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Nuclear weapons and credibility: deterrence theory 
beyond rationality 

Edward Rhodes 

The principal challenge for US nuclear deterrence policy in an era of mutual assured 
destruction capabilities has been to use the threat of nuclear retribution to deter 
Soviet actions that, however aggressive, do not directly threaten American national 
survival. The United States seeks to use nuclear threats to deter not only all-out 
nuclear attack on the United States, but major nuclear or conventional aggression 
against NATO and also limited, presumably counterforce, blows against America. 

Nuclear weapons are to serve as an umbrella protecting not only America's cities and 
society, but US allies and US military forces as well. 

But on what does the successful extension of the US nuclear umbrella depend? 
Discussions of deterrence focus on the questionable rationality of nuclear retribution 
in response to attacks on allies or on missile silos. Policy-makers and scholars alike 
emphasize the importance, indeed centrality, of nuclear threats that an intelligent, 
utility-maximizing national decision-maker would choose to execute. In this article, I 
contend that this emphasis is fundamentally misguided. 

Successful resolution of current nuclear policy debates requires a return to and 
reformulation of deductive deterrence theory. Classical assumptions of rationality in 
nuclear deterrence theory have led practitioners to overlook the role the threat of 
contingently irrational behaviour can play in making nuclear threats credible. 
Thanks to developments in our understanding of organizational and individual 
behaviour, these assumptions can be substantially loosened. The incorporation into 
deterrence theory of insights from bureaucratic politics and political psychology 
suggests a new and very different set of policy trade-offs?and a new and very 
different set of policies. 

Deterrence questions and debates 

Why is it credible that the United States would use its nuclear weapons in response to 
any provocation less than an all-out attack on US society? Given that Washington 
and New York are held hostage by the Soviet Union, why would nuclear weapons 
deter the Soviets from attempting to seize Bonn or Paris? And given that Washington 
and New York are held hostage by the Soviet Union, what gives credibility to US 
threats to attack targets in the Soviet Union if the Soviets launch a 'surgical' nuclear 
strike against military targets in the United States? For that matter, given that 

Washington and New York remain hostage, what makes credible US threats to 
respond if the Soviets launch a limited nuclear blow against a carefully circumscribed 
set of industrial targets?such as oil refining capability in Texas and the South? 

The author is particularly grateful to Anne-Marie Burley, Anne Case and David Petraeus for 
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46 Nuclear weapons and credibility 

In short, the fundamental question for US strategic planners is: in a MAD world, 
what qualities of the US nuclear force posture make it possible for the United States 
to use the threat of nuclear response to deter not only massive Soviet nuclear attacks 
on American cities, but also carefully limited Soviet nuclear attacks on targets in the 
United States and major Soviet nuclear or conventional aggression against close US 
allies? This question cuts to the heart of three continuing policy debates. 

The first of these debates concerns the American need for 'counterforce' nuclear 
capabilities?for weapons such as the Peacekeeper (MX) missile and for a flexible 
and survivable command and control system that would permit the United States to 

destroy military targets, especially 'hardened' military targets such as Soviet missile 
silos and command bunkers. Are US counterforce nuclear capabilities necessary, 
given the range of Soviet activities the United States seeks to deter? Or are they 
unnecessarily provocative and destabilizing, creating pressures for each side to strike 
first during a crisis? The debate on this question has raged since the mid-1970s. 

Although the arguments have been extraordinarily detailed, highly politicized, and at 
times arcane, the central issue has been how wide a range of US options for limited 
nuclear retaliation is required to deter the Soviet Union from launching a limited 
nuclear attack on the United States?an attack that, while leaving US cities intact and 
US military forces with the residual capacity to devastate the Soviet Union, would 
undercut US ability to carry out a sequence of carefully graduated nuclear strikes. 
The key question in this debate has been whether the United States needs to be able to 
match the Soviets tit-for-tat in ability to destroy 'hardened' military targets.1 

The second of these debates, long an item of contention in the NATO community, 
stems from anxiety within the Alliance over the extension over Europe of the 

American nuclear umbrella. This debate is about what US nuclear capabilities, in 
Europe and in the United States, are necessary if the US nuclear arsenal is to deter 
Soviet aggression in Europe. America is geographically separated from Europe and 
the use of American nuclear weapons against Soviet targets, even from bases in 

Europe, risks escalation of hostilities that perhaps could not be stopped before 
American cities were destroyed. How, then, can the United States make a convincing 
pledge to treat an attack on its NATO allies as an attack upon itself? Does the current 
US nuclear guarantee, which has been the cornerstone of the NATO alliance, involve 
?as Henry Kissinger suggested in 1979?'strategic assurances that we cannot 
possibly mean or if we do mean, we should not want to execute because if we execute, 
we risk the destruction of civilization'?2 Are the steps necessary to make the US 
nuclear pledge credible so difficult or unpleasant that the Alliance needs to find some 

military or political alternative to the American extended nuclear deterrent? Worries 
about coupling have, in recent years, produced heated public and political 
discussions over enhanced radiation (neutron) warheads for tactical nuclear 
weapons, the December 1979 'two-track' decision on intermediate-range nuclear 
weapons, and a possible NATO declaration of no-first use of nuclear weapons.3 

These first two debates, over counterforce and coupling, are of course logically 
linked.4 It is principally in the context of a conflict in Europe that a limited Soviet 

blow against the United States becomes plausible. This connection between counter 
force and coupling is cemented by the US pledge to NATO to initiate controlled 
escalation, including carefully limited strategic blows, in response to Soviet 
aggression that cannot be halted by other means. Thus, it is the American extended 
deterrent guarantee to NATO, as interpreted in the Flexible Response doctrine, that 
drives the need for US strategic forces that can be used in a controlled and highly 
selective fashion?strategic forces that must themselves be protected (presumably) 
through the issuance of credible deterrent threats) from Soviet counterforce attack. 
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The third debate is the more recent one concerning the role of strategic defences in 
maintaining deterrence. While the first two debates revolve around the question of 
what offensive nuclear forces are necessary credibly to threaten retribution for Soviet 
aggression, this last debate questions the need for a shield against the opponent's 
nuclear forces. Although catalyzed by President Reagan's 1983 announcement of a 

Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), this debate has its roots in an older argument 
about the relationship between effective defences and the credibility of nuclear 
threats. While the President has personally presented a vision of a world made free 
from the threat of nuclear weapons by technological progress, because this 
revolution is at present unfeasible the real discussion has been of the impact of 
substantially less-than-perfect defences. The Reagan administration has argued that: 

The United States' conception of the role of nuclear weapons in defense 
strategy emerged in an era of American nuclear superiority. Now that Soviet 
nuclear forces are at least equal to our own, and in many dimensions 
superior, some earlier ideas are outmoded. . . . The President's SDI is not 

only a natural extension of the search for alternative ways to ensure 
deterrence; it is the logical culmination of that search.5 

Given the potential costs and risks of retaliating with nuclear weapons in response to 
a limited Soviet nuclear attack, does deterrence require that the United States be able 
to defend against such an attack, thereby increasing directly its costs and decreasing 
its possible benefits to the Soviet Union? Similarly, does the credibility of the US 

nuclear pledge to NATO ultimately demand the construction of strategic defences 
that would protect American cities? Are the 'earlier ideas' of deterrence 'outmoded' 
because of the development of MAD? 

Satisfactory resolution of these three debates requires an accurate appraisal of the 
qualities of the US force posture that are critical to deterrence. An inaccurate or 

simplistic understanding of what makes nuclear deterrence work may yield incorrect 
or dangerously misleading policy prescriptions. 

Nuclear deterrence theory 

Although the vast outpouring of books and articles on US nuclear strategy seems to 
belie the fact, the United States has for roughly twenty years been living off 
accumulated intellectual capital in dealing with the fundamental question of how 
nuclear deterrence works. There have been no significant conceptual breakthroughs 
in nuclear deterrence theory since the early 1960s. The detailed elaboration of official 

US targeting and procurement strategy and the criticism of official policies have, in 
general, been unrelated to any new theoretical examination of what makes nuclear 
deterrence work.6 Such a new examination is, however, now possible. Insights about 
international behaviour derived from research in related fields and disciplines can be 

applied to the study of nuclear deterrence. More realistic behavioural assumptions 
can improve the predictive and prescriptive modelling of the classical deductive 
nuclear deterrence literature produced in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

The decade from about 1954 to about 1964 was, from today's perspective, the 
golden age of nuclear deterrence theory. During that period pathbreaking research 
on the subject was conducted and the principal canons were produced.7 The principal 
insight of the period came from the application of the 'Chicken' game model to the 
problem of nuclear deterrence.8 The 'Chicken' analogy led nuclear deterrence 
theorists to explore notions of denial and punishment and to develop the concepts of 
commitment, credibility, crisis stability, and arms-race stability.9 
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Study of nuclear deterrence waned in the mid-1960s. The improvement of Soviet 
American relations and the escalation of American involvement in Vietnam 
undoubtedly contributed to the general shift in attention to the problems of limited 
conventional conflict and counterinsurgency. The reduced interest in nuclear 
deterrence theory was also due, however, to the extraordinary success of the deduc 
tive work of the late 1950s and early 1960s, both in identifying expected relationships 
between nuclear capabilities and political outcomes and in suggesting basic guidelines 
for US nuclear doctrine and policy. Given the usual assumptions of that time 
particularly that of unitary rational behaviour?the authors of the late 1950s and 
early 1960s pushed deductive theory close to the limits of the possible. The field of 
nuclear deterrence theory had been heavily tilled, and there appeared little left for 
additional research to yield. 

Nuclear deterrence theory was not, of course, entirely abandoned as a field of 
study after the early 1960s. A handful of important critiques produced during the late 
1960s and the 1970s succeeded in identifying weaknesses and oversimplifications in 
the earlier works. In particular, the critiques of nuclear deterrence questioned the 
assumption that one state's evaluation of an opponent's hostility had no effect on the 
opponent's behaviour; the relative importance of intrinsic interests and commitment; 
the willingness of state actors to take risks; and?most importantly?the rationality 
of state actors.10 These critiques contributed a useful challenge to accepted wisdom; 
they did not, however, provide a systematic and applicable alternative vision of how 
nuclear deterrence works.11 

Also receiving attention during the last decade of lean years have been the special 
problems of conventional or non-strategic deterrence and compellence. Research in 
these areas has drawn on empirical case studies to induce insight into the workings of 
coercion in settings other than the central Soviet-American one. This work has 
yielded an improved understanding both of the particular problems of employing 
threats of conventional force and of exerting coercive pressure in conflicts in which 
vital interests are not directly at stake.12 

However thought-provoking, though, this empirical work has yielded little that is 
directly applicable to the problem of understanding the credibility of the nuclear 
umbrella covering America and Western Europe. Indeed, the direct extrapolation 
from historic cases of conventional deterrence to future situations of nuclear 
deterrence must be considered logically suspect and potentially dangerous. The 
possible speed and destruction of nuclear war and the existence of mutual assured 
societal vulnerability are logically likely to affect both patterns of decision-making 
and the values at stake.13 As a consequence, the probability of rational unitary action 
by either a defender or an aggressor is likely to be different in nuclear environments 
than in conventional ones, as is the behaviour that a rational unitary actor would 
choose.14 Indirectly, however, this research does contribute to a rethinking and 
reformulation of nuclear deterrence theory. Lessons learned from empirical study of 
conventional crisis behaviour and conventional deterrence improve our under 
standing of the domestic political and organizational incentives that may make resort 
to war particularly attractive (or unattractive), as well as of the types of psychological 
and organizational obstacles to rational decision-making that may arise. 

Nuclear deterrence, bureaucratic politics and political psychology 

Rather than following directly from the critical and empirical work of the last two 
decades, however, the new ability to push beyond the deductive theory of the 1950s 
and 1960s reflects two broader developments in political science. The incorporation 
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of the insights from these developments into the deductive framework of classical 
nuclear deterrence theory yields a synthesis far richer than could have been imagined 
even a few years ago. 

The first of these developments was the production of theory on bureaucratic and 

organizational behaviour. This development reflected the application of the 
economic 'theory of the firm' literature15 to problems in international relations. 
Research, largely at Harvard, led in the early 1970s to publications by Graham 
Allison, Morton Halperin, and others which explored the impact on state behaviour 
of the structure and process of state decision-making.16 This 'bureaucratic politics' 
and 'organizational behaviour' research emphasized the effects of internal conflicts, 
interests, and operating routines on state behaviour. It suggested, first, that while 
individual or organizational participants in the state's decision-making process may 
still make 'rational' decisions?intelligent decisions aimed at maximizing their 

consistently-calculated expected utility?their utility calculations may reflect not only 
national interests, but organizational and personal political ones as well.17 Second, 
this research emphasized that it may be rational for organizations to establish 
standard operating procedures?pre-determined behavioural routines to be carried 
out when specific circumstances obtain. This research noted the bureaucratic origins 
of these routines, their sometimes unexpected impact in unusual situations (such as 
crises), and the difficulty encountered by central authorities in trying to alter pre 
determined routines rapidly, particularly during times of crisis.18 

The incorporation of these insights into the realist model of state behaviour on 
which classical nuclear deterrence theory was built leads to the recognition that the 
credibility and effectiveness of threats will be influenced significantly by the 
organizational environment in both the attacking and defending states. The ability to 
communicate and the ability to act intelligently to maximize expected national 
interest may be constrained in some situations by bureaucratic players with parochial 
interests. Thus, the structure of decision-making and policy implementation, and the 
incentives of key individuals and organizations within the states on both sides, 

matter. Similarly, organizational operating routines may critically limit the ability of 
states to act in a unitarily rational fashion during a crisis or conflict. Responses to 
deterrent threats and especially to aggressive actions are likely to be significantly 
influenced by bureaucratic contingency plans.19 

On the American side, certainly, decisions on when and how to use nuclear 
weapons may very well suffer from the effects of organizational dysfunction. Sub 
stantial organizational problems in maintaining rational central control over nuclear 

weapons are likely to develop. As Paul Bracken has observed about the US situation: 
'Since the details of the exact conditions of when and how nuclear weapons would be 

employed cannot be specified in advance and cannot be centrally controlled by any 
single individual, an ambiguity in command arises . . . The deeper into the unusual 
conditions of a high alert or controlled nuclear exchange the more likely ambiguous 
command is to gain importance.'20 At a minimum, such command ambiguity risks 
leading to 'decisions and reactions being taken without full comprehension of their 
rationale or justification' .21 

In addition to these sorts of 'software' problems in organizational design, there are 
also likely to be substantial 'hardware' problems: the command nodes and 
communication links that are necessary to respond in a centrally-coordinated or 
centrally-planned fashion are vulnerable to overloading in crisis, crippling in war, 
and annihilation in nuclear war. Indeed, as Desmond Ball has noted, once strategic 
weapons are used in any number it may be extremely difficult to avoid damaging 
central control capabilities: 
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In fact, control of a nuclear exchange would become very difficult to 
maintain after several tens of strategic weapons had been used, even where 
deliberate attacks on command-and-control facilities were avoided .. . . 

Hence, as John Steinbruner has argued, 'regardless of the flexibility 
embodied in individual force components, the precariousness of command 
channels probably means that nuclear war would be uncontrollable, as a 
practical matter, shortly after the first tens of weapons are launched.'22 

The second set of developments that makes it possible to push beyond classical 
deductive theory stems from examination of how individuals and small groups 
actually order values, deal with information, and make decisions. The most 
obviously relevant research has been the recent study of state behaviour during inter 
national crises, especially of how leaders' values evolve and how they deal with 
information, ambiguity, uncertainty, and the need for decision. Empirical research 
in the field of crisis behaviour has yielded substantial insight about how decision 

makers react to threats and to dangers as the likelihood of war increases.23 
Beyond this research into crisis behaviour, however, has been a far larger body of 

new work in social and cognitive political psychology. This work has suggested that 
even in the absence of bureaucratic and organizational politics?that is, even if state 
actors could accurately be modelled as unitary actors?state behaviour would not 
necessarily be rational. This research on the effects of reliance on cognitive heuristics 
and on the effects of stress has suggested that human psychology may lead to 
irrational behaviour even when 'abnormal' or psychopathological personalities are 

not involved in decision-making.24 
The possible impact of cognitive failure on nuclear decisions has, of course, long 

been noted. Thinking about the US strategy of massive retaliation, Glenn Snyder 
mused in 1961: 

One should not underestimate the capacity of democratic governments to 
practice self-deceit or uncalculated irrationality . . . There is impressive 
evidence that the government committed itself so thoroughly to the nuclear 
deterrent thesis that by a certain process of psychological repression it failed 
to consider thoroughly the consequences of having to carry out the deterrent 
threat. If this habit of thinking continues, the government may not be able in 
time to disengage itself from its own preconceptions and act rationally when 
the casus retalian arises.25 

In neither its predictive nor its prescriptive mode, however, did classical deterrence 
theory effectively incorporate or anticipate the effects of this sort of cognitive 
rigidity. Given our improved understanding of cognitive processes, it is now possible 
to begin to explore the impact of change-resistant mental frameworks and rules-of 
thumb. 

Perhaps more importantly, however, it is also possible to begin to incorporate into 
deterrence theory the effects of situational stress on decision-making. Stress is 'the 
anxiety or fear an individual experiences in a situation which he perceives as posing a 
threat to one or more of his values.'26 The impact of stress on the performance of 

decision-makers has been studied both in psychological tests and in historical studies. 
Two pathologies in the intelligent use of information have been generally associated 
with the existence of 'severe decisional conflict'. 

The first of these is 'defensive avoidance'. Such a pattern of decision-making 
occurs in high stress situations where the decision-maker has lost hope of finding an 
attractive solution. In such a case, the decision-maker is likely to avoid recognizing 
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threat cues: 'Defensive avoidance is manifested by lack of vigilant search, selective 
inattention, selective forgetting, distortion of the meaning of warning messages, and 
construction of wishful rationalizations that minimize negative consequences.'27 By 
contrast, situational stress may also lead to a pathology that has been termed 'hyper 
vigilance'. If, in a high stress situation, a decision-maker perceives threat cues as 
salient and sees options rapidly being foreclosed, he tends to experience cognitive 
constriction and disruption of his thought processes. In its most extreme form hyper 
vigilance yields panic. Irving Janis and Leon Mann clinically note: 

The person's immediate memory span is reduced and his thinking becomes 
more simplistic in that he cannot deal conceptually with as many categories 
as when he is in a less-aroused state. Disaster studies indicate that panic is 

most likely to occur when people believe that the danger is great and the only 
available escape routes will soon be closed. Expecting that he will be helpless 
to avoid being victimized unless he acts quickly, the person in a state of 
hypervigilance fails to use whatever remaining time is available to evaluate 
adequately those alternatives of which he is aware. He is likely to search 
frantically for a solution, persevere in his thinking about a limited number of 
alternatives, and then latch onto a hastily contrived solution that seems to 
promise immediate relief, often at the cost of considerable post-decisional 
regret.28 

It is not difficult to imagine, in a prolonged period of international tension, the 
occurrence of defensive avoidance and its associated tactics of procrastinating, 
shifting responsibility, and 'bolstering' of least objectionable options. Nor is it 
difficult to imagine in an international crisis or conventional conflict?when, 
perhaps, pressures mount for a rapid decision to use nuclear weapons before the 
opponent gets in a potentially significant first blow?the occurrence of hyper 
vigilance. 

As well as affecting ability to deal intelligently with information, however, situa 
tional stress may also result in anomalous changes in the values decision-makers 

perceive at stake. During crises, for example, personal and personal-political values 
may grow in importance and can come to overshadow 'national' values.29 In general, 
one would intuitively expect to see a transient increase in the importance of emotional 
values during periods of stress. 

Both of these insights about the possible impact of stress on decision-making? 
the potential for non-intelligent use of information and the potential for inconsistent 
evaluation of the utility of various options?are particularly likely to be relevant in 
thinking about the problems that decision-makers will face as they sit on the edge of 
nuclear war or after a nuclear war has begun. Lester Grinspoon has summarized 
succinctly the possible effects of stress: 

Picture the situation of a national leader faced with what appears to be a 
massive nuclear attack which has come after a period of rising international 
tension. The chief decision-maker is overloaded with responsibility, 
probably tired and deprived of sleep, losing alertness, possibly aging or ill. 

He has about a half-hour to make a decision on which the fate of humanity 
may depend . . . 

At the same time, fear brings feelings down to a primitive level, and distorts 
perception . . . His instinct will be to strike back in revenge, especially 
against an enemy who has been presented as the embodiment of evil. The 
desire to destroy the enemy may become greater than the desire to stay alive, 
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and it will be hard to stay calm and wait. There will be a strong desire for 
action to relieve the tension and punish the foe.30 

In sum, then, scholarship since the 1960s has provided solid theoretical explana 
tions for why the assumptions of unitary rational action may result in a failure 

correctly to predict actual state behaviour: not only is the state not a unitary actor, 
but even at the disaggregated level behaviour may not be rational, since individuals 
involved in decision-making may suffer from cognitive failures and from the effects 

of situational stress. The resulting implications for any deductive modelling of 
nuclear coercion have not been fully incorporated into the deductive deterrence 

theory that has served as the basis for American deterrence policy of the last quarter 
century. 

Nuclear deterrence theory and rationality 

Certainly, the nuclear deterrence theorists of the 1950s and the 1960s, particularly 
Thomas Schelling and Glenn Snyder,31 explicitly recognized not only that 

irrationality might exist, but that its existence would critically affect the outcome of 
deterrence efforts. It was apparent to the early deductive theorists that their 
conclusions about the ability of the d?terrer to establish a credible commitment and 
about the coercibility of potential aggressors were extremely sensitive to the 'rational 
actor' assumption that states use information intelligently and makes choices aimed 
at maximizing some consistent set of values. After issuing this caveat, however, they 
focused on the special case in which actors were manifestly and inalienably rational; 
they tended to assume the existence of 'not just intelligent behavior, but of behavior 

motivated by a conscious calculation of advantages, a calculation that in turn is 
based on an explicit and internally consistent value system'.32 

In part, this focus derived from the realist tradition within which deterrence theory 
developed. Realist analysis emphasizes the real conflicts of national interest between 
states which are inherent in the structure of the international system. It therefore 
focuses on the rational use or avoidance of war by states to further their fairly 
constant national interests. Since challenges to the status quo are seen as reflecting 
structural imbalances in the international system, rather than foibles or internal 

imperatives of national decision-makers, it is natural to think of deterrence in 
rational actor terms.33 

More importantly, though, assumptions of rationality offered a great deal of 

predictive, and therefore prescriptive, power in game theoretic modelling. Schelling 
made this point clearly: 'The advantage of cultivating the area of "strategy" for 
theoretical development is not that, of all possible approaches, it is the one that 

evidently stays closest to the truth, but that the assumption of rational behavior is a 

productive one . . . The premise of "rational behavior" is a potent one for the 

production of theory.'34 The advantage of assuming rationality in modelling nuclear 

relationships was that it made behaviour highly predictable given a few basic 

assumptions about the values of adversaries, such as the importance of preserving 
cities and industry. Since values could be estimated only grossly, behaviour was only 

more or less predictable. And since rational strategies might be probabilistic, 
behaviour was only probabilistically predictable. None the less, behaviour was, in 
some meaningful sense, predictable. 

The study in the last two decades of bureaucratic and organizational behaviour and 
of psychological processes permits some general, probabilistic sorts of predictions 
about behaviour even while allowing deviations from rational unitary action. 

This content downloaded from 86.145.55.21 on Wed, 21 Oct 2015 13:36:14 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



Edward Rhodes 53 

Although unitary rationality remains the ideal case, it is possible in deterrence theory 
to recognize variable pressures in the real world that may significantly degrade a 
state's ability to behave as if it were a rational unitary entity. We now have some of 
the analytical tools that allow us to deal with the fact that, as Klaus Knorr has put it: 

In the real world ... the actor is only more or less rational. His rationality 
may be degraded by factors of personal character or by such adverse circum 
stances as time pressure, fatigue, and anxiety. It may be hemmed in by ideo 

logical beliefs about the outside world . . . Because these doctrines are 

deeply ingrained, they tend to resist ready adaptation or burial when the tests 
of reality indicate that their validity is vanishing, and they often end in a 
sterile reign of jargon that, nevertheless, traps people in postures too rigid to 

permit new perceptions and innovative action . . . There is a final dimension 
of conditions liable to bound rational behavior. The policymaker is not a 

unitary actor. Ordinarily he must reconcile his own evaluation of options 
with that of other leaders who may express conflicting perceptions and value 
commitments at large in society.35 

Perhaps the key point is that these pressures that may degrade rationality?psycho 
pathological personality, situational stress, cognitive failure, and organizational dys 
function?are variable across time and situation. 

The revision of deterrence theory to take into account these variable pressures that 

may lead to departures from rational behaviour has dramatic implications for the 
answer to the question: 'In an era of MAD capabilities, what qualities of the US 
nuclear force posture make it possible for the United States to use the threat of 
nuclear response to deter not only massive Soviet nuclear attacks on American cities, 
but also carefully limited Soviet nuclear attacks on targets in the United States and 

major Soviet nuclear or conventional aggression against close allies?' Working 
through the logic of deterrence while explicitly recognizing the existence of these 
pressures leads to the inescapable conclusion that the critical capabilities are very 
different than those suggested by classical deterrence theory and assumed by 
participants in the counterforce, coupling, and strategic defence debates. 

Rational deterrence and irrational responses 

The exploration of how nuclear deterrence can rely on credible threats to behave 
irrationally, at times or in circumstances in which a rational decision to use nuclear 

weapons would be incredible, is perhaps the most important task in the revision of 
nuclear deterrence theory today and represents a critical step in resolving the nuclear 

policy debates over counterforce, coupling, and strategic defence. Because these 
debates have tended to assume (logically incorrectly) that, in Richard Nixon's words, 
'A rational deterrent cannot be based on irrational responses',36 they have tended to 
focus on the weapons and command-and-control systems necessary if the United 
States is ever rationally to choose to use nuclear weapons. 

The principal participants in the current debates on US nuclear policy have 
assumed that the credibility of the American threat to employ nuclear weapons 
depends on the rationality of that use. They have assumed that the only credible 
threats are the ones that the United States would, given the Soviet provocation, 
intelligently conclude that it was better off executing than not executing. This 

assumption spans policy preference. It is shared by advocates of current policies, 
advocates of meaningful nuclear superiority, and advocates of force reduction and 
reduced reliance on nuclear threats. It has, however, been perhaps most clearly 
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articulated by advocates of increased nuclear 'warfighting' capability, such as Colin 

Gray, who have criticized current strategy, arguing that nuclear threats will be 
incredible so long as US national survival depends on Soviet restraint, since under 
these conditions a president would rationally hesitate to execute them.37 

But the credible threat to behave irrationally in some future contingency may have 

powerful deterrent value, significantly influencing an adversary's behaviour. The 
credible threat to behave irrationally may, thus, lie at the heart of 'rational' 

deterrence. 

There are, after all, two distinct reasons why the United States might use its nuclear 
weapons, and therefore two reasons why a threat to use nuclear weapons might be 
credible.38 First, the United States might use them because it was rational to do so. It 

might use them because an intelligent calculation by United States decision 
makers revealed that the actual use of nuclear weapons maximized expected utility. 
United States threats to use nuclear weapons might be credible because it was evident 
that the execution of these threats would generate benefits that outweighed the 
costs. 

Second, however, the United States might use nuclear weapons even though it was 
irrational to do so. It might use nuclear weapons even though an intelligent calcula 
tion by US decision-makers of the consequences would reveal that forbearance was a 
better policy. 

The United States might perform an irrational act for two reasons. First, it might 
physically have no choice in the decision. Machines and automation could make 
human choice, rational or otherwise, impossible. Second, though, the United States 

might act irrationally because the US decision-making process was not that of a 
rational unitary actor. Even if the United States lacks the counterforce capabilities 
needed to respond to a Soviet attack in a tit-for-tat fashion and even if the United 
States lacks the nuclear forces and strategy necessary to have a realistic hope of 
winning a nuclear war in Europe and even if the United States lacks defences against 
strategic attack, this potential for irrational action may make credible the United 
States threats to respond to limited, yet major, Soviet aggression. 

Contingently irrational behaviour 

Perhaps most interestingly, it may be the act of aggression itself that causes the 
United States to act in an irrational fashion: Soviet attack may, for example, place 
US decision-makers (either in the White House or on the battlefield) in a situation of 
high stress, thereby dramatically increasing the likelihood of an irrational decision on 
the use of nuclear weapons. Similarly, an organizational structure that is able to 

maintain rational control over nuclear weapons in time of peace may be unable to do 
so in time of war. As a consequence, the occurrence of war threatens to trigger 
irrational behaviour on the part of an otherwise rational actor. 

Indeed this is precisely what might happen in the event of a Soviet attack on 
NATO.39 Much has been made of the fact that it would not be rational for the United 
States to initiate the use of nuclear weapons in defence of Europe. The destruction in 

Europe and the likelihood of escalation are simply too great. Former Secretary of 
Defense Robert McNamara, for example, has noted bluntly that: 

It is inconceivable to me, as it has been to others who have studied the 
matter, that 'limited' nuclear wars would remain limited?any decision to 
use nuclear weapons would imply a high probability of the same cataclysmic 
consequences as a total nuclear exchange. In sum, I know of no plan which 
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gives reasonable assurance that nuclear weapons can be used beneficially in 
NATO's defense.40 

None the less, it appears entirely conceivable that nuclear weapons might be used. 
Despite the fact that costs outweighed benefits, the United States might carry out its 
nuclear threats. The stress of a conflict, the difficulties of maintaining effective and 
rational command, control, and communications, and lingering cognitive assump 
tions from the 1950s about the inevitability and limitability of nuclear use in a 

European war all combine to yield a credible threat that nuclear use might occur. 
A similar picture can be painted in the case of a limited nuclear attack on the 

United States itself. As Albert Wohlstetter has mused: 

If you believe that any nuclear exchange will almost surely destroy Western 
civil society and bring on universal ruin, you may say you would respond to a 
limited nuclear attack, but if you are even moderately thoughtful, you will 
almost certainly not really mean it. Even if you had so awesomely a suicidal 
and homicidal a conditional intention, you would be unlikely, in the event of 
an adversary's limited use of nuclear weapons, actually to be willing to 
reply by ending the world. If your adversary understands that you believe a 
nuclear reply would be suicidal, he may count on your being unwilling to 
reply, even if you say you will.41 

And yet, while the conclusion that 'any strategic war is likely to end in a massive 
exchange'42 is widespread, the argument that the United States would none the less be 
likely to respond to a Soviet attack is intuitively plausible. Moreover, analysis of the 

psychological and organizational pressures generated by such an attack tends to 
support the conclusion that the United States would indeed respond with nuclear 

weapons.43 The occurrence of a Soviet attack would be likely to interfere with 
rational US decision-making. 

This possibility of contingently irrational behaviour?irrational behaviour that is 
contingent upon the event to be deterred?offers the United States significant leverage 
in deterring Soviet aggression. The fact that the Soviet Union cannot carry out its 

attack without destroying the capacity for rationality on which American restraint is 
based makes deterrence possible. The potential for irrational behaviour thus may be 
a beneficial commodity. As Schelling recognized in 1960: 

An explicit theory of 'rational' decision, and of the strategic consequences of 
such decisions, makes it perfectly clear that it is not a universal advantage in 
situations of conflict to be inalienably and manifestly rational... It may be 
perfectly rational to wish oneself not altogether rational, or?if that 
language is philosophically objectionable?to wish for the power to suspend 
certain rational capabilities in certain situations.44 

This insight is particularly important in developing deterrence theory because 
irrationality is not an exogenous variable. A state's rationality or irrationality in 
future contingencies is likely to be determined largely by the decisions it makes in 
advance about the acquisition of decision-making resources and the structure of the 
decision-making process. Just as states may, before the event (ex ante), structure 
their incentives so that they will find it rational after the event (ex post) to carry out 
their threats and promises, hoping that by so doing they will alter the behaviour of 
their opponent, they may also succeed, ex ante, in structuring their decision-making 
to cast doubt on their capability to act in a rational fashion ex post. 
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Irrationality and policy trade-offs 

To reason that the existence of a decision-making posture that creates some potential 
for contingently irrational action may make nuclear threats credible is not, however, 
to endorse irrationality as an unmitigated blessing or a panacea. Nor is it to argue that 
the United States necessarily should increase its potential for irrational action. Two 
observations are in order. 

First, as we have noted, deterrence depends on the threat o? contingently irrational 
action. The possibility that psychological or organizational problems might lead to 
the irrational use of nuclear weapons during peacetime or crisis does not further 
deterrence of Soviet aggression. To the contrary, it undercuts it. It creates rational 
Soviet incentives to strike first. Rational command and control during peacetime and 
crisis remain unambiguously desirable. It is the possibility that the physical assets and 
decision-making resources for rational decision-making may not survive a Soviet 
attack which yields deterrent power. This suggests the maintenance of a command 
and control posture very like the current American one?in which redundant 'safety 
catches' exist to prevent accidental or unauthorized use, but in which the 'safety 
catches' are vulnerable to an actual conflict and in which the 'triggers' tend to 
proliferate with the initiation of hostilities.45 

Second, this line of logic also does not necessarily imply that the United States 
should increase the contingent frailty of US rationality. The United States may 
conclude that the present risk of an irrational nuclear response to Soviet aggression is 
high enough, or even too high. If Soviet incentives for aggression are low, then the risk 
of irrational nuclear retribution the United States needs to pose will also be low. And 
the probabilistic costs of maintaining or increasing the likelihood of an irrational US 
response to Soviet aggression are real: if deterrence fails,US national survival is likely 
to depend on making nuclear decisions in a rational fashion. 

What this analysis suggests is the existence of trade-offs overlooked in US nuclear 
policy-making. It has generally been assumed either that rationality will necessarily 
exist, that 'the requisite degree of rationality and a technically adequate command 
and control system will apply on the U.S. side',46 or that rationality is always and 
necessarily to be sought. Recognition that the potential for contingently irrational 
behaviour?the potential for being unable to act rationally in certain future con 
tingencies?is likely to be critical in the maintenance of nuclear deterrence will force 

US decision-makers to look more closely at proposals to improve US ability to 
maintain rational control over nuclear forces during a major Soviet-American 
conflict. 

It is revealing that the only non-controversial portion of the Reagan administra 
tion's strategic programme has been investment in improved command, control, and 
communications for nuclear warfighting. The Scowcroft Commission, for example, 
devoted only three sentences to this subject in its recommendations for strategic 

modernization. The defence intellectual community has failed to realize that here 
too, as in the acquisition of counterforce weapons, there are trade-offs involved. The 

Harvard Nuclear Study Group, for example, simply concluded: 'Some steps are 
unambiguously stabilizing . . . (I)mproving American command, control, and com 

munications systems (C3), for example, would reduce Soviet incentives for striking 
first, but would not decrease deterrence.'47 Improved wartime command, control, 
and communications may make it more certain that the United States will be able to 

respond rationally to Soviet aggression, but by the same token it may make it more 
difficult credibly to threaten to carry out an irrational nuclear response. Improved 
wartime command, control, and communications may make it more likely that the 
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United States could respond, but less likely that it would respond. 
Similarly, the complex interplay between decision-making resources and 

deterrence has been largely ignored in the policy debate. To the extent that resources 
such as time and freedom from physical and psychological stress are considered at 

all, they are considered as necessarily desirable. If, however, Soviet forbearance 
stems from the prospect that in the event of a Soviet attack the United States might 
respond with irrational vehemence, then the possession of these resources in some 
situations may undercut effective deterrence. 

Policy beyond the constraints of rationality 

While this does suggest troubling trade-offs that policy-makers must grapple with, on 
the whole the implications of a more realistic modelling of nuclear deterrence?a 

modelling that moves beyond classical deterrence theory by recognizing the possi 
bility of irrational action?seem quite positive. If nuclear deterrence can rest upon 
the threat of contingently irrational behaviour, rather than on the existence of 
nuclear options that the United States would rationally choose to execute, then it 
follows that the acquisition of counterforce capabilities is not essential, that the 
actual requirements for coupling Europe and America under a US nuclear umbrella 
are likely to be quite moderate, and that the nuclear umbrella does not logically 
require ballistic missile defences. 

Certainly, to judge accurately the full impact on deterrence of any shift in US 
policy it is necessary to loosen assumptions of Soviet rationality as well. Intuitively 
(and somewhat ironically) it would seem, however, that the general effect of US 
recognition of the role played by irrationality is likely to be to reduce the likelihood of 
an irrational Soviet decision to challenge the status quo. While the matter demands 
close analysis, it is possible to argue that changes in US posture to reflect reliance on 
the threat of contingently irrational response are likely to reduce situational stress on 
Soviet leaders, to weaken outdated and inappropriate Soviet cognitive frameworks 
suggesting western aggressiveness, and to encourage bureaucratic shifts and pro 
cedural changes with stabilizing consequences. 

In the present MAD world, a world in which any nuclear response to Soviet 
aggression carries with it a chilling risk of escalation to nuclear holocaust, the pursuit 
of limited, controllable, rational nuclear options has become America's sisyphean 
task. Strategies of flexible response, limited nuclear options, countervailing, and 
realistic deterrence have ensured that the United States accumulated forces far in 
excess of those needed for assured destruction. Because policy-makers have been led 
to believe that credible deterrence demands rationally-executable nuclear retorts, 
nuclear sufficiency has had no clear measure short of meaningful nuclear superiority. 
The human and organizational potential for contingently irrational behaviour, 
however, offers an escape from the endless proliferation of options and capabilities. 
Organizational dysfunction, cognitive failure, and situational stress, not additional 
weapons and additional options for limited nuclear war, can be the guarantors of 
deterrence. 

Indeed, a recognition of the role that can be played by irrational responses in 
'rational' deterrence opens the door for substantial cuts in military forces, for new 

arms control measures, and for a more forthcoming and politically-acceptable 
declaratory stance. Armed with a better understanding of why its nuclear threats are 
credible and where its nuclear leverage comes from, the United States would be free to 
halt and reverse its acquisition of nuclear options. Because of the potential for 
individual or organizational irrationality in the event of a Soviet attack, an arsenal 
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large enough to destroy the Soviet Union may be an arsenal large enough to yield a 
credible deterrent threat, despite the fact that this arsenal is insufficient to wage a 
controlled and limited nuclear war or to protect the United States from devastation 
itself. 

Novelty and reality 

Pushing nuclear deterrence theory beyond assumptions of rationality, and focusing 
on the psychological and organizational elements of nuclear decision-making, is 
troubling and difficult. Conscious reliance on a threat to act irrationally represents a 
novel departure in national security strategy. In this MAD era, however, new ways of 
thinking may indeed be necessary. As Schelling noted, in a 1963 book on limited 
strategic war that set out the now-commonplace logic of controlled nuclear 
responses, the unfamiliarity and strangeness of new strategic concepts 

provides no immunity; we live in an era of strange power relations, and 
nothing can be judged implausible just because we have never thought of it 
before or because it appears to contradict what used to be called common 
sense. The human foot would seem wildly improbable to a creature that had 
never seen one. We must judge the concepts and strategies discussed in this 
book in that fashion?not according to whether they are strange, but 
according to whether in the strange world of modern weaponry and inter 
national relationships they are much more implausible than the conceptions 
of war and the strategies that we daily discuss.48 
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