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The nuclear strategy of the United States originated in the uncertain and 
dangerous twilight period between the end of World War II and the start of 
what was later coined the Cold War. It was at this point that Washington 
began to formulate a coherent strategy, a lengthy and controversial endeav- 
our due to the particular - some would say revolutionary - characteristics of 
such weapons. Despite the debates in the 1940s and 1950s on the usable 
nature of such weapons, a doctrinal consensus eventually emerged, based 
on the idea that the sheer destructive power of these weapons made their 
use problematic in all but the most extreme situations. 

These developments provide an important historical context to the cur- 
rent debate on the Bush administration's nuclear strategy. This administra- 
tion advocates a "new triad" strategic concept, with a strong emphasis on 
tactical nuclear capabilities, counterproliferation missions, and active 
defences. Many see this as a radical departure from the Cold War emphasis 
on deterrence and the policy of maintaining secure second-strike forces and 
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countervalue nuclear capabilities. Instead of deterrence, the current admin- 
istration seems to be advocating a "war-fighting" posture, based on conven- 
tional and nuclear counterforce and damage limitation capabilities (e.g. 
earth penetration, agent defeat weapons, adaptive planning, and active 
defences). 

But as will be shown below, the Cold War deterrence consensus was 
neither monolithic nor radically different from post-Cold War nuclear strat- 
egy. In the 1940s and 1950s, the US was able to define deterrence as a strat- 
egy based on US "nuclear superiority," and to consider a variety of options 
in dealing with the Soviet threat. It was only after the Soviet attainment of 
a "minimum nuclear deterrent" that the US began defining deterrence as 
mutual deterrence based on assured destruction. However, some contin- 
ued to argue that MAD was merely a doctrine that should be challenged. 
In the 1970s and 1980s, the United States attempted to escape from the 
implications of nuclear parity, to transform the definition of deterrence 
into escalation dominance, and to allow for some degree of superiority. 
The post-Cold War period may have witnessed a renewed focus on the 
purported rogue state threat and it may have altered what specific coun- 
terforce capabilities were required, but it did not alter the ultimate goal of 
"nuclear superiority" against all potential adversaries. 

NUCLEAR MONOPOLY AND AMBIGUITY 
The Truman administration, despite placing a strong emphasis on the 
Soviet threat, was ambiguous on the utility of nuclear weapons. These 
weapons were viewed as distinct from conventional weapons, as weapons 
of terror rather than part of the conventional military arsenal. While many 
have hailed this period as one defined by the US nuclear monopoly, the 
scarcity of atom bombs and the limited range of the delivery vehicle (the B- 
29 bombers) made the utility of nuclear weapons unfeasible. 

Despite such hesitancy, it was during this period that the framework for 
subsequent US nuclear strategy was formulated. In 1952, following recom- 
mendations approved in NSC-30 (United States policy on atomic weapons), 
nuclear war planning was institutionalized: the joint strategic capabilities 
plan governed wartime operations for the fiscal year; the joint strategic 
objectives plan (JSOP) governed force requirements for the next three to 
five years; and the joint long range strategic estimate governed R&D 
requirements past the five year JSOP plan. These plans were to form the 
basis of the single integrated operations plan (SIOP) in the 1960s. 
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Many of these decisions stemmed from the perceived inevitability of a 
Soviet nuclear arsenal. As NSC-68 notes, "it is estimated that, within four 
years, the USSR will attain the capability of seriously damaging vital centers 
of the United States." The year of "maximum danger" was considered to be 
1954, when it was estimated that the Soviet Union would have 200 nuclear 
bombs. The Soviet deployment of nuclear weapons, coupled with expecta- 
tions that this development would increase already significant Soviet bel- 
ligerence (in a period of US nuclear monopoly, no less), initiated a whole 
host of questions regarding the feasibility of a preventive war. While 
Truman did reject these plans, military leaders generated numerous draft 
plans involving conventional and nuclear weapons against the Soviet 
Union. 

NUCLEAR SUPERIORITY AND OVERKILL 
In 1949, the Soviet Union tested its first nuclear bomb and the age of US 
nuclear monopoly came to an end. With the gradual development of Soviet 
rudimentary nuclear capability, inevitable vertical proliferation would create a 
slowly shrinking window of nuclear superiority for Washington. This concern 
was coupled with the administration's alarmist perception of Soviet commu- 
nism, which was viewed as a revisionist and aggressive ideology that - 

through passive and active measures - would overwhelm its neighbours. 
Rather than challenging the Soviets conventionally, as the previous 

administration sought to do, Eisenhower announced an asymmetrical "new 
look" strategic concept. The key of this concept was its nuclear component, 
a doctrine that became known as "massive retaliation" and was enshrined 
in NSC-162/1 on basic national security policy, which argued for a greater 
willingness to use deterrent threats and to employ tactical nuclear weapons. 
Deterrence was defined as the capability to deter the Soviet Union through 
nuclear superiority. As Lawrence Freedman makes dear, 

It must be remembered that it had been felt originally that deter- 
rence depended on an imbalance of terror in the West's favour. It 
was the preponderance of US nuclear forces, enhanced by the 
dynamism of her technology, that would keep the Soviet Union's 
expansive tendencies in check.1 

l Lawrence Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy, 2nd ed. (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1989), 125. 
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The gradual acquisition of significant nuclear capabilities by the 
Soviets was therefore seen in a very alarmist light, and clearly shown in the 
perceived bomber gap of 1956 and the missile gap of the late 1950s. 

It is significant that the massive retaliation doctrine was not simply 
rhetorical or declaratory, but associated with operational nuclear policy. The 
Eisenhower administration applied its policy on nuclear deterrent threats 
and signals in numerous crises during its time in office. The actual nuclear 
weapons policies of this administration also corresponded to this doctrine. 
For instance, the nuclear weapons stockpile, which numbered 1,000 in 1953, 
had ballooned to nearly 18,000 by the end of the administration. It was dur- 
ing this period that a de facto policy on a nuclear triad of forces was devel- 
oped, based on the initiation of the Minuteman intercontinental ballistic 
missile (ICBM) and the Polaris sea-launched ballistic missile (SLBM) pro- 
grams. Smaller yield, tactical nuclear weapons, designed to work in tandem 
with conventional forces, were also given a strong priority. 

The war plans created by SAC featured elements of nuclear overkill and 
preemption. Overkill refers to the excessive nature of the planned nuclear 
attack. According to the first SIOP (designated SIOP-62), a nuclear attack 
would consist of launching the entire strategic force of 3,500 nuclear 
weapons against 1050 targets in the Soviet Union, communist China, and 
satellite nations. Preemption refers to the possibility of a US nuclear attack 
on the Soviet Union in the event of an imminent Soviet strike. With 
Eisenhower's top secret review of "US policy in the event of war," approved 
by the NSC in March 1959, preemption appears to have become a nuclear 
option. Both nuclear overkill and preemption would remain constant fea- 
tures of the SIOP for the duration of the Cold War. 

The fear of a growing Soviet capability even led Eisenhower to briefly 
examine preventive war options. For instance, in a memorandum to 
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, Eisenhower noted that when the 
Soviets acquired thermonuclear weapons, the US might find itself vulnera- 
ble to a crippling strike. According to Eisenhower, "in such circumstances, 
we would be forced to consider whether or not our duty to future genera- 
tions did not require us to initiate war at the most propitious moment we 
could designate. "a The preventive war option was only ruled out in an 
updated basic national security policy paper in the fall of 1954. 

2 Quoted in David Alan Rosenberg, "The origins of overkill: Nuclear weapons and 
American strategy, 1945-1960," International Security 7 (spring 1983): 33. 
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FROM FLEXIBLE RESPONSE TO MUTUAL DETERRENCE 
While Eisenhower had to deal publicly with the threat of nuclear parity, it 
was the Kennedy administration that had to deal realistically with a Soviet 
nuclear deterrent and the attendant US vulnerability. The strategic concept 
that was to drive both the Kennedy and Johnson administration was "flexi- 
ble response," which advocated more flexible nuclear options to replace the 
pre-planned overkill response enshrined in SIOP-62. 

Two developments followed from this perspective. First, the nuclear 
arsenal was gradually expanded. By mid-1964, the number of nuclear 
weapons available was increased by 150 percent (with a 200 percent boost 
in megatonnage), while 10 additional Polaris submarines and 400 addi- 
tional Minuteman missiles were constructed, for a total of 29 and 800 
respectively. The actual result of this policy was to create a significant US 
nuclear advantage and a feasible first-strike option. At the end of 1962, for 
example, the Soviet Union only had 30 ICBMs, while the US maintained 
200 ICBMs and 144 SLBMs. 

Second, the Kennedy administration began looking at ways to expand 
and restructure the nuclear targeting options codified in SIOP-62. Rather 
than only one plan, whereby the US would launch its entire nuclear arsenal 
against the communist bloc, the new plan envisioned - though never suc- 
cessfully achieved - flexible and selective nuclear options. The US did, 
however, emphasize the strategic utility of counterforce attacks, ostensi- 
bly to achieve flexible nuclear options, but realistically to reflect the 
administration's interest in a preemptive first-strike capability. 

Not surprisingly, the US emphasis on creating options for "no cities" 
counterforce attacks against Soviet nuclear and conventional forces elicit- 
ed a hostile reaction from Moscow. The fear of a first-strike was certainly 
understandable. Not only were the Soviets in an inferior nuclear position, 
but the US air force had also come to associate counterforce with the 
capability to fight and win a preemptive nuclear war. 

Partly due to the adverse Soviet reaction, and partly due to the recog- 
nition that a disarming first-strike was increasingly infeasible, the "city 
avoidance" doctrine was eventually replaced by MAD. This refers to the 
attainment of assured destruction capability by both the US and Soviet 
Union, defined as the ability to inflict an unacceptable degree of damage, 
even after absorbing a first-strike. This concept represents a sharp depar- 
ture from ideas of US nuclear superiority prevalent in the 1950s, when a 
Soviet nuclear deterrent was a danger that was best avoided, lest a "delicate 
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balance of terror" be created. With MAD, eventual Soviet parity began to be 
seen in a more positive and reassuring light. 

By 1967, the declared doctrine of the United States was dominated by 
talk of assured destruction and MAD. That said, the actual policy remained 
focused on a mixture of countervalue and counterforce targeting. A dis- 
junction was therefore created between doctrine and policy under the 
Kennedy administration that would continue to plague his successors. 

THE POST-MAD PERIOD: 
THE SEARCH FOR A COUNTERVAILING NUCLEAR POSTURE 
Despite the MAD doctrine's emphasis on assured destruction, the Soviet 
Union still lagged behind the US in both nuclear weapons and delivery sys- 
tems. This changed, however, under Brezhnev. By the 1970s, the Soviets 
had caught up in ICBMs, and were making significant strides in SLBMs. 
The danger was magnified by the advent of multiple independently-tar- 
getable re-entry vehicle (MIRV) technology, which would allow one rocket 
booster to launch a bus carrying numerous re-entry vehicles capable of 
launching at different targets. With the Soviet development of large rockets 
such as the SS-9, much larger than the US Minuteman equivalent, the spectre 
arose of a Soviet counterforce advantage against the US ICBM arsenal. 

The Nixon administration saw the actual attainment of real nuclear parity 
with trepidation. By mid-1975, the Soviet Union had not only reached parity 
with US nudear forces but, in certain areas, had exceeded them. Three very 
large missiles (the SS-17, SS-18, and SS-19) were being deployed, with the SS- 
18 capable of carrying 8 MIRVs (compared to the three MIRVs in the 
Minuteman III). In addition, the Soviet navy was busy improving its SLBM 
forces, specifically with two improved SLBMs with ranges of 5,000 miles (one 
of which was MIRVed) and the construction of a new submarine (the 
Typhoon). The Soviet Backfire bomber was improved, numerous ICBM silos 
were "superhardened," and an extensive civil defence system continued apace. 

In response to these developments, US administrations pursued three 
inter-related developments in nuclear strategy, which altogether would 
modify the US nuclear doctrine and expand on its existing operational 
nudear weapons policy. 

Doctrine 
While the MAD doctrine would never be fully rejected, numerous modifi- 
cations would indeed be made. The Nixon administration announced the 
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idea of "sufficiency," an ambiguous concept that emphasizes the ability to 
inflict a sufficient level of damage against an aggressor in order to deter 
him. To secure this capability, Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird advocated 
the "triad," which called for each leg of the triad of ICBMs, SLBMs, and 
bombers to maintain an independent second-strike capability. While negat- 
ing any possible Soviet first-strike, it also included expanding the range of 
targeting action in order to reinforce and make more credible the extended 
deterrence of Europe. 

Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger expanded this doctrine in 1974 
with national security decision memorandum 242 (NSDM-24). To make 
nuclear threats more credible in a period of nuclear parity, "Schlesinger 
wished the Soviet leaders to be uncertain whether the United States would 
respond to a provocation with a limited use of nuclear weapons."3 The 
"Schlesinger doctrine" was meant to provide the United States with escala- 
tion control which signified the potential "to hold some enemy targets 
hostage" and to control "the timing and pace of attack execution."4 This is 
indicative of the post-MAD attempt to "conventionalize" nuclear weapons, 
to further reinforce deterrence by making nuclear weapons use more cred- 
ible, and to plan for a winnable (i.e. damage limitation) nuclear war if deter- 
rence indeed failed. 

This focus on escalation control became increasingly important as the 
Soviet nuclear build-up (consisting of missiles with substantial throw- 
weight and MIRV capability) continued, threatening the US Minuteman III 
ICBM force and giving the impression of a potential first-strike capability. 
In response, the Carter administration outlined the "countervailing strate- 
gy." This re-evaluation of targeting policy and goals was the result of an 18- 
month study under the nuclear targeting policy review (NTPR), and result- 
ed in the codification of this strategy under presidential directive 59 (PD-59) 
on nuclear weapons employment policy. According to this nuclear doctrine, 
the United States would maintain "countervailing strategic options such 

3 Peter R. Beckman et al., The Nuclear Predicament: Nuclear Weapons in the 
Twenty-First Century, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000), 143. See 
also Terry Terriff, The Nixon Administration and the Making of U.S. Nuclear 
Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995). 

4 House committee on armed services, full committee consideration of overall 
national security programs, 226, quoted in Desmond Ball, "US strategic forces: 
How would they be used?" International Security; (winter 1982-83): 35. 
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that at a variety of levels of exchange, aggression would either be defeated 
or would result in unacceptable costs that exceed gains."5 

The Reagan administration, while never using the term countervailing, 
seems to have expanded the precepts of this strategy to their natural con- 
clusion. This refers to the concept of "escalation dominance": the ability to 
dominate, contain, and defeat the adversary at all levels of conflict. In other 
words, the Reagan administration sought war-fighting capabilities to but- 
tress deterrence and, if necessary, defeat the Soviet Union. This necessitat- 
ed a focus on damage limitation (e.g. counterforce nuclear weapons and 
active defences) that would give the US a measure of intrawar deterrence 
and some degree of victory in the event of a nuclear war.6 

Nuclear targeting policy 
The US nuclear weapons targeting policy expanded on what has always 
been a de facto flexible counterforce and countervalue policy. In other 
words, rather than signifying something new, the changing nuclear doc- 
trine simply lessened the disjunction between nuclear doctrine and policy 
that began in the Kennedy administration. 

The Nixon administration, following McNamara's early emphasis on 
flexible no-cities targeting, focused on smaller, flexible, and selective 
nuclear options. With the promulgation of NSDM-242, this targeting poli- 
cy was enshrined under the nuclear weapons employment policy (NUWEP) 
of 4 April 1974, and later formed the foundation of SIOP-5 on 1 January 
1976. Aside from providing different categories of nuclear options, SIOP-5 
emphasized the thesis that "the real (and ultimate) deterrent to Soviet risk- 
taking/adventure is the threat that our strategic nuclear forces pose to the 
Soviet recovery economy."7 

5 Walter Slocombe, "The countervailing strategy," International Security 5 (spring 
1981): 21. 

6 This can be seen clearly in the national security decision directive of October 
1981, which had the goal of 'prevailing" in a nuclear war of up to 180 days. For 
more on the Reagan administration and escalation dominance, see Robert Jervis, 
The 1 1 logic of American Nuclear Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984) 
and Scott D. Sagan, Moving Targets: Nuclear Strategy and National Security 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989). 
7 Colin S. Gray, "Nuclear strategy: The case for a theory of victory," International 
Security 4, (winter 1979): 65. See also Colin S. Cray and Keith Payne, "Victory is 
Possible," Foreign Policy 39 (summer 1980): 14-27. 
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The focus on finding targets that the Soviet leaders would value con- 
tinued under the Carter administration. After undergoing a major nuclear 
targeting policy review between 1977-79 and the issuing of NUWEP-80 on 
October 1980, the targeting policy moved towards political rather than eco- 
nomic recovery, and included the targeting of the leadership and cadres of 
the Communist party, KGB headquarters, Soviet international security 
forces and even the targeting of ethnic Russians. Emphasis on more sur- 
vivable command, control, and communications (C3) was also incorporated 
in order to reduce the threat of decapitation and to support extended 
nuclear war and intrawar deterrence. 

With the Reagan administration's issuing of NUWEP-82, which guid- 
ed the creation of the SIOP-6 plan, the counter-economic recovery mission 
was replaced by a narrower emphasis on war-supporting industries. In 
addition, counterforce targeting by MX ICBMs (which could carry 10 
MIRVs) and Trident II D5 SLBMs, which would greatly increase the hard- 
target capability of US strategic forces, was heavily emphasized in the new 
SIOP, and specifically directed at Soviet mobile weapons, leadership, and 
C3 systems. While leadership attack was considered a "withhold" option 
to enhance escalation control for most of the 1980s, this policy changed 
on October 1989 with the advent of SIOP-6F, which called for prompt 
counter-leadership and counter-C3 capabilities. The need for more accu- 
rate, earth-penetrating nuclear weapons for decapitation strikes also con- 
tributed to the research and development of various advanced weapon 
systems.8 As pointed out by Scott Sagan and Robert Toth, "the new plan 
represents the most radical change in both the substance and structure of 
the US strategic nuclear war plan since the preparation of SIOP-63 in 
1061-62."9 

8 This includes shallow and rigid earth penetrating weapons (EPW); manoeu- 
vrable re-entry vehicles (MARVs), which would be able to evade Soviet interceptor 
missiles, slow down to minimize the impact, and position the warhead for maxi- 
mum penetration; larger nuclear weapon yields (up to 22-megatons); the B-2 
Stealth bombers; rapid retargetable Minuteman ICBMs and Tomahawk land attack 
sea-launched cruise missiles (SLCMs). For more on these concepts, see Desmond 
Ball and Robert C. Toth, "Revising the SIOP: Taking war-fighting to dangerous 
extremes," International Security 14 (spring 1990): 65-92. 

9 Ibid., 66. 

I International journal I Summer 2005 I 819 I 

This content downloaded from 86.145.55.21 on Wed, 21 Oct 2015 13:37:15 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



David S. McDonough 

Active defences 
The growing emphasis on escalation control and dominance led to a grow- 
ing interest in anti-ballistic missile (ABM) systems to protect the perceived 
vulnerability of the Minuteman ICBM forces and, more consequentially, to 
obtain some level of damage limitation. The US interest in missile defence 
systems reflected a long-standing interest in obtaining active defences 
against nuclear delivery systems. In the 1950s and early 1960s, active 
defences included those radar and air-defence systems necessary to protect 
against the opposing side's fleet of bombers. With the advent of the ballis- 
tic missile, attention began focusing on ways to create active defences 
against incoming ballistic missiles. 

The Johnson administration initially considered the possibility of a 
Sentinel ABM system against the dangerous prospects of Chinese ICBMs. 
While ostensibly directed against the threat posed by China, it should be 
noted that the Sentinel BMD system was implicitly directed at the Soviet 
Union. In response to the growing threat posed by the Soviet MIRVed 
ICBM forces, the Nixon administration authorized the deployment of the 
Safeguard ABM system, which would provide limited protection to the US 
Minuteman ICBMs and important components of the US command and 
control system. However, both Johnson and Nixon pursued an agreement 
to ban the deployment of ABMs, which eventually resulted in the 1972 
ABM treaty. 

While the ABM treaty restrained the deployment of missile defences, 
research and development on the military feasibility of ABM technology 
continued throughout the 1970s and 1980s. This culminated under the 
Reagan administration. In a speech on 23 March 1983, President Reagan 
offered a new vision of strategic relations between the two superpowers. 
Rather than relying on nuclear weapons as deterrents, Reagan wanted the 
ability to "intercept and destroy strategic ballistic missiles before they 
reached our soil or that of our allies."10 In 1984, the Department of 
Defense submitted to Congress a "strategic defense initiative" (SDI) pro- 
gram, which was a long-term R&D program that would lead to missile 
defence options for subsequent presidential administrations in the 
1990s. 

10 Quoted in Sidney D. Drell, Philip j. Farley, and David Holloway, "Preserving the 
ABM treaty: A critique of the Reagan strategic defense initiative," International 
Security 9 (fall 1984): 51. 
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The lack of feasibility of Reagan's vision for missile defence made it 
easy to dismiss the role of SDI in the administration's nuclear strategy. 
However, the hidden agenda for SDI seems to be its potentially more real- 
istic protection of the US ICBM arsenal and its C3 system. The connection 
between missile defence and nuclear targeting and policy is reflected in sev- 
eral studies undertaken by the SDI Organization (SDIO) and the Defense 
Nuclear Agency (DNA), which foresaw the "implications of shifting from a 
national strategy based on offensive deterrence to one based on both offen- 
sive and defensive weapon systems."" The links between a hard-target kill 
capability - evident in the Reagan administration programs for MX ICBMs 
and Trident II D-5 SLBMs - and limited missile defences point to a US 
interest in maintaining a dominant position in the escalation ladder and - 
the worst fears of the Soviet leadership- the potential for an American first- 
strike capability. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE POST-COLD WAR PERIOD 
This brief historical overview of US nuclear strategy during the Cold War 
reveals two developments that are integral to a full understanding of 
post-Cold War changes in US strategy. The first development is the dis- 
junction between nuclear doctrine and nuclear weapons policy. Although 
the concept of MAD captured the popular imagination, and remained 
remarkably resilient and robust, operational nuclear weapons policy con- 
tinued and expanded its focus on war-fighting. Terms like escalation con- 
trol, escalation dominance, damage limitation, intrawar deterrence, and 
war termination dominated the thinking of nuclear policy planners. With 
Nixon's focus on sufficiency and limited nuclear options, and Carter's and 
Reagan's emphasis on escalation dominance, the disjunction between doc- 
trine and policy inherent in nuclear strategy lessened. In effect, doctrine 
began to reflect actual nuclear weapons policy. 

This disjunction has continued in the post-Cold War period, when 
operational nuclear policy has - largely unbeknownst to the public - 
increasingly incorporated counterproliferation missions and the attendant 
targeting of rogue states, despite continuing lip service to MAD and "nega- 
tive security assurances" to non-nuclear weapon states. It was the Clinton 
administration, after all, that began modifications to existing nuclear 

n Ball and Toth, "Revising the SIOP," 81-82. 
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weapons for earth penetration, and incorporated the nuclear, biological, and 
chemical (NBC) capabilities of rogue states as integral targets for the US 
nuclear arsenal. The Bush administration, with its explicit emphasis on the 
counterforce targeting of rogue states, represents only the latest - and, 
from a declaratory perspective, the most visible - manifestation of this 
trend. 

Second, the relative strategic balance between the United States and the 
Soviet Union had a remarkable impact on US nuclear strategy, the mean- 
ing of deterrence, and the available options for dealing with the threat. 
When the relationship was highly asymmetrical, with the US having a 
nuclear monopoly or superiority, the definition of deterrence was based on 
US nuclear primacy deterring the Soviet Union. Parity and mutual deter- 
rence were dangers that were best avoided. Additional options like preven- 
tive war were also considered during this period, and were most acute prior 
to the Soviets obtaining a significant nuclear capability in 1954. However, 
with the advent of a Soviet nuclear deterrent and the acceptance of MAD, 
the definition of deterrence was changed to mutual deterrence. While this 
did not fully affect nuclear policy itself, subsequent administrations would 
place increasing emphasis on mitigating the impact of nuclear parity. 
Options included the gradual redefinition of deterrence as escalation dom- 
inance, and the need to limit damage through counterforce weapon sys- 
tems, leadership and C3 targeting, and missile defence systems. 

In the post-Cold War period, rogue states have replaced the Soviet 
Union as the primary target of, and rationale for, the US nuclear arsenal. 
However, the massive strategic imbalance between the US and NBC-armed 
rogue states has had a dramatic impact on the definition of what constitutes 
deterrence. The US, for example, maintains massive and ever-expanding 
superiority in military capabilities, both conventional and nuclear. Nuclear 
superiority is all but guaranteed, while the possibilities for rollback or 
regime change campaigns are feasible in some cases, as is evident in Iraq. 
But strategic stability between the US and rogue states is, given this utter 
disparity in power, far from stable. The potential for conflict and military 
interventions is significantly higher than it was during the superpower rela- 
tionships of the Cold War. 

Deterrence in this type of situation is therefore fundamentally different 
from that of the Cold War. With unconventional and asymmetrical tactics 
and weapons, rogue states may use NBC weapons to either offset some of 
the US advantage or even to deter a US conventional intervention or regime 
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change campaign. Rogue states may gradually acquire mass casualty NBC 
weapons, which - by threatening American territory, US regional allies, and 
forward basing areas - promises to mitigate the US conventional superiori- 
ty. In other words, rogue states may deter the US from intervening in a 
region and, therefore, create something akin to a situation of mutual assured 
deterrence. But this situation is not something that the US is willing to 
abide. The potential that rogues might view such weapons as a means of 
compulsion and blackmail, a shield to protect the fruits of aggrandizement, 
is seen as simply too great. 

In this light, the nuclear capabilities envisioned by the Bush adminis- 
tration, rather than a fundamental departure from deterrence, can be seen as 
a means to reinforce US conventional intrawar deterrence and to reduce the 
perceived deterrence or compulsion capability of rogue states armed with 
NBC weapons. Nuclear weapons would have to be made more credible for 
the deterrence of rogue states armed with biological and chemical weapons 
arsenals. In the event that deterrence does indeed fail - not an unimaginable 
situation in the midst of a regime change campaign - the US also has to plan 
for proportionate retaliation during instances of NBC warfare. 

The Bush administration's nuclear strategy is founded on the tradition- 
al Cold War emphasis, not of mutually assured destruction and deterrence, 
but of American nuclear superiority over its Soviet adversary. It would be 
such superiority that was seen to guarantee strategic stability between the 
two powers. The post-Cold War period has seen this US fixation expanded 
to include its newly recognized rogue state adversaries. However, the mas- 
sive imbalance in power between the US and these new adversaries provides 
a different strategic context for such developments. New nuclear capabilities 
are not meant simply to deter rogue states from an unjustified attack or a 
"bolt from the blue" (to borrow a Cold War adage), and therefore buttress the 
highly fragile stability that exists between these actors. Instead, the purpose 
of such capabilities is to enable US interventions and regime change cam- 
paigns; in other words, to enable "counterproliferation wars." Strategic insta- 
bility is not simply a potential consequence of the US emphasis on nuclear 
superiority; in the post-Cold War period, it is an integral component of it. 
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