume that the core 
issues would revolve around the shape and size of the arsenals. 

These cold war debates had become tired and unconnected to the fun-
damental political change that was transforming security relations. 
Until the failed coup of August 1991, orthodox NATO planning still 
posed the threat in terms of a resurgent Soviet Union. It was the old 
problem only now much easier to solve. The potential adversary was 
much smaller and its forces were distant: if they started to grow and 
move closer there would be ample warning time. The predominant view 
within NATO was that established arrangements must be maintained 
while keeping a firm eye on developments on the other side. This posi-
tion became untenable as developments in the erstwhile Soviet camp 
moved well beyond what could ever be dismissed as some cosmetic ploy 
designed to lull the West into a false sense of security or even a genuine 
policy shift that might nonetheless be 'reversible'. Soon there was 
something jarring about defining states with whom one was struggling 
to create or sustain amicable relations as a potential recipient of a 
nuclear strike.14 

The Russian problem ceased to be one of excessive strength and 
became one of excessive weakness. The interaction between a nuclear 
arsenal and a sociopolitical system undergoing profound and traumatic 
change was uncharted territory. Both France and China went through 
a period of serious political instability, but prior to the development of 
an operational nuclear capability. The Soviet Union was once consid-
ered to be a paragon of stability (if nothing else) and thus a responsible 
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custodian of a nuclear arsenal. Now there were real concerns about 
nuclear systems being imperfectly maintained and guarded, raising a 
variety of spectres: unauthorized missile launches, terrorists or local war-
lords seizing weapons, the spread of radiation as a result of accidents, 
including the corrosion of discarded nuclear submarines, nuclear mat-
erials or even know-how (in the form of impoverished and disgruntled 
scientists) being secreted abroad to work for aspirant members of the 
nuclear club. During the attempted coup of 1991, the authority to 
launch nuclear weapons lay for three days in the hands of two of the 
plotters. This included Defence Minister Yazov who also ordered an 
increase in nuclear combat readiness in case the Americans reacted 
militarily. Noting a number of incidents, from enlisted men going 
berserk at an IBM base to a number of mobile missiles being left unat-
tended while their operators went scavenging for food, and the 
'mayhem' that 'crazed troops' could create in high-security facilities, 
John Leppingwell wondered what 'sane criminals' might achieve.15 

The theme of 'mutual assured safety' gained credence as a way of 
thinking about how to build upon a much improved political relation-
ship to ensure that nothing untoward happened with either side's 
nuclear forces.16 With so much less now at stake politically, any risk that 
nuclear weapons might be used started to appear to be too high, in that 
the systems in place could not preclude their accidental or unauthorized 
use. From the days of 'quick-reaction alert' when nuclear-armed aircraft 
remained ready for take-off at the end of runways, and some were 
kept on constant patrol, the balance of prudent risk shifted completely 
to ensuring that the weapons became as 'user-unfriendly' as possible, 
with every possible safeguard to prevent premature release. Deterrence 
was now far less of a problem than the continued existence of nuclear 
weapons in a world in which there was less than complete confidence in 
the responsibility and competence of the relevant authorities. 

Having got through a period when there was a serious risk of nuclear 
explosions being caused deliberately, it would be too much of a terrible 
irony if they were caused by accidents, and demonstrations as to how 
they might became a theme of much contemporary analysis.17 Given 
the evidence of how close even the United States had come on occasion 
to inadvertent disaster during the cold war, the effect of a disintegrating 
Soviet system gave grounds for concern. A notable Congressional initia-
tive taken by Senators Sam Nunn and Richard Lugar, known as the 
Cooperative Threat Reduction Program, allowed funds to support col-
laborative ventures to deal with had become known as the 'loose nukes' 
problem. The US government was therefore able to put considerable 
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resources into helping the Russian government address these issues 
during the 1990s.18 To symbolize the shift, at the beginning of 1994, 
Presidents Clinton and Yeltsin announced that the two sides would no 
longer be targeting each other. The move was symbolic because revising 
the policy would take a matter of minutes. 

In January 1995, a meteorological rocket launched from Norway was 
interpreted as a hostile missile and led to Boris Yeltsin opening for the 
very first time his 'nuclear briefcase' with its doomsday trigger before 
the mistake was recognized.19 In September 1998, Russia and the US 
signed an early warning agreement that aimed to prevent launches after 
a false alarm and to create a common early warning center. In June 2000, 
Clinton and Vladimir Putin, Yeltsin's successor, signed a memorandum 
on the establishment of a Joint Data Exchange Center in Moscow to 
share early-warning data on missile launches. 

While the two sides denied harbouring any lingering notions of 
belligerency the logic of the cold war did not wholly evaporate. There 
was nothing approaching the old superpower symmetry nor the same 
incentives for arms racing. Whatever the utterances of its leaders about 
still being a great power, Russia clearly was no longer capable of exerting 
substantial influence far beyond its borders. Around its borders, 
especially the 'near abroad' of the former Soviet Union, there was plenty 
of trouble. With their armies in disarray, the conscription system break-
ing down, equipment in need of repair and replacement, Russian gener-
als could not but despair at how their once-mighty and much-feared 
forces had been brought low, so that having failed to subdue 
Afghanistan they could barely cope with an internal rebellion in 
Chechnya. There were soothing words from Western leaders, top table 
positions at conferences in new institutions, all confirming that the 
West's leaders took a relaxed view of the old threat. Russia remained far 
less relaxed. 

Over the 1990s its sense of insecurity grew as the illusions of great 
power were stripped away. The NATO powers were blamed for not play-
ing fair, for staying in business while the Warsaw Pact disbanded, and 
for failing to keep to what Moscow took to be a tacit understanding 
not to expand. Instead NATO took in Poland, Hungary and the Czech 
Republic, with the promise of more to come, edging ever closer to the 
Russian heartland. Many Russians were shocked by the ruthlessness 
with which the United States, Britain and other Western countries went 
after Iraq and Serbia, even when they allowed that Presidents Saddam 
Hussein and Slobodan Milosevic had been the architects of their 
countries' misfortunes. Those worried about the implications of NATO 
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enlargement were apt to call for a reappraisal of curbs on non-strategic 
weapons because of their potential value in blocking a conventional 
offensive. There were still some 8000 short-range nuclear weapons 
around (although nobody seemed to know the exact number).20 

A prominence was given to strategic deterrence if for no other reason 
than that was an area of comparative advantage. 

So just as NATO had decided that it did not need first-use threats 
because it now enjoyed conventional superiority, the Russians, non-
plussed by this sudden shift in the European balance, began to regret 
their embrace of the 'no-first-use' principle in 1982. The difficulties of 
sustaining this position were noted when the new military doctrine was 
first drafted in 1992 and by November 1993 it had been discarded. As 
NATO never embraced the principle it was in no position to complain -
nor did it do so. Russian conventional forces might no longer be suffi-
cient to mount a credible defensive operation never mind present to 
their neighbours the impression of an overwhelming steamroller.21 In 
October 1999 the draft military doctrine, in rather traditional terms, 
reserved the right to use nuclear weapons 'in situations critical to the 
national security of the Russian Federation and its allies'. Those ques-
tioning the renuclearization of Russian security policy could only note 
that it was of little help in arguments with NATO countries over Iraq and 
the Balkans, and that Russia's geographical position meant that it had 
an even greater stake than the United States in preventing the prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction. 

The last great debate 

While it became necessary to think through the implications of Russian 
weakness, and what NATO countries might do to stop it having unfor-
tunate consequences, there was the question of whether the time had 
come to dismantle completely the force structures and doctrines of the 
cold war. The case for NATO doggedly reserving the right to initiate 
nuclear war had been based to a large measure on the presumption of 
conventional inferiority vis-a-vis the Warsaw Pact. With the abrupt shift 
in the conventional balance in favour of NATO it might seem logical to 
suppose that there was no longer a need to sustain the first use option. 
George Quester observed that 'Whoever has the advantage in conven-
tional forces should be against nuclear escalation.'22 One of the past 
drivers of Western nuclear strategy - the need to develop credible 
systems, doctrines and tactics with which to escalate - ceased to be 
a problem. Nuclear munitions had once been judged essential if a range 
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of critical military tasks were to be accomplished. Now not only was 
there no longer any need to worry about the quantitative advantage of 
the Warsaw Pact, but also lethal conventional weapons could devastate 
large force concentrations, and shatter hardened targets. Nuclear 
weapons were required neither to compensate for weaknesses in con-
ventional forces, nor to intimidate non-nuclear powers armed with only 
conventional forces. Only threatened nuclear use by another seemed a 
proper subject for deterrence. 

Another key driver seemed to be less pressing but could not yet be 
deemed immaterial. If it was the case that deterrence was still needed to 
deal with nuclear threats, then the potential need for this to be extended 
to allies remained. If, in response to the happier circumstances of the 
early 1990s, the established force structures were dismantled then, 
should the security situation deteriorate, a sudden demand for nuclear 
deterrence could be expected to re-emerge. There would then be a need 
for a 'reconstitution' policy to reinforce nuclear guarantees in an emer-
gency.23 Yet once the weapons had been removed would it be possible to 
give them a revived role without aggravating the crisis that has occa-
sioned the re-appraisal? Bringing weapons out of store, putting others 
back on alert, coyness about deployment and targeting plans would 
appear provocative. As Robert Art observed: 'The requirements of 
extended deterrence still tug the United States away from a minimum 
force; those of nuclear de-emphasis towards it.'24 

The old description of NATO as keeping the Russians out, the 
Americans in and the Germans down, still echoed. One claim in favour 
of the US nuclear commitment to Europe of NATO was that this reduced 
the incentives to proliferate in an area full of countries with a great 
power past, notably Germany. The suggestion that without the US 
nuclear guarantee there would be a greater probability that the Germans 
would develop a national nuclear arsenal was still deployed in the US as 
an argument for maintaining the guarantee,25 even though in practice it 
was in Germany that anti-nuclear sentiment seemed to be most intense. 
So there remained a geopolitical rationale for a nuclear presence of sorts, 
if only to signal that there had been no diminution in the overall US 
strategic commitment to Europe.26 There also remained little confidence 
in almost all alternative security arrangements, including those depend-
ent upon the British and French forces.27 Indeed the European Union 
only was able to develop a serious defence identity by keeping this as 
'non-nuclear' and generally 'low-level' in its ambitions as possible. 

Lastly, a residual nuclear arsenal had some value 'just in case'. 
'Circus acrobats eventually grow so accomplished that they can soar 
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through their daring routines without a net', observed Richard Ullman, 
but 'that is no reason for taking the net away'.28 It could be argued also 
that the continued existence of nuclear weapons provided a reminder 
of the dangers of total war. Even without an authoritative specification 
of the chain of events which might end in nuclear war the thought 
that 'it just might', could introduce an immediate element of caution 
into any developing conflict. This could be described as 'existential 
deterrence - minus'. 

The influence of all these factors could be found in NATO's last great 
debate over a controversial nuclear programme, this time short-range 
systems.29 The debate reflected the general dissatisfaction with flexible 
response, which was one legacy of the anti-nuclear protest movements 
of the early 1980s.30 In addition, the December 1987 INF Treaty had 
eliminated all land-based missiles between the ranges of 500 and 5500 
kilometres. Although the great majority of the weapons to be removed 
were Russian, if anything the strategic problem for NATO appeared 
greater, given the alliance's dependence on nuclear threats and the 
anticipated path of escalation from the battlefield up to superpower 
strategic exchanges. NATO governments had never been comfortable 
with the military case for those short-range systems which were left: part 
of the rationale for the original INF deployments was that they would 
create the conditions for a shift in the NATO force structure away from 
the short to the longer range. Now only short-range systems were 
permitted and NATO commanders wanted them modernized, with the 
main priority a follow-on to the Lance (400-450 km) missile. 

The West German government was unhappy with such proposals, 
observing that short-range nuclear weapons if launched from targets in 
one Germany were most likely to hit targets in the other, raising the 
spectre of a nuclear war confined to the two Germanys but leaving the 
rest of Europe intact. This was compounded by the equally evident 
desire in Bonn to reinforce the improvements in East-West relations 
that were already in train. Elsewhere in NATO, and especially in Britain, 
there was little support for German proposals for a 'third zero', and irri-
tation with the view that as a result of the INF Treaty somehow only 
Germans were at risk. In addition, the fact that the Soviet Union obvi-
ously favoured the third zero option reinforced the disinclination to 
take it seriously. 

New negotiations were getting under way on conventional forces in 
Europe and it was tempting to argue that future nuclear disarmament 
must wait on their progress, but this stance went to the core of 
all the problems in NATO's nuclear strategy. Suppose that, unlike the 
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previous effort, the new talks did result in an agreed conventional 
symmetry between the two alliances. Would that mean that NATO 
could dispense with nuclear deterrence, which had always been justified 
by reference to the alliance's conventional inferiority? While confidence 
in conventional forces might undermine the importance of the first-use 
threat it did not remove the case for a second-use threat. Furthermore 
the conventional talks were likely to affect nuclear options as aircraft 
and missiles could deliver both nuclear and conventional munitions. 

These were the arguments leading up to the May 1989 NATO summit, 
as difficult as any in the alliance's history, as the British pressed for force-
ful language on nuclear deterrence and the need for ground-based sys-
tems which the Germans had no intention of deploying. It was decided 
to allow development work on the Lance replacement but leave deploy-
ment decisions until 1992, which could then be taken 'in the light of 
overall security developments' which at the time was assumed to mean 
arms control.31 Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher made clear that she 
did not expect much change by then. Negotiations would proceed at 
the glacial pace now assumed to be natural for arms control. 'I think it's 
a little bit optimistic', she observed, continuing 'It's quite optimistic. 
It's very optimistic.'32 

Within months 'overall security developments' had completely 
undermined the case for any new missiles. By March 1990 German 
Chancellor Helmut Kohl was observing how their proposed range would 
be sufficient to hit NATO's new friends in Prague, Warsaw and Budapest. 
Three weeks earlier, he reported, he had been in Rostock in East 
Germany, which was within range. 'I spoke to 120,000 people. What 
would they have said if I had told them: "I'm going to order the nuclear 
missiles which will land on your heads"? They would have said "You're 
Crazy".'33 Soon even Mrs Thatcher had to acknowledge that established 
positions might need adjustment. In April 1990 Bush announced that 
he had decided to 'terminate the follow-on to the Lance program and 
cancel any further modernisation of U.S. nuclear artillery shells 
deployed in Europe', and the next month he declared a readiness to 
enter into negotiations on the reduction of short-range nuclear forces in 
new talks. 

When NATO leaders met in London in July 1990 the new goal was to 
seek 'the lowest and most stable level of nuclear forces needed to secure the 
prevention of war'. The new role for nuclear weapons was also clarified: 

These will continue to fulfil an essential role in the overall strategy of 
the Alliance to prevent war by ensuring that there are no circumstances 
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in which nuclear retaliation in response to military action might be 
discounted. However, in the transformed Europe, they will be able to 
adopt a new NATO strategy making nuclear forces truly weapons of 
last resort. 

The communique declared that the allies would 'modify the size and 
adapt the tasks of their nuclear deterrent forces'.34 The French govern-
ment judged that NATO had gone too far, and it explicitly disassociated 
itself from the military parts of the London Declaration. Following the 
Summit, French Defence Minister Jean-Pierre Chevenement stated that 
France did not adhere 'to this idea that nuclear weapons would be used 
as a last resort when everything was lost'. Moreover, he stressed that 
France's force de frappe remained 'extremely important to the future' and 
'for the European defence identity'.35 A year later, when drafting NATO's 
Strategic Concept of November 1991, Britain and France asked for the 
words 'weapons of last resort' to be deleted. The document stated that: 

Nuclear weapons make a unique contribution in rendering the risks 
of any aggression incalculable and unacceptable. Thus, they remain 
essential to preserve peace. The fundamental purpose of the nuclear 
forces of the Allies is political: to preserve peace and prevent coercion 
and any kind of war. They will continue to fulfill an essential role by 
ensuring uncertainty in the mind of any aggressor about the nature 
of the Allies' response to military aggression. They demonstrate that 
aggression of any kind is not a rational option.36 

The alliance consensus gravitated towards acknowledging some role for 
nuclear deterrence, while accepting an orderly reduction in agreed force 
levels. Political change, however, continued to outpace the move in offi-
cial thinking. After the failed communist coup in Moscow of August 
1991, the spectre of the break-up of the Soviet Union loomed large. An 
agreement was needed to get a grip on the Soviet nuclear arsenal before 
one could possibly emerge from a negotiating process. Brent Scowcroft, 
Bush's National Security Advisor, later explained that while in principle 
he did not mind the fragmentation of the Soviet arsenal, as that would 
reduce the size of any attack that could be mounted against the United 
States, the 'erosion of the center's authority, however, posed some secu-
rity dangers to be considered, especially the loss of physical control of 
the country's weapons of mass destruction'.37 In a televised speech on 
27 September 1991 Bush announced that while with strategic weapons 
he was looking forward to new, and more radical, negotiated reductions, 
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with 'tactical' weapons he was prepared to forego new negotiations 
and work through reciprocated measures to eliminate tactical nuclear 
weapons. He cancelled all new development programmes and also 
promised to withdraw all nuclear warheads at sea as well as artillery 
shells. Bombers were taken off alert. He was soon followed by Gorbachev 
who, on 5 October, announced a number of similar measures. Soon 
NATO was agreeing that the US would hold only 700 nuclear warheads 
in Europe by the mid-1990s. The time when there was a nuclear equiva-
lent to almost all conventional munitions was over. This was all accom-
plished with minimal debate. Also in October 1992 Bush halted nuclear 
testing and announced a unilateral moratorium. This was extended by 
Clinton the next July: he also encouraged negotiations on a compre-
hensive test ban.38 

Moving quickly had the desired effect. In December 1991 the Russian 
Federation and the three quasi-nuclear states of Ukraine, Kazakhstan 
and Belarus in the new Commonwealth of Independent States agreed to 
move all tactical nuclear warheads to central factory premises by 1 July 
1992.39 Until the last months of the cold war the alliance had worried 
about how to sustain some deterrent capacity in the face of Soviet 
disarmament proposals: soon the issue became one of creating the 
conditions for as-rapid-as-possible Soviet/Russian disarmament. In the 
end the elimination of short-range nuclear weapons was too important 
and urgent to be left to arms control. 

Strategic nuclear weapons were handled in a more traditional manner. 
START I, signed on 31 July 1991, reduced the number of delivery 
vehicles to 1600, the 'accountable' deployed strategic nuclear warheads 
for each side from 13,000 to 6000 warheads, of which at most 4900 
could be on ballistic missiles. To deal with the problems caused by the 
break-up of the Soviet Union, Belarus, Ukraine and Kazakhstan as well 
as Russia were included in protocols to START I, signed in May 1992, in 
which they agreed to abandon their acquired nuclear status as soon as 
possible. 

By the time the US Senate and the Russian Duma had ratified the 
Treaty by the end of that year, Bush and Boris Yeltsin, the first President 
of the new Russian Federation, had agreed on a 'joint understanding' 
that would get the numbers of deployed nuclear warheads going down 
to 3000-3500 in 2003, of which there would be a maximum of 1750 
on SLBMS, and would see the elimination of MIRVed ICBMs, and in 
particular the big beasts of the cold war years, the US MX and the 
Russian SS-18. Russia found that decommissioning missiles to meet 
arms control obligations was a slow and expensive process. It would 
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have even more trouble replacing the more obsolescent parts of its 
arsenal on a one-to-one basis. This meant that whatever nuclear deter-
rent it sought would have to be maintained at lower numbers, and 
this created an interest in strategic arms reductions with the United 
States.40 Nonetheless, the process of ratification of START II, which the 
US Senate managed in January 1996, was regularly delayed as Russian 
Parliamentarians took umbrage at some aspect of Western behaviour, as 
often as not having no relevance to the nuclear relationship. Old hard-
liners, intensely suspicious of Western intentions, warned that the old 
enemy would soon turn its attention to Russia which had been enfee-
bled as a result of Gorbachev's folly. It took until April 2000 before the 
Treaty passed the Russian Duma. 

At Helsinki in 1997 Clinton and Yeltsin agreed that the goal of 
START III would be to get down to 2000-2500 on each side by the 
end of 2007. In November 2001, President George W. Bush proposed 
to President Putin of Russia that the US could cut its nuclear warheads 
by about two-thirds. The issue then became whether these reductions 
required a further treaty, or at least some written undertaking, as the 
Bush Administration appeared to have developed an abhorrence of 
accepting any legal obligations. 

In May 2002 Presidents Bush and Putin met in Moscow. It came 
almost three decades to the day after Presidents Nixon and Brezhnev 
had met in the same city to sign the first strategic arms control agree-
ments, including the ABM Treaty that the Bush Administration had 
already decided in 2001 to abandon. Between these two summits the 
numbers of nuclear warheads had risen dramatically - because of 
MIRVing - and were now reducing. The actual warhead numbers agreed 
in 2002, however, putting the anticipated numbers at 1700-2200 by 
2012, were remarkably similar to the pre-MIRV launcher numbers of 
three decades earlier, with the two sides being allowed to draw down the 
numbers in stages and keep warheads in reserve rather than destroying 
them. The new Treaty also reverted in another sense to the arms control 
of the earlier era, marked by a short document - just five brief articles -
compared with voluminous legalistic documents that had been 
produced during the intervening years. Bush announced that the Treaty 
would 'liquidate the legacy of the cold war'. 

Elimination or marginalization 

Moves that would once have been heralded as the most remarkable 
breakthroughs now appeared to disarmament campaigners as being 
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quite insufficient. Before the need had been to address the fragility of 
the balance of terror: now the balance was obsolescent. The issue of a 
nuclear-free world appeared again on the agenda, potentially as a matter 
of practical politics.41 Yet redundancy did not spell danger. The nuclear 
issue lost its salience and urgency. It did not necessarily matter if there 
was a lack of momentum behind disarmament by design so long 
as there was a powerful logic building up behind disarmament by 
default. If nuclear weapons could not be eliminated at least they could 
be marginalized. 

Marginalization42 followed essentially the line of nuclear existen-
tialism. In the 1980s the credibility of this form of deterrence depended 
on the evident links between war and the weapons. A rational process of 
decision-making that would result in nuclear use remained hard to 
describe and attempts to design force structures that could introduce a 
modicum of rationality remained frustrating. But it was not hard to see 
how an irrational process could soon lead to disaster: the weapons were 
well spread, to be found in most likely areas of conflict and there were 
well-rehearsed, almost automatic, procedures for their use. With even 
less to deter, the weapons could be assigned an even lower profile, kept 
off alert status and made as difficult as possible to use. This still accepted 
that they could come back into play and could never quite be elimin-
ated. Glenn Buchan suggested that: 'trivially small nuclear forces, if 
operated properly, would probably satisfy the basic political ends that 
nuclear forces could reasonably be expected to achieve'.43 Michael 
Mazarr took this line of argument to its conclusion with his proposal for 
virtual nuclear arsenals. The weapons would exist but could not be 
launched except with a great degree of noisy and prolonged prepara-
tion.44 The focus of this approach was on usability, both in operational 
and diplomatic terms. If politicians were able to resist brandishing them 
at times of crisis then they would gradually lose their legitimacy and 
move further to the margins of international affairs. This pursuit of 
'delegitimation', suggested Stephen Lee, 'must be indirect. The inculca-
tion of the requisite habits cannot be achieved by fiat.' To sustain these 
habits it would be necessary for political leaders to retain more than 
'mere abstract knowledge of the potential for nuclear cataclysm, but the 
vivid impression of that potential cataclysm, the clear-as-crystal image, 
about which there is an appropriate element of fear'.45 Sir Michael 
Quinlan, who as a senior civil servant in the Ministry of Defence had 
shaped Britain's nuclear doctrine, sought a rationale for continued 
possession of nuclear weapons that did not depend on the specification 
of threats and scenarios. He saw a role for nuclear weapons 'extending in 
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scope and perhaps in timescale beyond the classic central task of 
providing a secure counter-balance to Eastern military power'. This role 
should be 

a low-key one. It ought not to be understood, still less presented, as 
seeking merely to substitute a new North versus South or Rich versus 
Poor framework of deterrence for the old East versus West one. ... The 
concept need not and should not rest on an assumption that any 
particular state or class of state, whether defined ideologically, politi-
cally or otherwise, is an adversary to be fended off. It would 
genuinely reflect a non-specific concept of helping to underpin world 
order in whatever context it might be threatened, and to help reduce 
the risk of major war wherever it might occur.46 

The effort to prove that deterrence was an inappropriate and possibly 
counter-productive strategy no longer appeared so urgent when even 
orthodox opinion was not sure whether there was anything left to deter. 
Marginalization was a deceptively easy option for the West. Now that 
they had conventional superiority over all-comers, NATO countries had 
every reason to drain nuclear weapons of any residual legitimacy. At the 
same time, their potential opponents, realizing that they could not win 
a conventional battle, had incentives to keep the nuclear option only. In 
this sense the West's conventional superiority provided a potential boost 
to the spread of nuclear weapons, or at least of other weapons of mass 
destruction. The more proliferation of this sort, the harder it was going 
to be really to push Western nuclear arsenals to the margins. 

The advisability of maintaining a low profile, for political if not strat-
egic reasons, was illustrated when in 1995 France announced, to a general 
outcry, a nuclear test series in the Pacific. Part of the outcry had an anti-
colonial impulse: if, as was claimed, these tests were so environmentally 
harmless why not undertake them in France rather than inflict them on 
a distant region? The major question was why a state as relatively secure 
as France would still assign any sort of priority to preparations for 
a nuclear war. Paris rationalized these tests as a necessary precursor to 
adhering to a test ban, and no more followed. 

In the short term the impact of the tests was to boost the cause of 
universal nuclear disarmament. The cause had a number of boosts that 
year. The 25th review conference of the non-proliferation treaty decided 
to extend the treaty indefinitely but also required 'the determined pur-
suit' by the nuclear weapons states 'of systematic and progressive efforts 
to reduce nuclear weapons globally, and the ultimate goal of eliminating 
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those weapons, and by all states of general and complete disarmament 
under strict and effective international control'. There was also a judg-
ment by the World Court which, while not quite outlawing nuclear 
weapons, made strategies based on their possible use even more ques-
tionable to those who took international law seriously.47 The award of 
that year's Nobel Peace Prize to Joseph Rotblat, President of the Pugwash 
conferences on science and world affairs, was widely seen as a rebuke to 
France. Another response came from Australia, one of France's most 
vociferous critics. This took the form of the establishment, in November 
1995, of the Canberra Commission charged with developing 'ideas and 
proposals for a concrete and realistic program to achieve a world totally 
free of nuclear weapons'. 

The Commission included people normally associated with more 
mainstream strategic thinking, including Professor Robert O'Neill of 
Oxford University, a former director of the International Institute for 
Strategic Studies. The most significant convert, at least in terms of his 
past responsibilities, was General Lee Butler who, until his retirement in 
1993, had been in charge of the USAF's Strategic Air Command, and 
thus in some senses had been the world's leading nuclear warrior. Butler 
also acted as the leading spokesman for a statement issued by a collec-
tion of former military officers who signed a manifesto addressing 
'a challenge of the highest possible historic importance: the creation 
of a nuclear-weapons-free world'. This statement was sponsored by 
The State of the World Foundation.48 Elsewhere the Stimson Center had 
a Project on Eliminating Weapons of Mass Destruction, which sought 
'to explore the obstacles to, and implications of, the progressive 
elimination of all nuclear, chemical and biological weapons from all 
states and to consider measures that might bring all states closer toward 
that goal'.49 

The sense of continuity with past debates was reinforced by the 
disarmers' seniority. The anti-nuclear movement of the 1950s was led 
by old men but inspired the young: the anti-nuclear movement of 
the 1990s failed to gather a large youthful constituency although its 
sentiments commanded wide support. The tendency was to assume that 
the new disarmament debate could easily pick up where the last one left 
off, except that now those in favour of possession had lost their best 
arguments. As a result the hurdles appeared as largely technical in 
nature, or else the familiar opponents of the best causes - weary cyni-
cism, old thinking, vested interests and insufficient political will. 
Jonathan Schell, returning to his old theme, insisted that the choice was 
truly stark, between 'on the one hand, condemnation of nuclear 
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weapons and their abolition and, on the other, their full normalization 
and universalization'.50 Either nuclear abolition or nuclear proliferation. 
As with all such stark choices, it carried the assumption that when the 
sloganeer's preference proved to be unobtainable the only alternative 
was catastrophe. 

The decline of the old rationales for Western nuclear capabilities was 
the argument used against any possession.51 The Canberra Commission 
refuted the main claims for continued possession of nuclear arsenals: 
prevention of war between major powers; protecting the credibility of 
security guarantees; deterring the use of other weapons of mass destruc-
tion; conferring political status and influence; providing effective deter-
rence at lower cost; defeating large-scale conventional aggression. 
It concluded that the 'only military utility that remains for nuclear 
weapons is in deterring their use by others'.52 Yet such a statement 
was highly conditional. A monopolist nuclear power might find all sorts 
of uses for an arsenal. So might a state locked in total war with a 
non-nuclear rival, if other nuclear states had declared themselves 
wholly neutral or if states otherwise inclined to meddle were deterred. 
In addition, the range of political as well as military purposes that might 
be served by a nuclear arsenal remained quite wide.53 The conviction 
that sets of nuclear arsenals had no purpose other than to deter each 
other's use reinforced the assumptions that the solution to the problem 
lay in a general agreement to eliminate all sets simultaneously for their 
residual rationales would also be eliminated at the same time. This 
implied a rather unlikely degree of orchestration.54 

A further difficulty was that levels of warheads much lower than those 
at which the cold war concluded would still provide the wherewithal for 
utter catastrophe, and it was not even clear what would constitute a zero 
when it came to nuclear weapons.55 A political zero, to be confirmed by 
treaty, would raise all the familiar problems connected with the design 
of a regime that was both transparent and enforceable, the resources and 
time required for safe decommissioning, the possible role of ballistic 
missile defences as a form of reassurance, worries about biological 
weapons, the mood in Russia, the real insecurities in South Asia and the 
Middle East, problems that could not be handled by a well-turned 
phrase or side-stepped altogether or placed deftly into some quite separ-
ate negotiating basket to be sorted out later. One high-level American 
study group, essentially making the marginalist case in arguing for a 
'regime of progressive constraints' designed to reduce the role of nuclear 
weapons, suggested that a far better term for the ultimate objective 
would be 'prohibition', on the grounds that complete elimination could 
never be guaranteed.56 
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The return of missile defences 

While the case for marginalization gained through comparison with 
abolition, in practice, moves in this direction were half-hearted. Instead 
the drive was compromised by the reluctance to leave anything to 
chance. Certain issues simply would not go away. One example was 
missile defence. From the start of the nuclear age it had been almost a 
moral imperative to develop some system that would make it possible to 
defend against an incoming bomber or missile attack. By the 1960s, 
as we have seen, this imperative had been undermined by the thought 
that the main result of such an endeavour would be to persuade the 
opponent to improve his offensive capabilities, thereby ensuring an 
even worse outcome than if the condition of mutual assured destruction 
had just been accepted as a fact of life. This conclusion, elevated to a 
doctrine, inflamed more conservative strategists and produced a contin-
uing campaign for a missile defence plan. One could imagine circum-
stances in which leftist strategists would have been equally inflamed, 
and when the conservatives came closest to success, with President 
Reagan's strategic defence initiative, the main effect was to undermine 
confidence in deterrence - with disarmament rather than defensive 
hardware left as the most practical alternative. 

It was inevitable that once the Soviet Union and then Russia could no 
longer cope with a full-blooded arms race the focus would shift to the 
more manageable threats of states unable to take on the United States 
and its allies in regular battle but seeking their own minimalist form of 
nuclear deterrence. The first President Bush, having decided against the 
SDI programme, continued to support the concept of space-based 'bril-
liant pebbles' that could supposedly crash into incoming missiles. With 
ground-based interceptors these would constitute a Global Protection 
against the Limited Strikes system (GPALS). Clinton initially went for a 
more modest concept, concentrating solely on ground-based systems 
and more limited employment in a theatre of war.57 As late as 1997 there 
seemed to be little enthusiasm for heavy investments in this area.58 

During the later years of the Clinton Administration, a scheme for 
National Missile Defense was intended to protect the whole country 
but only against modest attacks - using, in the first instance, 100 inter-
ceptor missiles based in Alaska, with the number of interceptors more 
than doubled in a second stage. This followed the 1998 report of the 
Rumsfeld Committee, chaired by the man who would become the sec-
ond President Bush's Secretary of Defense, which made the case for such 
a system to defend against small threats from small states and led to a 
firm commitment to build as soon as possible in the National Missile 
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Defense Act.59 The proposals betrayed a lack of confidence in Western 
deterrence of these states, which might expect complete elimination 
should they dare to mount some attack on the United States. This 
assumed that these states had regimes that were both desperate and 
reckless - hence the description as 'rogues'. These states were also in 
practice most likely to be responding to regional concerns rather than 
some heroic desire to take on the United States directly. The most influ-
ential rogue was Korea, even though this was a hopelessly poor country, 
with total assets worth far less than the cost of a defensive shield, and 
with a regime that could collapse before any shield was completed. It 
had reinforced claims that it had some prospect of developing a missile 
that could reach North America, as well as alarming the Japanese when, 
not long after Rumsfeld's report was published, it launched a ballistic 
missile over Japan. 

Clinton gave the impression that he hoped, as his Democrat prede-
cessor, Lyndon Johnson, thirty years earlier had done, that authorizing 
an anti-ballistic missile programme would help defend him against 
a domestic Republican threat as much as defend the country from an 
external threat. He set conditions - technological feasibility; a credible 
threat analysis; affordability; and with some attempt to meet arms con-
trol and alliance considerations.60 This did not satisfy opponents of the 
scheme who returned to familiar arguments. Avoiding suggestions that 
there was any merit in staying vulnerable for the sake of reassuring 
prospective enemies, they concentrated on the technical difficulties the 
programme faced and the implausibility of the scenarios that informed 
it.61 The major concern, however, was less to do with arms races and 
more that pushing ahead with the programme might aggravate relations 
with Russia and China, especially as the scheme could not move to 
deployment without abrogating the 1972 ABM Treaty. At worst Moscow 
might fear the coming together of American offensive and defensive sys-
tems in a first strike capability, although this would hardly be threat-
ened by the early stages of the programme, leading in turn to reliance on 
launch-on-warning while a shaky command system was put on a hair 
trigger. Whereas any conceivable ballistic missile defence might have lit-
tle chance against a Russian attack, the much smaller Chinese long-
range missile force could face difficulties. Furthermore China has a 
specific scenario in mind - Taiwan. If at some stage it felt that Taiwan 
was slipping away then it might try to coerce Taipei through a blockade 
or settle the matter once and for all by an invasion. This would be hard 
to achieve without the Americans getting involved. It is doubtful that 
the Chinese would expect to deter involvement by nuclear threats but 
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they might at least hope that their nuclear capability would prevent 
the United States issuing such threats. A successful missile defence 
programme could undermine this hope. 

Russia had actually much more to fear from the proliferation of 
missile capabilities than had the United States so there was always the 
possibility that there could be an agreement to co-operate in establish-
ing defences. When Clinton approached Yeltsin in 1999 this was not 
a good time, with relations poor after the Kosovo War. The arrival of 
President Bush appeared to make the eventual deployment of missile 
defences a foregone conclusion, given the strong support for the notion 
in the Republican Party and Rumsfeld's position as Secretary of Defense. 
In December 2001 an intention to withdraw from the ABM Treaty was 
announced, in itself indicating an ideological predisposition against 
treaties left over from the cold war given that the US was far from being 
ready to breach the Treaty. President Putin, having revived US-Russian 
relations as a result of their shared interest in the campaign against 
terrorism and gained agreement to offensive arms cuts, chose to describe 
this as a mistake but relatively unimportant. Perhaps he recalled how it 
was Gorbachev's loss of interest in SDI that helped that falter, for it 
seems that such projects thrive on resistance, whether internally or 
externally generated, and without it the mundane questions of how to 
choose between a number of competing systems in terms of cost, design, 
testing and threat assessments loom larger. Taking into account the 
credibility of alternative threats, their scale and schedule, the appropri-
ateness of available technologies and the very specific scenarios in 
which these might become relevant, the decision appeared marginal 
either way.62 The attack on 11 September certainly rekindled interest in 
homeland defence, but it also demonstrated how useless a missile 
defence would have been against terrorists capable of using the lowest 
(but oldest) military technology of a knife to turn a civilian airliner into 
a guided missile.63 In the end, anxieties about any form of vulnerability 
triumphed and, in December 2002, the US announced plans - despite 
evidence of continuing technical difficulties - to introduce a limited 
national defensive system by 2004. 

Employment options 

US strategic nuclear targeting also made few concessions to changing 
political circumstances. The new SIOP-6F, which took effect in October 
1989, reflected the revival of operational thinking from earlier in that 
decade, requiring targeting of leadership capabilities and command and 
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control.64 The idea was to 'hold at risk those assets that the Soviet lead-
ership would need to prevail in a nuclear conflict and dominate a post-
nuclear world'. Soon the Bush administration launched a review of 
nuclear targeting that was completed in May 1991. Bowing to the new 
political realities, targets in Eastern Europe and former Soviet republics 
were removed. Nonetheless, US nuclear operations were still formally 
operating under National Security Decision Directive 13 (NSDD 13), 
signed by President Reagan. Over time this 'countervailing' strategy was 
treated less seriously, but it still took until President Clinton's PDD-60 of 
November 1997 for it to be abandoned. 

In most respects Clinton avoided radical changes to the US nuclear 
posture.65 His administration contained a number of figures who had 
explored more radical approaches, notably Ash Carter who before 
becoming an Under Secretary of Defense had written extensively on 
operational nuclear issues and explored the possibility of de-emphasizing 
the role of nuclear weapons in a much more cooperative security 
arrangement with the Soviet Union.66 In October 1993, under Clinton's 
first Secretary of Defense, Les Aspin, a Nuclear Posture Review was initi-
ated. Its conclusions, after a year of study, was that Russia remained the 
main concern, that the number of launch platforms could be reduced 
but the triad of ICBMs, SLBMs and bombers should be retained, and that 
there was a case for extending deterrence to chemical and biological 
weapons. This latter issue was one reason why there was reluctance to 
support proposals for a no-first-use declaration.67 The conclusion was 
that there really was no alternative but to keep the enemy guessing: 
any attempt to define with precision the circumstances under which 
a nuclear counter-strike would be launched would generate great con-
troversy and send confusing signals. When NATO later considered 
whether it should make an explicit link between chemical or biological 
attacks and nuclear first use it came to the same conclusion.68 Until the 
scale and intensity of any attack was understood it was difficult to be 
sure of the appropriate response, and in most cases sufficient retribution 
could be exacted by conventional means, but it probably did no harm if 
those contemplating such attacks took account of the possibility that 
they just might lead to nuclear retaliation. PDD-60 in November 1997 
did allow for the possible use of nuclear weapons in case of a chemical 
or biological weapons attack, and Secretary of Defense William Cohen 
repeated the same message on the 17 March 1998: 

We have made very clear to Iraq and to the world that if America or 
US forces are attacked by nuclear, chemical or biological weapons, we 
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have the ability and will to deliver a response that is overwhelming 
and devastating. 

The same themes were picked up by the Bush Administration, which 
conducted its own Nuclear Policy Review, sent by the Department of 
Defense to Congress in January 2002 and leaked extensively that 
March.69 The language of the new review was no different in kind to 
that of the cold war years. It described a planned force structure for 
2012 comprising 14 Trident SSBNs (with 2 of the 14 in overhaul at any 
time) 500 Minuteman III ICBMs, 76 B-52H bombers, and 21 B-2 
bombers. The M-X 'Peacekeeper' ICBM, which had been surrounded 
with such controversy during the last cold war decades, was to be 
phased out. The other controversial programme - the B-l bomber - was 
being used increasingly in a conventional role, to which it was now 
to be dedicated. The shifts were in the integration of non-nuclear and 
nuclear systems, an enhanced role for active defences, reflecting the 
administration's determination to end sole reliance on offensive 
options, and the development of a system that could respond quickly to 
changes in the strategic environment. It described an essentially residual 
role for nuclear forces, but one on which it was nonetheless prepared to 
expend substantial resources. While 'nuclear forces, alone' were 
'unsuited to most of the contingencies for which the United States pre-
pares' they might be needed for 'targets able to withstand non-nuclear 
attack (for example, deep underground bunkers or bio-weapon 
facilities)'. It was for this reason that new nuclear earth-penetrating 
weapons were being considered. 

In the Foreword, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld promised that 
the US would 'no longer plan, size or sustain its forces as though Russia 
presented merely a smaller version of the threat posed by the former 
Soviet Union'. Instead he thought that 'Terrorists or rogue states 
armed with weapons of mass destruction will likely test America's 
security commitments to its allies and friends.' The body of the report 
explored the contingencies that might prompt consideration of nuclear 
use; the review began with 'well-recognized current dangers' including 
'an Iraqi attack on Israel or its neighbors, a North Korean attack on 
South Korea, or a military confrontation over the status of Taiwan' 
before moving on to potential, plausible contingencies such as 
'the emergence of a new, hostile military coalition against the United 
States or its allies in which one or more members possesses WMD and 
the means of delivery', and then on to 'sudden and unpredicted security 
challenges', perhaps resulting from 'a sudden regime change by which 
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an existing nuclear arsenal comes into the hands of a new, hostile lead-
ership group, or an opponent's surprise unveiling of WMD capabilities'. 
North Korea, Iraq, Iran, Syria and Libya were listed as being among the 
countries that could be involved in these contingencies. They all shared 
'longstanding hostility toward the United States and its security part-
ners' and they all 'sponsor or harbor terrorists, and all have active WMD 
and missile programs'. China, which had loomed large in the initial 
Administration descriptions of immediate threats, and fitted the classi-
cal concerns about a rising strong power (compared with the main list 
which consisted of regimes that all could be expected to fall on the 
wrong side of history), and its 'developing strategic objectives and its 
ongoing modernization of its nuclear and non nuclear forces' was duly 
noted. While the review acknowledged that US relations with Russia 
might significantly worsen in the future, and observed that it still pos-
sessed 'the most formidable nuclear forces, aside from the United States, 
and substantial, if less impressive, conventional capabilities' it struck 
a conciliatory note to the old adversary: 

There now are, however, no ideological sources of conflict with 
Moscow, as there were during the Cold War. The United States seeks 
a more cooperative relationship with Russia and a move away from 
the balance-of-terror policy framework, which by definition is an 
expression of mutual distrust and hostility. As a result, a [nuclear 
strike] contingency involving Russia, while plausible, is not expected. 
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The Second Nuclear Age 

The official shift in thinking, away from hostile great powers and towards 
reckless rogue states, was also mirrored in the work of academics and 
think-tanks. By and large they had been equally disoriented by the sud-
den turn of events in 1989, and to some extent this was a blow to their 
credibility. The point was made, rather gleefully in some cases, that the-
orists of international relations had failed to predict that the cold war 
would end at this time and in this way.1 In some respects this was unfair. 
Few theorists claim that politics can ever be so much of a science that 
confident prediction is ever possible. Theory is best used for explanatory 
purposes or to provide a framework for thinking through issues. That 
the Soviet system was in deep crisis was not in doubt. Most scenarios 
for the outbreak of a World War III depended on the widespread view 
that the system as currently constituted could not last indefinitely, 
but they also assumed that the elite would not give up without a fight. 
This was not an unrealistic assumption. The speed and comparatively 
graceful nature of communism's demise could not have been readily 
predicted and to some extent it would have been irresponsible to base 
security policy upon such an assumption. By early 1990 the whole 
process may have acquired a sense of historic inevitability, but this hides 
the key decisions made first in Moscow and then in Berlin over how to 
handle the growing discontent in East Germany and elsewhere. It is not 
hard to imagine alternative outcomes, involving much bloodshed and 
greater danger, which would have appeared equally inevitable in retro-
spect. Events in Tiananmen Square in Beijing in the same summer of 
1989 demonstrated how not all communist authorities were prepared to 
give way to a bourgeois liberal uprising. Nonetheless, it was something 
of a professional embarrassment to be taken so much by surprise and at 
the very least most in the field were guilty of a failure of imagination, 

435 



436 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

not even setting out the sudden collapse of the communist system in 
Europe as an alternative future for serious consideration.2 A remarkable 
quantity of strategic literature published in 1990 had to be discarded 
as 'overtaken by events' because it dealt with what had become non-
problems, such as how to fortify NATO's Central Front. 

The intellectual foundation of strategic studies lay in realism, the view 
that any theory had to be based on the world as it is rather than what 
idealists might prefer it to be, touched with a pessimism about the frailty 
of human nature and the fragility of political institutions. On this basis, 
the business of strategic studies was not to provide forecasts but to think 
about potential dangers, precisely because of the unpredictability of his-
tory's course. Traditional realism was as much a matter of temperament 
as theory, forged during the struggles with the ideologies of fascism and 
communism, and so distrustful of Utopian claims. By the 1980s it had 
acquired a sharper conceptual edge, largely through the efforts of 
Kenneth Waltz, who had provided a systematic version of the theory, 
known as neo-realism, that was doggedly state-centric, disinterested in 
the domestic level of analysis, arguing that state behaviour was most 
influenced by the structure of the international system, which was 
inherently anarchic in character. This system created strategic impera-
tives for states, requiring them to look after their own interests because 
nobody else would do this for them.3 If there was to be a degree of sta-
bility in such a system then there was no point relying on international 
institutions, as they would lack the clout to enforce any agreements. 
Stability would best be achieved through the balance of power. 

As the cold war came to an end neo-realism was already being chal-
lenged on academic grounds, charged with the epistemological crime of 
making exaggerated claims for objectivity and with disregarding domes-
tic and transnational factors. There was also a political critique, to the 
effect that the very language and concepts realists used encouraged a 
particular and dangerous view of the world, preoccupied with armed 
force to the exclusion of peaceful means of exerting influence and 
resolving disputes. It was derided as being geared to a passing world of 
great powers caught in a system that condemned them to permanent 
conflict and insecurity, so that the only choices that mattered were 
those that states made about military power. Its gloomy countenance 
seemed inappropriate to a new world of peace, goodwill and economic 
interdependence. The language of security policy debate during the 
early 1990s described new 'architectures' of overlapping institutions 
which would resolve differences and reinforce commonalties. Critics 
argued that security studies needed to be recast so that the military 
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dimension was put in place, with more room made for a new agenda 
concerned with the environment, sustainable development and human 
rights.4 Even scholars addressing more traditional security concerns 
pointed to the need to understand the way that political and military 
leaders conceptualized issues rather than just assuming crude calculations 
of power and interests. One example was to point to the importance of 
the 'norm of non-use', also referred to as the 'taboo', by which nuclear 
use had acquired considerable 'odium', in explaining why the nuclear 
age had not (yet) ended as catastrophically as once feared.5 

There was no reason in principle why classical realism could not cope 
with issues of identity, norms and globalization as these became cat-
egories adopted by those practising international politics. As the 1990s 
progressed, without any obvious diminution in the incidence of conflict 
and war, the case for the study of the use and abuse of organized 
violence no longer seemed quite so retrograde. The controversies that 
raged on this issue often split the old coalitions that once argued about 
the proper conduct of the cold war, thereby demonstrating that a con-
cern with issues of security and power need not impose a particular 
political line. 

Arguing about deterrence 

Deterrence remained a special difficulty for those interested in setting 
hard tests for both theory and practitioners. It was indisputable that the 
event that was supposed to be deterred during the cold war had not 
occurred. To those who had argued the virtues of a deterrence policy the 
reason was also self-evident. In the UK, Michael Howard judged that 'we 
have become rather expert at deterrence', and that it was 'beyond doubt 
that we effectively deterred the Soviet Union from using military 
force to achieve its political objectives'.6 It was not beyond doubt. 
Lebow and Stein, for example, argued that the policies had been surpris-
ingly inexpert, that 'strategies of deterrence and compellence were 
generally more provocative than restraining and that they prolonged 
rather than ended the Cold War'. The superpowers, they contended, 
'overdosed' on deterrence. 

It poisoned their relationship, but their leaders remained blind to its 
consequences. Instead, they interpreted the tension and crises that 
followed as evidence of the need for even more deterrence. ... The 
strategy of deterrence was self-defeating; it provoked the kind of 
behavior it was designed to prevent.7 
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Lebow and Stein were to the fore of an analytical challenge that had 
examined the record of deterrence in practice, to see how it compared 
with the theoretical claims made for it. It transpired that even during 
the cold war, in those peripheral areas where the stakes were more 
ambiguous and threats more problematic, deterrence had not always 
succeeded. The exaggerated claims made for deterrence as a general 
theory offered an easy target for academics anxious to cut it down to 
size. Although many of the more important books looked less to what 
promised to be a confusing future and drew on case studies derived from 
the more manageable past world of great power conflict,8 policy conclu-
sions were drawn that pointed to a foreign policy based less on military 
threats and more on positive inducements and nuanced diplomacy9 

It was certainly possible to point to aspects of the deterrence system 
that added to the dangers of crisis, such as intelligence-gathering or a 
raised alert status and other preparations designed to add credibility to 
threats. It may be that thinking in terms of deterrence discouraged alter-
native ways of addressing the disputes about the issues that had 
prompted crises, involving more diplomacy and dialogue. It is also true 
that the opportunity cost of deterrence was high, in terms of the levels 
of military readiness it required, and the research and investment in 
new weaponry. Yet the opportunity cost of a hot war would have been 
higher still and it is to miss the ideological point of the cold war to 
assume that if only there had been less stress on deterrence then inter-
national relations during the second half of the twentieth century 
would have been less fraught and more harmonious. The suggestion 
that 'we all lost the cold war' was not how it seemed to those doing the 
reckoning at its conclusion. The state socialist system had collapsed 
under the weight of its own contradictions, while the liberal capitalist 
system thrived, or at least coped with its own contradictions. 

Some went further and argued that nuclear deterrence had been 
simply irrelevant all along, that the pressures for a great power con-
frontation had been containable without its added benefit. John Mueller 
questioned whether nuclear weapons had been at all important in 
sustaining the 'long peace' since 1945.10 There were perfectly good 
reasons, he argued, why the major powers would have wanted to avoid 
a third world war even if nuclear weapons had never been invented, and 
these reasons were probably sufficient to overcome their political differ-
ences. War was a grim enough business even when fought with so-called 
'conventional' weapons. As it was impossible to extract nuclear weapons 
from the second half of the twentieth century, Mueller's counterfactual 
thesis could not be proved either way, but it nonetheless made for lively 
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debate amongst historians. Sceptics noted that those who had been 
through the First World War were appalled at the thought of a second, 
but a second there was. The possibility of yet another war to deal with 
yet another awful ideology was hardly preposterous. Although such a 
step would in no circumstances have been taken lightly, there was now 
the additional reinforcement of the 'crystal ball effect', according to 
which the likely consequences for human civilization of a third world 
war were well understood in advance. The evidence from those respon-
sible for the conduct of the cold war confirmed this conclusion. Their 
views during its most tense moments challenge the suggestion that the 
fear of nuclear war was of scant importance in inducing restraint.11 

Given the undoubted existence of deep antagonism between East and 
West, it seemed grudging not to attribute at least some of the credit to 
the dread of another global conflagration, especially one involving 
nuclear exchanges, and the policies adopted, at times by both sides, to 
reinforce this dread through policies of deliberate deterrence. 

The historiography of the cold war included questions about whether 
the Korean truce might have taken longer to arrange in 1953-54, or 
China pushed its claims against Taiwan more vigorously in 1955 and 
1958, or whether Eisenhower would not have been so reticent about 
helping the Hungarians in 1956 nor Johnson so wary about pushing 
the bombing of North Vietnam close to the Chinese border. Without 
nuclear weapons the Sino-Soviet split might not have been so intense 
but also a war could well have begun in 1969 on the extensive border 
shared by the two communist powers. A further difficulty with attempts 
to imagine the cold war without the bomb was the extent to which 
so much of it revolved around nuclear issues that went well beyond 
deterrence and intimidation. How they were tested, the numbers in 
which they were produced, the manner in which they were deployed, 
the plans for their use, and the possibilities for a defence were all staples 
of East-West summits and continual agenda items for the Atlantic 
Alliance. The regular proposals for re-designing force structure and war 
plans, introducing new weapons and explaining them through new 
doctrines, may have had less to do directly with keeping the peace in 
Europe except in the sense of serving the function of mutual reassurance 
within NATO. 

Whether or not in the absence of nuclear weapons there would have 
been a third world war, the world was a very different place because of 
them. Whether or not NATO's deterrence had held the Soviet Union in 
check, or for that matter Soviet deterrence had held NATO in check, the 
whole character and flavour of decision-making during the second half 
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of the twentieth century would have been different. So nuclear weapons 
had a key strategic role, even if surprisingly little of this role was shaped 
by the analysis that went under the heading of nuclear strategy. 

Pessimism and proliferation 

The stark bipolarity of the cold war was one thing; the complex and 
multifaceted international system as the twentieth century drew to a 
close was another. Was deterrence still relevant in these circumstances? 
Although there was tension between the pessimistic view of humanity 
underpinning neo-realism and the optimism his position implied,12 

Waltz took a notoriously relaxed view of nuclear deterrence, believing 
that it had made a substantial and positive difference and that, even in 
the more turbulent parts of the world, it was not difficult to achieve. 
He had already struck out in the 1970s against the universal consen-
sus opposed to nuclear proliferation,13 and saw no reason to change 
his views with the end of the cold war. He argued his corner in a vigor-
ous debate with Scott Sagan14 insisting that the international system 
was still largely shaped by its principal actors who were in the grip of an 
'indestructible' balance of terror. Despite their best efforts the United 
States and the Soviet Union/Russia had not been able to escape the logic 
of this balance and the caution it required in their foreign policies. 
Because a nuclear war on any scale for any actor would be catastrophic 
the threat of such a war would always exercise a powerful deterrent 
effect. It was patronizing and ethnocentric to assume that lesser powers 
would not be able to cope with their nuclear responsibilities or fail to 
act in their blatant self-interest. The more confident could argue 
that there was no reason in principle why other groups of states could 
not set up systems of mutual deterrence comparable to the one which 
was credited with keeping the peace in Europe during the cold war 
period. 

Mainstream strategists did not so readily accept that the valuable 
strategic service performed by nuclear deterrence on behalf of the West 
pointed a way forward for sensible security policies elsewhere. This was 
largely because of doubts surrounding the general political stability of 
other countries and regions. There was some intuitive logic in the 
proposition that at some point the introduction of nuclear weapons 
would accelerate instability rather than reinforce stability, and few were 
inclined to experiment in these matters. There could be no guarantees 
that even areas of stability would remain so. The position of the former 
Soviet Union in the early 1990s underlined this point. 
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Sagan drew attention to the close calls in the nuclear history of the 
United States - the calls for preventive war, the neglect of critical 
vulnerabilities, the breakdowns in organizational procedures that could 
have led to unauthorized detonations. Because of this parallel narrative 
full of hair-raising stories of false alerts, straying aircraft and tempera-
mental technologies, he would not accept Waltz's confidence in the 
capacity of many potential proliferators to build bombs that could be 
stored safely in peace-time and kept under control at times of crisis and 
war. All things being equal, Waltz had the stronger argument but Sagan 
encouraged the critical thought that one can never rely on all things 
being equal. The prospect of nuclear war may render political leaders 
cautious, but during the cold war there was quite a learning process 
before mutual deterrence appeared at all stable. It took some time before 
all the reassuring paraphernalia of hot-lines and confidence-building 
measures was in place. Sagan stressed the extent to which governmental 
organizations can become predisposed to foolishness, fail to learn from 
the experience of others (on such matters as nuclear safety and the 
design of stable force structures) and can simply screw up. Arguably, it 
was precisely because of these dangers that mutual deterrence worked at 
all, because otherwise it might be tempting to rely on rational decision-
making to ensure that all threats remained bluffs. 

Multipolarity 

As the Waltz/Sagan debate demonstrated, the nuclear question, however 
important, had to be understood in the context of wider questions 
concerning the changing character of the modern state, the balance 
between great and small powers and the role of military as against eco-
nomic and diplomatic measures in the conduct of international affairs. 
Governments had choices to make and they were not bound to choose 
in a particular way, and this included those who considered security to 
be a high priority, were not squeamish about armed force or betrayed 
few signs of excessive idealism. Because of this, the fluid conditions of 
the 1990s, and the possible arrival of new nuclear powers, promised a 
test of Waltz's theories, and indeed of a slew of neo-realist claims regard-
ing the continued primacy of great powers in international politics and 
the role of nuclear weapons as the ultimate guarantee of stability.15 

In an article that gained considerable attention, largely for its resolute 
refusal to share the general mood of optimism that surrounded the 
events of 1989, John Mearsheimer assumed that Germany would become 
a nuclear power. As the Soviet Union collapsed he then explained why it 
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might make sense for Ukraine to hold on to its nuclear bequest.16 In the 
event Germany made an explicit renunciation of the nuclear option at 
the time of the country's unification in 1990, while Japan continued to 
insist that this option was closed. Nor in the end did Kiev agree that the 
nuclear component of Ukraine's Soviet inheritance provided a natural 
and even commendable way of affirming a new-found statehood. Along 
with Belarus and Kazakhstan, Ukraine eased out of its nuclear status. 

The fact that Germany and Ukraine did not rush to become nuclear 
powers indicated the importance of normative factors in international 
politics, as well as why governments might quite 'realistically' avoid act-
ing in a provocative manner at a sensitive time. One of his critics claimed 
that when asked at the 1992 meeting of the Midwest Political Science 
Association 'What would happen if Ukraine were to give up nuclear 
weapons?' Mearsheimer responded, 'That would be a tremendous blow 
to realist theory.'17 Yet proliferation in a region calming down after 
decades of confrontation was not necessarily the best test of this brand 
of realism. Mearsheimer viewed the acquisition of nuclear weapons as 
a tempting option for threatened states with the requisite capabilities, 
although he did not claim that it would necessarily be stabilizing. 

Waltz and Sagan shared the assumption that stable deterrence was 
possible, so that a responsible nuclear strategy should be cautious, place 
a high priority on safety and be based on second-strike retaliatory forces. 
Within the US debate, however, this was in itself controversial, and 
those who had been doubtful of the inherent stability of mutual deter-
rence in the US-Soviet relationship were not disposed to assume that 
other nuclear relationships could find stability, even when considering 
those with such substantial disparities as between the US and the aspir-
ant nuclear powers. While the neo-realists were not surprised that states 
should want nuclear weapons for their security purposes, and claimed 
that proliferation would not inevitably be catastrophic, on the grounds 
that the weapons made states act cautiously and not recklessly, Waltz 
had also argued that a bipolar relationship between great powers was 
uniquely stable. The corollary of this was that nuclear multipolarity 
would be more volatile, with more possibilities for variations in alliance 
configurations, affecting the size and capability of the nuclear arsenals 
of possible adversaries. The logic of such a system, suggested James 
Wirtz, would be to add to uncertainty and lead states to rely less on 
alliances and more on their own increasingly large arsenals to meet their 
security needs.18 Either states would compensate for this risk in their 
political relations or else they would succumb to arms' races and crisis 
instability. 
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It was the complicating factor of new nuclear powers that threatened 
to turn a barely manageable situation into something altogether more 
dangerous. Those who had argued most vehemently against mutual 
assured destruction, warned of the dangers of relying on deterrence, and 
the consequent need to prepare for actual nuclear operations while 
enhancing the role of defensive systems. Fred Ikle noted that the new 
situation 'ought to have made it easier to develop strategies that would 
complement or, where necessary, substitute for deterrence'. Yet, he 
complained, 'the weapons, arsenals and intellectual mindset that con-
stitute the Cold War's enormous detritus have obstructed the search for 
new policies'.19 He and others argued that a second nuclear age had 
begun which required fresh thinking.20 While the first had been domin-
ated by a focused bipolar confrontation the second involved a range 
of lesser but still significant dangers. 'We have slain a large dragon', 
remarked James Woolsey, former Director of Central Intelligence, but 
'we live now in a jungle filled with a bewildering variety of poisonous 
snakes. And in many ways the dragon was easier to keep track of... '.21 

It was hard to be optimistic that some of the venom would not be 
nuclear. Much depended on whether these states were aiming to find 
their own balances of terror with local adversaries or whether their 
objective was to undermine Western security. 

By the 1990s, nuclear proliferation was apt to be a symptom of 
instability as much as a cause. By this time, old arguments for nuclear 
power as a symbol of modernization or as an alternative energy source 
to oil had long faded, while claims that international prestige depended 
on a nuclear arsenal had been undermined by the success stories of non-
nuclear Japan and Germany. The anti-proliferation norm, reinforced 
by the 1970 non-proliferation treaty, remained firmly in place even 
though the promised best efforts by the established nuclear powers 
to disarm themselves had produced few agreements. There were other 
reasons for optimism. In addition to the restraint shown by Ukraine, 
Belarus and Kazakhstan, Argentina and Brazil also moved away from 
acquiring a nuclear weapons capability. It was revealed on the same day 
in March 1993 that South Africa had acquired a small nuclear arsenal of 
six weapons and also that it had then dismantled it. Others contemplat-
ing this route had to be prepared to overcome many non-trivial techni-
cal obstacles as well as what had become a formidable political 
consensus opposed to any new entrants into the nuclear club. The estab-
lished nuclear powers saw nothing inconsistent with maintaining their 
own nuclear arsenals, albeit these days at lower levels than before, and 
denying others the same right. They had the clout to enforce what 
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might be seen as double standards: experience confirmed a view that 
states who wanted access to Western markets and capital could not 'isolate 
nuclear policy from these other questions of economic development'.22 

The practical tests of the theory were always more likely to come from 
the more unsettled parts of the world, where proliferation was coming 
to be associated with a sort of international underclass - 'pariah' states 
feeling under threat and uncertain of any outside support or else run by 
militarist regimes. The troublesome areas were the ones where there had 
been trouble of all kinds for some decades. The alarm bells ringing about 
the spread of nuclear weapons were ringing in areas where there were 
already multiple grounds for pessimism: the discoveries made after the 
Gulf War about just how far Iraq had gone with its nuclear programme; 
evidence of North Korean work on nuclear weapons, again in violation 
of the non-proliferation treaty;23 and, most unnerving of all, the 
consecutive Indian and Pakistani tests of May 1998. 

Even with the South Asian tests, the fact of nuclear capabilities, long 
assumed, was less important than the decision to confirm these capabil-
ities in so blatant a manner, especially when India had held back from 
acquiring the full panoply of weapons and delivery systems in the 
1970s. The state of Indo-Pakistan relations was one factor, and the 
Indians also made specific mention of China when justifying their test. 
The timing could also be explained by reference to local political factors, 
including the demands of national morale, as much as to any immedi-
ate military need.24 The nuclear issue has played an important role in 
India's domestic politics, posing a tension between India's self-image as 
a moral state, upholding the virtues of democracy, non-alignment and 
internationalism, and its desire to be treated as a power of the first rank, 
with the respect denied during the years of colonization. The claim that 
the established nuclear powers have earned the right to possess these 
weapons by demonstrating the requisite maturity served to confirm 
Indians in their conviction that status and international hierarchy were 
as much at stake as preparation for war. They could argue that they 
had demonstrated in their past conflicts as good a grasp as the old great 
powers of when restraint was needed and how it could be applied.25 

Regardless of the complex motivations, assigning such a high profile 
to a nuclear capability has profound strategic consequences. The respon-
sibilities for the care and maintenance of a nuclear arsenal, including 
measures to prevent unauthorized use, can tax the most advanced state. 
More seriously, the weapons were bound to get caught up with the 
enduring and bitter argument over Kashmir. Woolsey considered 'the 
arms race between India and Pakistan poses perhaps the most probable 
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prospect for future use of weapons of mass destruction, including 
nuclear weapons'.26 There were reports that US intelligence officials con-
cluded during the Kashmir crisis of spring 1990 that India and Pakistan 
were on the brink of a war that threatened nuclear escalation, and then 
further reports during the 1999 crisis that Pakistani nuclear missiles were 
being readied for action with the then Prime Minister largely unaware of 
what his military were doing.27 Military preparations in both countries 
supported this assessment. At the end of 2001, the Pakistani govern-
ment decided to support the US in its campaign against the al-Qaeda 
terrorist network and its Taliban hosts in neighbouring Afghanistan. 
Concerns that this might lead to an Islamic backlash in Pakistan led to 
explicit reassurances from Islamabad that all nuclear facilities were safe, 
and reported preparations by India and the US to take action should 
these assurances prove inadequate. Then terrorist action against the 
Indian Parliament in December 2001 led to a sudden build-up of tension 
and conspicuous Indian preparations for military action unless Pakistan 
cracked down on terrorist groups. While making efforts to do this, 
Pakistan also took steps to remind India of its nuclear status in case it 
was tempted to take punitive action. At the end of 2002, the Pakistani 
leader, General Pervez Musharraf, claimed that he had 'personally con-
veyed messages to Prime Minister Vajpayee through every international 
leader who came to Pakistan, that if Indian troops moved a single step 
across the international border or Line of Control, they should not 
expect a conventional war from Pakistan'. Indians claimed that they 
were not deterred by this prospect, but that war was prevented by 
Pakistani promises to control Kashmiri militants. 

Nuclear weapons, therefore, may have had a dampening effect on this 
conflict, but how much was controversial and whether they would con-
tinue to dampen enough was unclear. For the United States and other 
Western states, these developments encouraged active diplomatic efforts 
while at the same time providing an incentive not to get too entangled 
themselves in local conflicts. Even during the cold war the interaction 
between regional rivalries and the superpower confrontation had been 
quite loose: neither India's relationship with the Soviet Union nor 
Pakistan's with the United States had been unconditional and exclusive. 
No great strategic recalculations were needed to encourage a further step 
back from anything approaching alliance now that the nuclear hazard 
was so significant. 

Elsewhere the emergence of this issue was more problematic because 
it raised question marks against alliance commitments. The most serious 
such case was North Korea, which had developed its nuclear option in 
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a covert manner. It signed the non-proliferation treaty as a cover for 
proliferation, and then, in February 1993, refused a special inspection of 
the IAEA. One month later, it threatened to withdraw from the NPT, 
which it had signed in 1985. In some ways withdrawing from the Treaty 
would have been a more honourable course, but it would also have con-
firmed a nuclear intent and thus subverted even more the credibility of 
the whole non-proliferation regime. North Korea's behaviour also 
caused concern because of its reputation for transferring some of its 
nastier systems (ballistic missiles and chemical weapons) to those with 
hard currency to spare. The effects of this were felt as much as in the 
Middle East as in Asia. Transfers of bargain basement nuclear weapons 
represented a chilling prospect. 

Pyongyang was not developing nuclear weapons with the prime objec-
tive of unsettling the global non-proliferation regime or stoking the 
flames of conflict elsewhere. It was doing it for its own security, and with 
such an impoverished and repressed country there were many reasons 
for it to feel insecure. It publicly identified Japan as a threat, but it was 
unclear whether this was a pretext, playing on local distrust of Japan, or 
genuine. It seemed more likely that the nuclear programme represented 
the last desperate hope of a doomed regime. The worst case would be 
preparations by the old guard to mount one last push against the South, 
which now enjoyed a conventional superiority. They might assume that 
the Americans would think twice before joining in a war against a 
nuclear power. When the crisis broke in 1993-94, the regime only had 
missiles with sufficient range to target American assets in Asia but 
later in the decade there was evidence of an attempt to fabricate some 
that could reach North America - thereby providing ammunition to 
American proponents of a ballistic missile defence system. More defen-
sively, the North might be so threatened by the South's strength that it 
wanted to generate an aura of menace that would encourage all external 
powers to leave it alone. Yet another explanation was that the intention 
was to rally support for the regime by creating a war atmosphere. 

Negotiations with the US started in the summer of 1993. When, in 
May 1994, North Korea moved the fuel rods out of one of its reactors, 
this was condemned by the UN Security Council and the US even 
prepared for war. A temporary solution was reached thanks to an inter-
vention by former President Jimmy Carter. In October 1994, an agree-
ment was signed, which required that North Korea froze the reactors 
suspected of producing weapons-grade plutonium in return for the 
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construction of cut-price brand new light-water reactors in North Korea 
by a US-led international consortium. This promised to keep a lid on the 
problem, although it was widely assumed that the North Koreans had 
fabricated a couple of bombs before the deal was agreed, and it proved 
extremely difficult to move to implementation as a result of the amount 
of mistrust among the parties involved. Late in 2002 North Korea, after 
being confronted with evidence of its cheating, suddenly admitted to a 
secret uranium-enrichment programme, and marked the new year by 
ending international inspections of its nuclear facilities and moving to 
resume the production of plutonium. These steps marked a clear viola-
tion of the Non-Proliferation Treaty as well as the 1994 accord. Within 
months it might possess six weapons and it had suitable means of deliv-
ery. For the Bush administration, then working with Pakistan in the 
'war on terror' and preparing to go to war to prevent Iraq from getting 
close to this stage, this was something of an embarrassment. 

Up to the war with Iraq, the North Koreans kept on raising the stakes, 
at least rhetorically, turning the Bush administration's language of pre-
emption upside down. There were pragmatic arguments for American 
restraint, such as the defensive nature of the North's regime, its dismal 
long-term prospects in the face of a barely functioning economy, and 
the reluctance of the other regional players - China, Japan and South 
Korea - to countenance military action. Yet these countries were also 
getting alarmed by the North's behaviour and were supporting diplo-
matic pressure. In the end sufficient inducements might be found to 
persuade the North to give up its nuclear claims, including enough eco-
nomic assistance to keep the sinking Korean economy afloat, but if this 
failed to do the trick then all the neighbours, particularly Japan, would 
be obliged to reassess their core security policies. The North Koreans 
could claim that American caution demonstrated how for them deter-
rence was working, but it could not deter all the prospective threats they 
faced. 

The Gulf War 

Iraq was a constant source of international tension from the moment it 
occupied neighbouring Kuwait in August 1990. In addition to the main 
objective of liberating Kuwait, the ensuing crisis came to be bound up 
with frustrating Iraq's drive to acquire nuclear, along with chemical and 



448 The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy 

biological, weapons. The cumulative evidence of this drive, and 
embarrassing disclosures about the culpability of Western countries in 
abetting it, led to the rapid deterioration in relations with Iraq during 
the first months of 1990 and encouraged Western leaders in their efforts 
to deal decisively with Saddam Hussein. As Saddam had shown himself 
ready to use chemical weapons, against both the Iranians and Kurds, 
and had also mounted missile attacks against Iranian cities, it was 
always likely that terror would be part of Iraqi strategy. 

In terms of deterrence theory the Gulf offered a significant case study. 
It had nothing to say about deterrence in conditions of parity but did 
offer indications about how to deter unusually reckless states with access 
to serious means of destruction. The question posed prior to hostilities 
was how to stop Iraq using chemical weapons either on the battlefield or 
against Israel and Saudi Arabia. One possible answer was that nuclear 
threats might be sufficient for this purpose. The British took the view 
that past negative security guarantees, that is promises made during the 
1978 UN Special Session on Disarmament not to use nuclear weapons 
against non-nuclear states, ruled this out. They assumed that a combi-
nation of defensive measures, including protective suits for troops, and 
overall conventional superiority, meant that the allies could respond as 
they wished to further outrages without having to perpetrate outrages of 
their own. Just before the start of hostilities this was made explicit. The 
French took a similar view. 

In private the Americans had no intention of resorting to nuclear use, 
and this has been confirmed in a number of memoirs. Colin Powell, 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, observed to Secretary of Defense 
Richard Cheney, 'let's not even think about nukes... you know we're not 
going to let that genie loose'.28 Cheney replied 'of course not', but in 
public he remained ambiguous, on the grounds that it was best to keep 
Saddam guessing. Saddam needed to be aware, Cheney said, 

that the President will have available the full spectrum of capabilities. 
And were Saddam Hussein foolish enough to use weapons of mass 
destruction, the U.S. response would be absolutely overwhelming 
and it would be devastating. He has to take that into consideration, it 
seems to me, before he embarks upon a course of using those kinds of 
capabilities. 

Robert Gates, then Director of Central Intelligence, reported later that 
any retaliation the US would have taken involved inflicting further 
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damage on Iraq, including the civilian infrastructure and the economy, 
far more than required under the war plan.29 In addition it was made 
clear to Iraqi commanders in the field that they would be consid-
ered personally responsible for the consequences of chemical use. The 
most specific deterrent threat, made by Secretary of State James Baker 
to Tariq Aziz on 9 January 1991, was that if chemical weapons were 
used then the United States would ensure that Saddam's regime was 
toppled.30 

There were a number of indications that the Iraqis understood the 
threats of retaliation to include nuclear weapons. This was of course not 
only a question of an American, but also an Israeli response. There may 
have been an element of ex-post facto rationalization here. After all it 
suited Iraq to present its failure to use its chemical arsenal as a result of 
high strategy, exalting its position as a country that had to be deterred by 
the most powerful forces of the most powerful state, rather than because 
its local commanders were disoriented and frightened or because its 
means of delivery were unsuitable and in disarray.31 Certainly Israeli 
studies of the mechanics of using nuclear weapons to deter chemical 
attacks indicated a number of problems. In addition to the specifically 
Israeli one of acknowledging a hitherto covert nuclear status, there was 
also the issue of what to do about poorly executed chemical attacks that 
failed to make any impact. 

Iraq was not completely deterred during Desert Storm. Scud missiles, 
albeit with conventional warheads, were launched against Saudi Arabia 
and Israel, oil wells were set on fire and oil pipelines were opened into 
the sea. The use of oil as an environmental weapon was unpleasant but, 
in the end, manageable. The Scud attacks were in themselves limited in 
their physical impact but psychologically they did considerable damage 
and required a variety of extraordinary exertions from the coalition. 
One response was to deploy Patriots for the purposes of missile defence. 
As with the Scuds they were supposed to stop, these also had a psycho-
logical effect, in this case calming, disproportionate to their physical 
achievements. The net result of this episode was to draw attention to the 
potential influence of small, and not necessarily very destructive, 
attacks against civilian populations and to pose the issues of active 
defence and/or deterrence through punishment in a new light. 

One analyst has argued in a speculative, but not wholly implausible, 
vein that Iraq accepted that the issue was largely about regime change, 
so that when it appeared towards the end of the war that such change 
might now be a US objective it tried to warn of the consequences, using 
its short-range Scud missiles. On 16 February one of these was aimed at 
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the Israeli nuclear plant in Dimona, making the link to nuclear weapons 
and warning of escalation. Right at the end of the war, on 25 February, 
one of the last Scuds to be used landed harmlessly but was judged as 
possibly configured as a primitive biological weapon, perhaps serving as 
a warning shot lest Bush be tempted (which he was not) to send his 
forces on to Baghdad.32 

Prior to the war the stress on Iraqi nuclear capabilities had been seen 
in a rather cynical light, a convenient rationale for a prospective milit-
ary operation that was notably failing to generate popular enthusiasm. 
The 'fastest example of weapons acquisition in human history', mocked 
Richard Falk. Yet post-war evidence suggested that the Administration 
was closer to the mark than many of its critics. Thus, David Albright and 
Mark Hibbs, having previously suggested that the Iraqi nuclear threat 
was being hyped and that Baghdad needed between five and ten years 
'to produce weapon grade uranium', concluded after a thorough exam-
ination of the evidence secured by the post-war UN Special Commission 
that 'by the mid-1990s Iraq could well have emerged with a small 
nuclear arsenal that would have fundamentally changed the Middle 
East'.33 This raised some disturbing 'what if questions. Would Iraq have 
been in a position to move to regional pre-eminence through a combi-
nation of crude threats reinforced by occasional take-overs while the 
West would have become inclined to stay clear through fear of becom-
ing involved in nuclear engagements? The fear of Iraqi chemical 
weapons reinforced opponents of military action in the run-up to the 
Gulf War: imagine the clamour if American and British troops had been 
presented as prospective targets for nuclear weapons or if Riyadh and 
Tel Aviv had been promised incineration. Kuwait would have been left 
to its fate. As with all counter-factuals one difficulty was to judge 
whether this feature of the situation would have made itself felt before 
the question of American attitudes became an issue - for example with 
Israeli pre-emption or Saudi appeasement. 

After the war the UN Special Commission had the remit to eliminate 
all of Iraq's weapons of mass destruction. Iraq was supposed to facilitate 
this effort but in practice put its effort into thwarting it. Progress was 
largely the result of vital intelligence gleaned from informers and defec-
tors. The Iraqi tactics came to be described as 'cheat and retreat' in that 
they were obstructive until it looked as if the Security Council, and 
specifically the United States, was on to them. The difficulties grew as 
attention concentrated on biological weapons, where there were strong 
grounds for suspicion that a production capacity and a stockpile was 
being hoarded. Unfortunately, unlike nuclear weapons and missiles, the 
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relevant items were so portable and concealable that they might defeat 
any verification system. UNSCOM depended on its inspectors being able 
to visit any site they chose, when they chose, when there were grounds 
for suspicion. Iraq claimed that this was an affront to its dignity and 
sovereignty. By the late 1990s Russia and China, and to some extent 
France, were tiring of this issue, and were looking to find a way to end 
sanctions in the hope that Saddam would not be so bold as to flaunt any 
residual capacity for mass destruction. Richard Butler, the Head of 
UNSCOM, later observed that a European aristocrat or a reflective 
Buddhist would not have done much better than a straight-talking 
Australian.34 

Pre-emption 

Even more worrisome than the possibility of a 'rogue' state was a terrorist 
group that was bent on inflicting mass casualties in support of an 
extreme political agenda, religious conviction or just some eccentric 
vendetta against the civilized world. Hints of what might be possible 
emerged out of some of the more notorious terrorist incidents of the 
1990s: the first attack on the World Trade Center in 1993, the sarin gas 
attack on the Tokyo subway in 1995 and the bombing of US embassies 
in East Africa in 1998. Yet up to 11 September 2001 the worst that 
terrorists seemed able to accomplish with conventional explosives alone 
had been casualties in the low hundreds. Attacks of a more severe 
sort could be found in popular fiction and policy analysis. This 'super-
terrorism', relying on chemical and biological, or even nuclear, 
weapons, would cause casualties in the low thousands and upwards. 
Such events were not assigned a high probability. These did not appear 
to be the weapons of choice for terrorists and they would have problems 
handling them. Assuming that the terrorists had clear strategic purpose, 
their interest would be, as Brian Jenkins put it in an early study, in get-
ting 'a lot of people watching, not a lot of people dead'.35 By 2000 it was 
being noted, even by some of those who had taken this threat extremely 
seriously, that the 'new era...of terrorism has failed to materialise'.36 

Those that warned of the risks, pre-11 September, assumed that only 
agents of a hostile state could acquire the necessary capabilities. Thus 
the Hart-Rudman Commission, which had identified 'unannounced 
attacks on American cities' as the gravest threat, also suggested that: 
'Terrorism will appeal to many weak states as an attractive, asymmetric 
option to blunt the influence of major powers. Hence, state-sponsored 
terrorist attacks are at least as likely, if not more so, than attacks by 
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independent, unaffiliated terrorist groups.'37 North Korea and Iraq once 
again appeared as likely culprits, so that this threat also could be seen as 
having its most credible form as a derivative of the standard scenarios. 
The risks were highlighted in an influential article by Richard Betts. He 
drew on a 1993 estimate of millions of casualties resulting from the 
release of anthrax spores over Washington DC and raised the issue of 
whether faced with such dangers, retreat might be the best defence. 
'The United States should not give up all its broader political interests, 
but it should tread cautiously in areas - especially the Middle East -
where broader interests grate against the core imperatives of preventing 
mass destruction within America's borders.'38 

The al-Qaeda group, led by Osama bin Laden, was not quite a 
non-state actor, because of the position it had gained as effectively part 
of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. It had political demands, but of 
a nature that put them beyond accommodation. Moreover, by turning 
commercial airliners into guided missiles, it found a way of causing thou-
sands of casualties through careful planning and training rather than 
technical prowess and access to noxious materials. It therefore chal-
lenged the categories within which security risks had been identified 
and understood, and pointed to the dangers arising out of weak states 
and fractured societies, as much as radical regimes which attempted to 
gain some artificial standing through attempts to gain and construct 
nuclear devices. Yet it was this latter possibility that the second Bush 
Administration chose to focus upon in the aftermath of 11 September, so 
that the second stage of the 'war on terrorism', which had led at first 
into Afghanistan to deal with the Taliban and al-Qaeda, was widely 
expected to have as its second stage an attempt to change the Iraqi 
regime, and the two other members of the triumvirate (Iran and North 
Korea) named by Bush the 'axis of evil'. Iraq in particular was seen as a 
likely source of unconventional weapons to terrorist groups and that 
experience now demonstrated the wisdom of dealing with threats 
before they materialized rather than after. 

In a speech of June 2002, President Bush explained to the graduates of 
the US Military Academy, West Point, how the United States was starting 
to rethink its strategy for coping with the new challenges of rogue states 
and superterrorists, especially if they came together in a frightening 
combination of destructive technologies and political radicalism. Rather 
than an old enemy with 'great armies and great industrial capabilities', 
that the US knew how to fight, the new enemy might be 'weak states 
and small groups' intending to blackmail or harm the United States and 
its friends. The problem, according to Bush, was that such enemies 
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could be beyond deterrence or containment because they have no 
'nation or citizens to defend'. The theme that it is better to deal with 
threats as they develop rather than as they are realized was picked up in 
the National Security Strategy (NSS), published by the Administration in 
September 2002. In a degree of revisionism, remarkable since a number 
of key figures in the administration had been close to the conservative 
critique of mutual assured destruction during the cold war, there was an 
almost nostalgic look back to a 'status quo, risk-averse adversary' against 
whom deterrence might work, and when weapons of mass destruction 
were only 'of last resort'. The new enemy was as ready for suicide as it 
was bent on homicide, so that 'wanton destruction and the targeting of 
innocents' has become an end in itself. 

The strategy now, therefore, was to shift from deterrence to pre-
emption. To 'forestall or prevent such hostile acts', the United States 
would, 'if necessary, act preemptively'. It was stressed that this must 
not be a pretext for aggression, or that force was not the only form of 
pre-emption, and that the key to any sort of action must be better intelli-
gence and reliable threat assessments. In military terms the requirements 
were seen to be forces able to 'conduct rapid and precise operations to 
achieve decisive results'. In December 2002, a document on the Adminis-
tration's 'National Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction' 
brought together the various strands of the developing policy, talking of 
a 'new concept of deterrence' that represented a 'fundamental change 
from the past'. The key feature was that it would be 'comprehensive' and 
'seamless', integrating diplomatic efforts, including arms control, backed 
by deterrence and active defences should deterrence fail, and pre-emptive 
action to respond to developing threats. The link was also made to an 
operational nuclear strategy: 'The United States will continue to make clear 
that it reserves the right to respond with overwhelming force - including 
through resort to all of our options - to the use of WMD against the 
United States, our forces abroad, and friends and allies.'39 

This strategy had been gestating for some time but it was gradually 
unveiled against the background of an increasing crisis over Iraq, with 
the Administration apparently determined to move beyond the 
unequivocal disarmament of Iraq to a change in regime.40 North Korea, 
which became in effect the eighth declared nuclear power in November 
2002, demonstrated the limited applicability of the new doctrine, in 
that there was no rush to build up a case for a pre-emptive war in East 
Asia. Nor did the Iraqi case completely fit the general policy. Saddam 
Hussein had shown no personal interest in martyrdom and presided 
over a state with territory to defend. It was therefore not clear that he 
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was beyond deterrence, while an attack on Iraq, even to eliminate his 
most noxious capabilities, risked doing more harm than prevented in 
terms of the impact on the Middle East, provoking the actual use of the 
weapons to be eliminated, a vicious battle for Baghdad and a long-term 
responsibility for the country's reconstruction. In addition, it was 
unclear that his capabilities, reduced during the earlier period of UN 
controls, while still full of potential, offered much of an immediate 
offensive option. The issue then was not so much one of pre-emption, 
to interfere with an imminent attack, but of preventive war, to prevent 
the construction of the means to attack over time. The distinction was 
discussed in Chapter 9 in the context of developing ideas on first strikes -
the ultimate pre-emptive act, but always presented in terms of an anti-
cipation of an imminent strike by the opponent. Unlike prevention, in 
which action is taken before military superiority is lost, pre-emption 
assumes a risk of being caught out immediately without action and 
some risk of being caught in retaliation after an only partially successful 
action. There was therefore nothing particularly new in the exploration 
of this issue, nor in the discovery that preparations for pre-emption and 
deterrence were not inevitably exclusive. 

The potential links between the rogue states and the superterrorists, 
while a natural matter for anxiety, encouraged a conceptual confusion. 
Dealing with states that were apt to break the most important interna-
tional laws and norms, whether through aggression or gross abuses of 
human rights, involved well-established diplomatic and military instru-
ments. The overwhelming military superiority, in all categories, of the 
United States and its allies meant that the issue of victory was secondary 
to the problems of sustaining the domestic and international support in 
circumstances where there could be substantial casualties all round, 
including civilian casualties. To the extent that this process could be 
well managed, most states, whatever their private ambitions, would 
have good reason to behave properly in public, and so deterrence could 
be said to be working. Terrorist groups might require more pre-emption 
than deterrence, but pre-emption in this case was likely to refer more to 
vigilance and intelligence gathering in the murky underworld of inter-
national politics, backed by diplomacy, police activity and occasional, 
focused military operations, than sudden and substantial offensive 
wars.41 If this was better described in terms of prevention rather than 
pre-emption, and due regard was to be given to political and economic 
instruments, then the policy could start to look remarkably similar to 
liberal notions of 'conflict prevention', accepting the need to deal with 
the sources of trouble as well as just the means. The possibility that 
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groups lurking in this underworld might be able to design and imple-
ment an operational nuclear strategy was bound to be the nightmare of 
Western states, otherwise generally comfortable with the international 
distribution of military power. It was by no means evident, despite the 
efforts of the Bush Administration to sustain the option, that a nuclear 
strategy would provide the West's first or best response. 

Indeed, a recurring theme of the criticisms faced by the Bush 
Administration was that it was exaggerating the threats to its own secu-
rity without appreciating how threatening its own policies might look 
to others. Over the summer of 2002 the controversy over policy towards 
Iraq turned into an intensive international scrutiny of American foreign 
policy, with adverse comments being made about a reliance on military 
threats and a propensity to unilateralism. The Bush Administration was 
regularly charged with preparing aggression against Iraq, on the basis of 
flimsy pretexts relating to weapons of mass destruction or connections 
to terrorism, when, it was alleged, the real motives lay in controlling 
Iraqi oil or protecting Israel. President Bush insisted that his concern was 
with Iraqi disarmament and, to prove his point, he accepted in 
September 2002, that this might be achieved through a revitalization of 
the UN process. In November a stern new Security Council Resolution 
was passed unanimously, with strict schedules and uncompromising 
demands for Iraqi compliance. Because the US threat to use force was so 
credible and so far-reaching in its implications for the Iraqi regime, 
Saddam Hussein's adamant refusal to offer full cooperation evaporated 
and inspectors were allowed to return to Iraq. 

On 7 December 2002 the regime produced the required document 
providing a full and comprehensive account of its 'weapons of mass 
destruction' programme, although, even at the eighth time of trying, 
this still fell far short of the full disclosure required by the resolution. 
Over the next three months, Iraq cooperated enough to convince the 
many members of the Security Council that the inspections process was 
working and that American and British claims about the extent of the 
Iraqi programmes had been grossly exaggerated, as dubious sites in Iraq 
were visited and declared clean. For their part the British and Americans 
saw only a continued refusal to comply with the full terms of the reso-
lution and became frustrated with both the inspectors' reluctance to 
acknowledge the extent of Iraqi deception, and the readiness of their fel-
low permanent members on the Security Council - France, Russia and 
China - to oppose decisive action. These countries did not dismiss the 
potential Iraqi threat, but warned instead that precipitate action was 
unnecessary while inspections could continue, potentially extremely 
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damaging to the integrity of the UN process and carried the risk of trig-
gering outrage in the Moslem world that could enhance rather than 
diminish the terrorism threat. 

Meanwhile the United States and Britain were building up their mili-
tary strength close to Iraq and by the middle of March they concluded 
that the crisis must not be allowed to drag on any longer. On 20 March 
the first air strike was launched, in the hope of catching Saddam Hussein 
in a single 'decapitating' attack. Soon land forces were pouring into Iraq 
from Kuwait while 'leadership targets' and military positions received a 
pounding from the air. There was some sporadic resistance at first but by 
mid-April the regime had collapsed and US troops engaged in little more 
than minor skirmishes as they entered Baghdad while the British took 
control of Basra. In terms of the formal reasons for the war, the fact that 
chemical or biological weapons had not been used against the advanc-
ing invaders and were not found, at least initially, by the occupying 
forces suggested that at most the capability had become so covert that it 
could not readily be turned into an operational capability. In the end 
justification for the action came from the evidence of the multiple bru-
talities of the old regime and of the relief of the Iraqi people at its pass-
ing, even if combined with doubts about the Americans as liberators. 

The exercise further underlined the extraordinary divergence in mili-
tary capability between the most advanced Western forces and those of 
the third world. Known already were the advantages flowing from lethal 
and precise firepower that could be directed against any source of resist-
ance, reinforced by high-quality intelligence and the capacity to disrupt 
and disorient enemy communications, as well as by basic professional 
training and tactical astuteness. After Iraq, however, there was also rea-
son to doubt even the 'asymmetric' responses that were supposed to pro-
vide some compensation to weak states. It had been supposed that if the 
Americans could not lose a conventional war between regular armies 
then their enemies had the options of either going up to weapons of 
mass destruction or down to guerrilla warfare and terrorism. The official 
rationale for this war lay in the American fear that these two types of 
asymmetric response might be combined. 

Here was a regime facing a terminal threat yet unable to use what had 
been supposed to be its most fearsome response. It promised urban war-
fare and harassment by irregular fighters but these failed to materialize. 
With a more popular regime the prospect of a Vietnam-style quagmire 
might have been created with some credibility, but not in this case. 
In addition, although Osama bin Laden threatened terrorist action 
against the new 'crusaders', and all Western intelligence agencies were 
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expecting the worst, little happened. Not for the first time Western 
provocation was greeted with great boasts and bravado, with promises 
of terrible deeds and waves of volunteers surging against the imperial-
ists, followed by an actual response that was feeble and futile. Future ter-
rorist spectaculars could certainly not be ruled out, but it was evident 
that al-Qaeda lacked the capacity to instigate them in relation to a devel-
oping military campaign rather than as one-off expressions of rage. 

It may be that asymmetric warfare was oversold as an answer to 
American power, including by the Americans themselves, so that in the 
end the main restraints on this power would have to be self-imposed, 
flowing from a reluctance to accept the burdens of constant military 
campaigns and post-war reconstructions unless vital interests were at 
stake. Prospective military opposition, from any point on the spectrum 
of capabilities, would not in itself be a deterrent. There remained one 
crucial exception to this proposition, already noted by North Korea. The 
only apparently credible way to deter the US would be to own your own 
nuclear arsenal but the US was now in a position to remove this as an 
option for all but a few. 



29 
Can there be a Nuclear Strategy? 

In the introduction I raised the question of whether any useful political 
purpose could be served by the employment of nuclear weapons, and so 
the issue of whether a 'nuclear strategy' is a contradiction in terms. In 
the earlier editions of this book I answered this question positively. 
Having examined the various attempts to construct nuclear strategies 
I was struck by the extent to which those working in this area had 
increasingly taken refuge in the analysis of second- and third-order 
issues, even the strategy being followed increasingly drew little on their 
analyses but remained stuck at a resolutely first-order and visceral level. 
Because of this I warned of a risk that this analytical nuclear strategy 
might be confronting a 'dead end', as it became bogged down in 
'permutations of old concepts in response to new military capabilities, 
or the exigencies of arms control negotiations in a desperate attempt to 
preserve the status quo'. The position reached, I suggested, was 

one where stability depends on something that is more the antithesis 
of strategy than its apotheosis - on threats that things will get out of 
hand, that we might act irrationally, that possibly through inadver-
tence we could set in motion a process that in its development and 
conclusion would be beyond human control and comprehension. 

This worked because of the unavoidable confusion that would attend 
a major breakdown in East-West relations in Europe. So to the extent 
that those who had responsibility for unleashing nuclear arsenals lived 
by the motto that if they ever had to do so they would have failed, they 
could claim to have succeeded. 'C'est magnifique,' I concluded, 'mais ce 
n'est pas la strategic' 
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I see no reason to revise my assessment of the trends in thinking and 
the logic of the policies as the cold war went through its final decade. It 
is arguable also that the fact that matters worked out better in practice 
than might have been predicted by the theory certainly qualifies the 
value of much of the theory. Even so, my earlier conclusion that the 
practice was therefore non-strategic now seems to me to be mistaken. 
The practice was quite compatible with the approach of those described 
by Michael Howard, in one of the first surveys of the impact of nuclear 
weapons on strategic thought, as the classical strategists, that is 'the 
thinkers who assume that the element of force exists in international 
relations, that it can and must be intelligently controlled, but that it 
cannot be totally eliminated'. Such assumptions flowed naturally from a 
study of history and the more traditional forms of political science, and 
became associated with such figures as Brodie, Kissinger, Aron and 
Howard himself.1 

In the early years of the cold war nuclear developments and deploy-
ments, doctrinal pronouncements and commitments to allies were 
urgent and intense. The policies adopted at this time were crucial in 
defining the terms of the cold war and facilitating alliance formation. 
This meant that by the early 1950s many of the great strategic issues of 
the post-war era had already been settled. With the cold war framework 
in place the most pressing issues involved how best to cope with the 
pace of technological change and the complexity of the issues that each 
new development seemed to throw up. Classical strategy was barely 
adequate to this challenge; a different sort of theory and analysis was 
required, from which the classical strategists could only borrow. This 
realization ushered in the 'golden age' of nuclear strategy, which is 
normally considered to have lasted until the mid-1960s,2 and was 
marked by the growing prominence of RAND analysts and alumni such 
as Kahn, Schelling and Wohlstetter. Although these pioneers main-
tained their links with classical strategy, many of their followers did not. 
Rather they became specialists whose starting point was the extreme 
qualities of nuclear weapons rather than the timeless qualities of inter-
national politics, which tended to be the starting point of the classical 
strategists. 

As the conceptual framework of what I described as the 'strategy of 
stable conflict' became ingrained into official thought, scores of special-
ists arrived to fill in the details, monitor its application and bother 
themselves with some of the unresolvable tensions at its heart. This 
specialism required familiarity with the technical properties of 
the weaponry, targeting, the organization, command and control of 
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operations, doctrine, vulnerabilities to surprise attack and defences, 
arms control and so on. It led to studies full of calculations and graphs 
and matrices - computing the kill probabilities of missiles of given range 
and accuracy against point targets with a certain hardness, considering 
the prospect for successful defence against cruise missiles, discussing the 
relative merits of Equivalent Megatonnage and Counter Military 
Potential as measures of military power, comparing the surviving missile 
throw-weight and bomber payload after the initial nuclear exchange, 
identifying mathematically the level at which destruction is both 
assured and unacceptable. 

Although this knowledge by itself could not be considered 'strategic' 
it seemed to be a pre-requisite for the formation of a strategic view. As 
Bernard Brodie observed at the start of the nuclear age, 'everything 
about the atomic bomb is overshadowed by the twin facts that it exists 
and its destructive power is fantastically great'.3 The third fact, which 
came later, was that it came into the possession of more than one state. 
All this meant that for most objectives nuclear use appeared wholly dis-
proportionate, and carried enormous risks of an equally devastating 
retaliation. 

The efforts of nuclear specialists were devoted to rescuing nuclear 
means from these facts. To limit destructive potential they sought the 
development of low-yield/low-collateral-damage weapons which in 
themselves were not so destructive, and of strike plans which avoided 
centres of population. The trouble with this approach was that either 
the number of weapons required to destroy important targets ensured 
that the level of destruction remained high or else the weapons became 
indistinguishable in practice from conventional weapons. In the event 
the development of super-precise conventional weapons removed the 
need to think about nuclear weapons as the only means of destroying 
certain types of targets. The strategic purpose of limited nuclear strikes 
therefore would be to create the risk of something worse (that is further 
escalation) thereby giving the adversary pause for thought. It became 
hard to develop confidence in limitations on nuclear use and almost 
impossible to rely upon them. 

Any hope of eliminating the adversary's capacity for retaliation 
required first-strike capabilities, the only limited strike which could make 
any military sense. All other strikes relied on paralysing or disrupting or 
in some way intimidating the enemy decision-makers, but they could 
not physically prevent retaliation. However the physical requirements 
of a true first strike remained impossibly demanding, and even the more 
hawkish strategists tended to discount it as a genuine option. President 
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Reagan's personal odyssey through the countervailing strategy, star wars 
and Reykjavik could be taken as an eloquent statement of this inability 
to come up with a strategy based on nuclear threats that could ensure a 
conclusion other than mutual and massive destruction, at least during 
the cold war. The only safe statement was that the first nuclear salvos 
would probably - if not inevitably - create a disastrous situation for all 
concerned. This led to the large, simple but important conclusion that 
such situations must be avoided.4 

It was difficult to attach any rationality whatsoever to the initiation of 
a chain of events that could well end in the utter devastation of one's 
own society (even assuming indifference to the fate of the enemy 
society). No means of controlling events to be sure of avoiding the worst 
outcome were developed. Claims that particular tactics involving speci-
fied capabilities might just work involved speculation and conjecture, 
drawing on at best suppositions about human nature and specific per-
sonalities, and past experience of diplomacy and non-nuclear war. At 
issue was how to influence the thought processes of political leaders, 
current and still to come, in circumstances so horrific and facing 
pressures so extreme that they could barely be comprehended. It was 
impossible to know how political leaders would react to the news of 
even only a few nuclear weapons exploding on their territory. The 
response could be a reckless fury, lethargic submission, craven cow-
ardice, or firm and resolute action. An American President, on learning 
that Soviet forces were advancing through Western Europe, might be 
impressed most by the danger to his country's population or else by a 
sense of obligation in honouring alliance commitments. 

During the cold war, the nuclear specialists accepted that their task 
was to help avoid a war and not just come up with tactics for its con-
duct. They remained, however, firmly focused on the superpower 
nuclear relationship as if it was self-contained, a sort of gyroscope at the 
heart of the international political system. So long as this gyroscope 
could reach equilibrium then the total system would enjoy stability. The 
requirements in this area ran from compounding the disincentives to a 
first strike to attending to the dangers of accidental launch to the crisis-
managing capabilities of political and military elites. However, there was 
always an alternative argument that there was an inherent stability to 
the nuclear system, so that it was more likely to be put at risk by politi-
cal turbulence in the wider system than by its own internal tensions. 
From this perspective, the specialists had over-complicated the problem 
by exaggerating the importance of nuclear variables. The analytical 
quality of their work was often high but their political grasp could leave 
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much to be desired. The interaction between nuclear weapons and 
strategies and political developments was more complex, often as much 
about managing alliance cohesion as superpower antagonism. 

If it was the case that the anti-status quo power was the Soviet Union 
and that NATO depended more on the nuclear threat, then a strategic 
crisis might have been expected as it became apparent that the special-
ists were unable to provide even a compelling operational analysis of 
how nuclear weapons might be used in the face of likely retaliation. Yet 
awareness that there could never be an enduring technical fix to the 
problem of stability did not encourage a Soviet challenge to the status 
quo. The opposite happened, and this for reasons largely connected 
with the distorted economic and political development of communist 
societies. 

This posed no problem to classical strategists sensitive to the wider 
political context and ready to judge all military instruments by reference 
to other means - economic, diplomatic, political as well as to the ends 
they were supposed to serve. However important nuclear weapons were 
to national strategy they could never be the whole story. Viewing 
nuclear weapons in isolation or assuming that they provided a satisfac-
tory vantage point to discuss strategy as a whole distorted strategic 
studies. So, for the classical strategist, strictly speaking there really was 
no such thing as nuclear strategy. That was not to say that nuclear 
weapons were irrelevant to strategy - alliances were held together, 
adversaries contained and crises managed throughout the cold war in 
part by reference to them. But the critical reference here was to the big 
picture, the crude representations of the ultimate horror. It was always 
possible that this horror could be mitigated and that nuclear war would 
turn out to be not quite as bad as feared, or that one side might emerge 
proud in victory, but these possibilities could never be rated high, and 
even the least destructive of nuclear wars would involve a level of 
misery and mayhem that would go off the scales of human suffering. 

So while the specialists' efforts to demonstrate how nuclear weapons 
might solve classical types of strategic problems failed, the activity itself 
reinforced the view that the possibility of nuclear use could never be 
quite ruled out, thereby supporting foreign policies based not so much 
on rational nuclear employment as on the uncertain threat of nuclear 
war. Any risk of being on the receiving end of a nuclear attack was an 
enormous constraint. Western and to some extent Eastern strategists 
became adept at manipulating this risk, with occasional and timely 
hints of dark possibilities without ever quite spelling out how they 
would be realized in practice. So long as the weapons were around even 
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a skirmish between the great powers seemed extraordinarily dangerous 
in its escalatory potential. Strategy required working with and around 
this danger. The durability of containment encouraged the view that at 
this level the strategy worked and at a basic and crude level it did. The 
Emperor Deterrence might have had no clothes, but he was still 
Emperor. For both sides, from the early 1950s and in the face of thermo-
nuclear weapons, prudence was the better part of valour. This strategic 
relationship turned out to be sufficiently robust in its essentials to 
survive new technologies and doctrines. 

After the cold war nuclear specialists found their role diminished even 
further. The demand for their services declined precipitously. This is not 
to say that there was no requirement for nuclear expertise. In some 
respects the requirements grew. The practical problems of taking 
weapons out of service and contracting the nuclear facilities had to be 
addressed while following the programmes of actual and potential pro-
liferators became a more demanding task, again with a very practical 
aspect as UN inspectors played a cat-and-mouse game with Saddam 
Hussein. There was even a return to a familiar issue when the debate 
about the value of missile defences was revived. Nor were nuclear issues 
less salient. The fear of global nuclear war declined but instead came 
anxieties about small but malevolent proliferators, perhaps even sub-
state in size, who would be ingenious in their methods while able to 
work outside their normal rules of strategic discourse. After 11 September 
2001 the thought occurred that some dreadful event might devastate 
much of Manhattan and it would not even be clear who was responsi-
ble, but there would be enormous pressure to respond on the basis of 
rumours and innuendo. Yet the US and its allies were no longer inter-
ested in developing nuclear threats of their own, other than of a residual 
nature, just in case. The main concern was to ensure that threats against 
them were not allowed to develop. 

The conclusion I came to during the cold war still seems to me to 
be apt: 

What is often forgotten in strategic studies, preoccupied with military 
capabilities, is that the balance of terror rests upon a particular 
arrangement of political relations as much as on the quantity and 
quality of the respective nuclear arsenals. Movements in these politi-
cal relations could prove far more disturbing to nuclear stability than 
any movements of purely military factors. The major task for the 
future must be to address the problems of nuclear arsenals in a world 
of political change. 
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The question of 'What do we do if deterrence fails?' was largely beside 
the point - not because failure was inconceivable but because it was 
extremely unlikely under the prevailing political circumstances. The 
most unnerving situations were likely to arise in completely different 
circumstances that would in themselves shape the strategic options 
available. This had already begun as a result of the proliferation of 
nuclear weapons into the world's more unsettled regions. It could not be 
assumed that this process would always reinforce the status quo and 
dampen drives towards war. There would always be a risk that nuclear 
restraint would be overwhelmed by political turbulence. The paradox of 
nuclear weapons remained that they reinforced the autonomy of states 
while, at the same time, they provided the most profound reflection of 
their ultimate interdependence. The most optimistic prospect was not 
that international leaders would band together to agree some grand 
scheme for general and complete disarmament but that if political 
relations became even less conflictual, nuclear weapons would be seen 
to be playing a marginal role in international affairs and less care and 
attention would be lavished upon them. 

Following the great political transformations of the last decade of the 
twentieth century it is possible to see a way forward to the progressive 
diminution of the role of nuclear weapons in human affairs. If the 
period since 1990 had not been such a disappointment, marred by 
violence and cruelty on a substantial scale, then there might have been 
more progress in that direction. Meanwhile, expertise, technologies, 
materials and means of delivery have been diffused, so that weapons, 
possibly crude and unreliable but still terrifying, might appear in 
unlikely places. There can be no purely nuclear strategies, but there 
remains a continuing need for strategies that take nuclear weapons into 
account. 
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