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Preface

Deterrence has long been a cornerstone of interaction among
states. This was especially true when state interests clashed
and when political leaders sought to avoid direct military con-
flict. In traditional deterrence relationships, calculations of mil-
itary, economic, and diplomatic power determined the degrees
of deterrence effectiveness. This seemed to change with the ad-
vent of the Cold War. The potential destructiveness of nuclear
weapons combined with the relatively small numbers of states
that possessed them suggested a need for new concepts of de-
terrence tailored to govern the nuclear competition among the
Soviet Union, the United States, and their allies. Deterrence
thinking came to mean nuclear deterrence—and as the Cold
War wound down, there was a general perception that the ab-
sence of nuclear confrontation among the great powers required
less emphasis on deterrence as a key feature of national strat-
egy and a corresponding decrease in the instruments of deter-
rence that had prevailed during the Cold War.

As the collapse of the superpower confrontation became more
distant, however, states began to confront threats that were
present during the Cold War but were perceived to be less impor-
tant—what some have termed lesser included threats. These
threats involved state failure, mass migration of populations,
and drug, small arms, and human trafficking. Also included
were environmental and humanitarian disasters, traditional
state competition, proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
and their components, and the emergence of nonstate actors
empowered by new communication and information technolo-
gies that give them global reach. Taken individually, few of these
threats have the potential to overthrow established and func-
tioning states—especially in the developed world. However, these
threats present challenges that policy makers struggle to meet
using traditional diplomacy. Economic sanctions and incentives
have exerted little apparent effect toward solving some of these
post-Cold War challenges. In the end, states—and particularly
the United States and its partners and allies—relied on military
intervention to cope with an increasingly complex set of chal-
lenges and crises.
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PREFACE

To help understand and begin to develop alternative policy
frameworks that fit the current and emerging security context,
the US Air Force’s Air Force Research Institute (AFRI), the Royal
United Services Institute (RUSI), and King's College, London,
hosted a two-day conference at the RUSI offices in London on
18 and 19 May 2009. We sought to bring together some of the
best thinkers on deterrence to examine how to reinvigorate this
essential tool for today’s policy community.

The conference exceeded our expectations, as readers will
observe from the excellent products in these proceedings. From
the pre-conference “thought pieces” by RUSI's Michael Codner
and AFRI's Adam Lowther—the presentations by the keynote
speakers and case study developers—to the post-conference
“Quick Looks” by AFRI personnel, the outcome reflects the cre-
ativity and the seriousness with which the attendees and the
planning staffs approached the topic.

We see this conference as a beginning conversation that has
the potential to inform policy makers on how to develop richer
options for coping with the increasingly complex and lethal se-
curity challenges of the world in which we live. We are grateful
to the participants and to those who contributed to the success
of the endeavor.
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Chapter 1

Framing Deterrence in the Twenty-first Century
Conference Summary

Adam Lowther

The evolving challenges of an unstable international security
environment—aggravated by the global financial crisis—set the
context for renewed interest in strategic deterrence. After nearly
a generation of near-constant operations, pitting the world’s most
powerful military against rogue regimes and nonstate actors,
scholars and strategists are struggling to adapt the theories
and vocabulary of deterrence to a post-Cold War context that is
very different from the context in which deterrence theory and
policy was developed.

The structure of the bipolar international system in which
the United States and Soviet Union maintained an uneasy peace
during the Cold War focused deterrence theory and policy on its
nuclear aspects. Such theorists as Hermann Kahn, Bernard
Brodie, and Thomas Schelling clearly emphasized that conven-
tional conflict could escalate into nuclear war, thus requiring
careful attention on the part of statesmen. The special circum-
stances of the Cold War kept attention focused on preventing
nuclear war rather than analyzing the continuities between
nuclear and “lesser included” conflicts.

The watershed events represented by the end of the Cold War
and the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 called into
question the relevance of deterrence as a strategic approach.
With their falling out of favor immediately after the Soviet
Union’s collapse, democratization, globalization, and a focus
on second and third world economic development displaced
the focus on hard power. Nuclear operations seemed less rele-
vant in a world characterized by diverse challenges such as
failed states, humanitarian disaster, genocidal conflict, coun-
ter /nonproliferation, terrorism, and asymmetric conflict. Thus,
if deterrence is to be relevant, current questions should center
on linking deterrence to desired effects. In other words, states
that adopt deterrence as part of a comprehensive strategy
should be able to determine, with a fair degree of certainty, that
the policies and initiatives intended to deter some behavior
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actually achieve their objective. This is where the notion of de-
terrence in the twenty-first century begins to break down.

Theorists and practitioners agree that at its core, deterrence
is about convincing an adversary, or ally, that the costs of an
undesirable action are greater than the rewards, thus prevent-
ing a challenge to the status quo. This requires an understand-
ing of the adversary’s motives, decision-making processes, and
objectives. While the Cold War structure may have evolved to
give strategists some degree of confidence that the principal
adversary was deterred by American capability, force structure,
and alliances, today’s diversity of challenges increases the com-
plexity of formulating deterrence strategies. In fact, not all ad-
versaries may be deterrable. This may be particularly true of
nonstate actors.

Some analysts postulate that globalization has fundamentally
transformed the security environment, making unilateral state
action impractical and ineffective. Those who adopt this per-
spective argue that the threat-based nature of deterrence cre-
ates a diplomatic and military environment that precludes con-
structive conflict resolution. Others claim that the fiscal costs of
developing and maintaining the military platforms necessary to
sustain a credible deterrent are prohibitively expensive and in-
effectively consume limited resources that could be more effi-
ciently used to better humanity. Others see the primary utility
of deterrence as remaining focused on nuclear weapons and
their potential to prevent or cause major conflicts.

The lack of focus and clarity that prevails among theorists
and practitioners combined with the nuclear focus of the Cold
War has produced a situation in which there is no common
foundation for understanding what deterrence means and how
it applies to national security. The result is a lack of clarity and
rigor in policy making that could result in ineffective and inef-
ficient investments. Ultimately, this could lead to failed policies.
Force structures that rely on the Cold War legacy without the
existential threat posed by the Soviet Union have the potential
to be too expensive to maintain in the long term while also re-
moving capabilities that would be better employed against other
near-term threats. Attempting to apply deterrence as a template
without understanding the specific social, cultural, military,
and political characteristics of the adversary could be futile at
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best and disastrous at worst. In other words, deterrence must
be specific to the context and characteristic of the threat.

Purpose of the Conference

To shed new light on this important subject, the Royal United
Services Institute (RUSI), the Centre for Defence Studies at Kings
College—London, and the US Air Force Research Institute co-
sponsored a two-day conference in which military leaders, policy
makers, and senior academics were brought to RUSI's head-
quarters in Whitehall for two days of discussion. Framing Deter-
rence in the 21st Century took place on 18-19 May 2009 with the
intent of answering four fundamental questions:

¢ What is deterrence?

e What are the instruments of deterrence?

e Why does deterrence fail?

e What are the consequences of deterrence policies?

In the process of examining these and related questions, the
British and American participants explored the challenges fac-
ing the United States and Europe and the ends, ways, and
means at their disposal.

Over the two-day conference, participants were briefed on
five sub-topics: (1) conceptions of deterrence, (2) deterrence
and counter/nonproliferation, (3) nonstate actor attempts to
deter states, (4) state attempts to deter nonstate actors, and (5)
state versus state deterrence, with a keynote address and a
case study preceding participants breaking into discussion
groups. There they were asked to examine one of the four ques-
tions as it related to the points raised in the keynote address
and case study. Data was captured from these discussions and
presented to the entire group, by each of the small group fa-
cilitators, before the conference’s closing.

In designing the conference in this manner, the sponsors
sought to answer key questions, develop policy recommenda-
tions, and discover those areas requiring further research.
Each of these objectives was completed—to some degree—and
served as the basis for the remainder of the proceedings.
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What Is Deterrence in
the Twenty-first Century?

There are possibly more questions than answers in the field
of deterrence studies. Those who expect quick, concise, and
immediate practical answers are destined to be frustrated by
the highly theoretical nature of deterrence conversations. Oth-
ers may experience similar frustration as the conversation
quickly becomes constrained to notions of nuclear deterrence,
arms control, and counter/nonproliferation. There are, how-
ever, several insights that can inform policy discussions.

First, deterrence may not apply to all situations. Some adver-
saries are not likely to be deterred by any practical means at
the disposal of states. These challenges must be either con-
tained or eradicated. However, understanding the culture, in-
terests, and objectives of an adversary has the potential to de-
crease the number of adversaries who cannot be deterred.
Possessing a value system that differs from Western norms
does not make an adversary irrational. It requires greater
knowledge and understanding on the part of the United States
and its allies, if deterrence is to be successful.

For those situations in which statecraft does apply, situa-
tions can and should be shaped without resorting to the threats
inherent in deterrence interactions. This implies that states
adopt coherent and comprehensive approaches that are rele-
vant to the global security environment and that they purposely
employ all instruments of power to achieve desired objectives.
In such a context, states would focus and tailor their strategies
according to the demands of the threat.

In those situations where deterrence may apply, policy makers
must determine the appropriate instruments, ensuring that the
desired state of affairs is effectively communicated and accepted
by the target audience. Additionally, the success of deterrence
depends on the ability to accurately assess an adversary’s behav-
ior and likely counter moves. Without such assessment, deter-
rence will remain a theoretical construct with little relation to
actual conditions as they exist in the adversary’s camp.

There may be ways to deter nonstate actors. This is an area
requiring further research aimed at developing an understanding
of their objectives and values. Only by understanding a nonstate
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actor can the United States and its allies target what it values
most. While it is often said that Islamic fundamentalists are un-
deterrable, they do seek to achieve tangible worldly objectives.
This presents an opportunity to develop an effective set of deter-
rence policies that may include all aspects of diplomacy, infor-
mation, military, and economics. To the extent that criminals,
insurgents, terrorists, and other groups represent challenges to
state and international security, they operate outside the ac-
cepted laws of conflict out of weakness, not an inherent prefer-
ence for the “tactics of the weak.” To suggest that nonstate ac-
tors are—by nature—irrational would be a grave mistake.
Finally, as long as states possess nuclear weapons and as long
as there are those willing to share weapons of mass destruction
(WMD) information and technology, deterrence remains a valid
strategic approach. Where states have acquired such capabilities,
deterrence is the primary approach that provides a foundation for
governing interaction with adversaries. For those states that seek
to acquire WMD, deterrence provides a robust set of theories and
approaches for states to use counter/nonproliferation.

What Are the Instruments of Deterrence?

A generation ago, the instruments of deterrence would not
have generated significant interest. They were well understood.
However, the collapse of the Soviet Union on Christmas Day
1991, followed a decade later by the 11 September 2001 terror-
ist attacks on the United States, caused a shift in US foreign
and military policies. Most importantly, these events under-
mined the foundation upon which Cold War deterrence was
built. Before 25 December 1991, it was widely understood that
deterrence and nuclear weapons went hand in hand; the end of
the Cold War decoupled the two.

Into the space created by the Cold War’s end rushed globaliza-
tion and democratization, which quickly moved to the forefront
of foreign policy as deterrence waned in strategic significance.
Although the United States experienced terrorist attacks on
more than a few occasions before 9/11, it was not until the at-
tacks on New York City and Washington, DC, that national secu-
rity policy focused on the defeat of Islamic fundamentalism.
Nonstate actors became the primary threat to security and the
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elimination of al-Qaeda and other terrorist networks became the
objective of US foreign and military policy. As this shift occurred,
deterrence was given little attention because nonstate actors
were seen as irrational and undeterrable. Kinetic force became
the primary instrument of power.

With the election of a new administration (November 2008)
and a prolonged recession, there is a new opportunity to exam-
ine the usefulness of deterrence in an international system
where the primary threats to security and stability are, and will
remain, rogue regimes and nonstate actors.! For deterrence to
play a prominent role once again, the instruments of deter-
rence must be applicable to current threats.

Unlike the Cold War, Islamic fundamentalism does not pose
an existential threat to the United States. However, this does
not mean that the United States should not maintain its capa-
bilities (instruments) at all levels of conflict (fig. 1).
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Figure 1. Conflict Pyramid
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Maintaining a credible nuclear deterrent is recommended to de-
ter current and future peer and near-peer nuclear powers. While
the threat of nuclear conflict is greatly diminished from its Cold
War height, disarmament would allow and encourage adversaries
operating at the lower end of the conflict spectrum to seek
equality with the United States. Thus, it may be possible to deter
nuclear proliferation by maintaining a credible nuclear deterrent.

The variety of threats to security and stability existent in the
international system requires the creation of a new set of “red
lines” that effectively communicate boundaries to potential adver-
saries. Not only do rogue regimes and nonstate actors pose sig-
nificant threats, but they also threaten to use terrorism, WMD,
and cyber attacks as their primary tactics. These adversaries
also operate with an alternative rationale from the one the United
States and its allies grew accustomed to during the Cold War.

It may be more useful to think in terms of weapons of “mass
effect” than to think in terms of weapons of mass destruction. In
an era when cyber warfare is becoming an increasingly impor-
tant capability of state and nonstate actors and terrorism re-
mains a tactic that aims at altering an adversary’s public policy,
the role of kinetic force is diminishing. This stems in large part
from the military dominance of the United States. Deterring
current and future adversaries will require an expanded set of
tools that will rely more on the diplomatic, informational, and
economic elements of national power.

Intelligence will play an increasingly important role in support-
ing policies of dissuasion, denial, and deterrence. American Cold
War strategists operated under the assumption that Soviet
leaders were rational actors. The same cannot be said of modern
adversaries who do not operate within the same rational frame-
work as their Western adversaries. Intelligence plays a vital role
in providing the knowledge and understanding required to
develop credible deterrence policies.

Effective communication shapes the battle space undermining
an adversary’s attempts to establish the narrative and capture
the moral high ground. As recent experience demonstrates, non-
state actors are experienced at manipulating media coverage
and the sympathy that often accompanies coverage of the
“underdog.” They are also adept at maximizing the public rela-
tions benefits of mistakes made by adversaries. Successful
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nonstate actors are masterful in articulating a set of grievances
that draw support from target audiences. Countering the commu-
nications and public relations efforts of nonstate actors has the
potential to undermine their success and deter future efforts.

Rather than allowing nonstate actors to deter states through
superiority in information/communication operations, states
must develop the capability to deter nonstate actors. This may
prove particularly difficult for democracies that are often un-
willing to develop effective propaganda capabilities.

Efforts to modernize the instruments of deterrence for an
international security environment different from its Cold War
predecessor are long overdue and may yield unanticipated
benefits. Doing so does not, however, guarantee the success of
deterrence. Like all strategies, deterrence is prone to short-
comings that require alternative courses of action. As the fol-
lowing section illustrates, deterrence is not a magic bullet.

Why Does Deterrence Fail?

Actors operate within a strategic environment where, even if
rational, variables limit a decision maker’s ability to malke optimal
choices. Some scholars suggest that decision makers operate
within a framework of bounded rationality where variables such
as stress, fear, exhaustion, and imperfect information abound.
This says nothing about cultural, historical, linguistic, political,
or religious differences that may lead decision makers to see
their adversary very differently than they actually are. These
limits in rationality and understanding can lead to a lack of
situational awareness, poor signaling, misinformation, confu-
sion, and the misreading of signals.

The United States often does not understand its adversary. As
mentioned earlier, American decision makers often operate with-
out understanding the culture, history, language, politics, and
religion of an adversary. Mirror imaging frequently occurs, lead-
ing decision makers to develop deterrence policies that are less
effective than potentially possible. The war in Iraq is one exam-
ple where a more complete understanding of these variables may
have led to the development of policies that could have deterred
a domestic- and/or foreign-led insurgency.
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A “credibility gap” can develop between capability and will.
Although the United States possesses unrivaled economic and
military might, decision makers often do not respond to deter-
rence failures with sufficient punitive action to restore the sta-
tus quo and American credibility. This opens a gap between
economic and military capability and will. Thus, future adver-
saries are not deterred because of previous American responses
to challenges. For example, Osama bin Laden stated in a post-
9/11 interview that weak American responses to previous
al-Qaeda attacks created an expectation that President Bush
would respond in a limited fashion to the 9/11 attacks as had
previous administrations.

Too great a degree of ambiguity in policy can send the wrong
signal. While ambiguity is a necessary element of a deterrence
strategy, communicating too ambiguous a policy can mislead
an adversary and, as history demonstrates, incorrectly suggest
that the United States will accept a change in the status quo
when it will not. Ambiguity has worked best when uncertainty
surrounds the severity of a response, not the possibility of a
response. The most widely used example of too great a degree
of ambiguity are the 25 July 1990 comments of US ambassa-
dor to Iraq April Glaspie, who stated to Saddam Hussein that
the United States had “no opinion” on the conflict between Iraq
and Kuwait. This opened the door for the Iraqi dictator’s inva-
sion of his neighbor.

The strong often fail to deter the weak. One scholarly study
suggests that approximately 30 percent of conflicts are initi-
ated by the weak with an attack on the strong. Despite the
probability of defeat or annihilation, strong states frequently
fail to deter weaker adversaries because weaker states are
highly motivated (asymmetry of interests), misperceive the
probable response, and seek to take advantage of an acute mil-
itary vulnerability. Although risks often outweigh rewards,
weaker states frequently feel risks more acutely. The Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor is the most familiar example of a weaker
state attacking a much stronger adversary despite an admit-
tedly low probability of winning a prolonged conflict. For the
Japanese, the risks of not attacking far outweighed the risks of
an American response. This was the result of clear mispercep-
tion of American will by the Japanese High Command.
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More often than not, deterrence fails because of a combina-
tion of the points listed above. Rarely is there one variable that
causes an adversary to seek a change in the status quo, despite
the potential ramifications for doing so. It is, however, clear
that the United States and its allies can reduce deterrence fail-
ures by more effectively communicating with an adversary that
is understood by American decision makers and believes the
United States to be credible. Successfully deterring current and
future adversaries will depend on these variables.

What Are the Consequences of Deterrence Policies?

Undoubtedly, this final question is the most difficult of the
four. Among conference participants, few sought to address a
question that requires significant speculation. In examining
the consequences of deterrence policies, however, three points
were raised.

Decision malers (political and military) in democratic systems
are most often focused on immediate threats to security. Deter-
rence, on the other hand, is not successful when decision mak-
ers are reactive rather than proactive. Its success depends on
developing effective policies well in advance of an adversary’s
attempt to alter the status quo. Decision makers are required
to think, devise a tailored strategy and policy, effectively com-
municate objectives, and respond to potential threats well in
advance of a deterrence failure.

Extended deterrence remains a primary concern _for American
allies protected by the nuclear umbrella. As the United Kingdom
contemplates the reduction or elimination of its nuclear arsenal
and Japan remains committed to a nonnuclear defense pos-
ture—despite growing threats—the credibility of US extended
deterrence weighs heavily in the strategic calculation of Ameri-
ca’s allies. Further reduction in the operationally deployed
strategic nuclear force is, for example, of great concern to the
Japanese and a potential cause for proliferation should the nu-
clear umbrella lose its credibility.

There can be little doubt that a loss of credibility with respect
to extended deterrence is the potential policy consequence of
greatest concern for the United States. With the Nuclear Pos-
ture Review under way and a renegotiation of the Strategic

10
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Arms Reduction Treaty planned to take place before its Decem-
ber expiration, the nation’s allies are closely observing the di-
rection that the United States takes. It will be incumbent on
Pres. Barack Obama to reassure America’s allies that the
guarantees of the Cold War remain and that the United States
is not abandoning its security obligations. If this does not occur,
Japan and other allies have the potential and necessary secu-
rity concerns to quickly join the nuclear club.

It is difficult to have a public discussion and debate about de-
terrence. During the Cold War, Herman Kahn, the respected
nuclear strategist, advocated a policy that would have enabled
the United States to survive and win a nuclear conflict with the
Soviet Union. His frank and calculating approach led policy
makers, journalists, and scholars to dismiss his ideas. Today,
it is equally difficult to discuss deterrence in public venues.
The often-unpleasant policy choices that are required lead pol-
icy makers, journalists, academics, and the American public to
reject the entire discussion. As one British participant noted,
this is even more accurate a description of the mood in Europe,
where such debate is quashed.

Although Herman Kahn found it difficult to foster the public
debate on nuclear strategy he desired, it is only marginally eas-
ier now to discuss the requirements for a credible deterrence
policy targeting rogue regimes and nonstate actors. As in the
past, today’s threats require that decision makers contemplate
unseemly and undemocratic options, which the public finds at
odds with our values.

Recommendations and Questions
for Future Research

The difficulty deterrence presents to experienced strategists
and policy makers was evidenced during the two days of in-
tense discussion. Neither was unanimous agreement reached,
nor was a “magic bullet” discovered that would penetrate to the
heart of the issue. Deterrence, like all human endeavors, is im-
perfect in its creation and execution. The goal, however, was to
improve on the knowledge and understanding currently avail-
able. To that end, the conference was a success. It also led to

11
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five broad recommendations, each of which will require further
research if it is to be executed efficiently and effectively.

If deterrence is to play an important role in national security
policy in the future, policy and theory must develop beyond their
Cold War origins. Strategic deterrence policies must focus on
deterring adversaries across the spectrum of threats generated
by peer competitors, rogue regimes, and nonstate actors. It is
the latter two that are currently the greatest threat to the United
States and its allies, but this may not be so in the future. To
develop effective policies that will deter the most likely threats,
deterrence must be tailored to the specific actors that threaten
American interests. This requires an improved understanding
of these actors and their objectives. Again, a focus on the cur-
rent fight should not lead to shortsightedness. By design, de-
terrence requires a long-term approach and a focus on pre-
venting undesirable action before it occurs.

Extended deterrence will continue to play an important role in
American foreign policy, as allies remain dependent on US security
guarantees, particularly as the number of nuclear powers increases.
America’s allies are deeply concerned about continued reductions
in the US nuclear arsenal, which threatens the credibility of the
nuclear umbrella. Although it is often underappreciated in the
United States, ensuring the continued credibility of extended
deterrence is at the forefront of security concerns in European
capitals, Tokyo, Seoul, and across the Middle East.

Additionally, in the wake of the present economic crisis, the
United Kingdom is reviewing its options in relation to nuclear de-
terrence. A credible US nuclear umbrella allows options that might
not otherwise be available to the present or future governments.

Nonstate actors pose the greatest immediate threat to the
security of the United States and its allies. In addition, likke peer
competitors and rogue regimes, nonstate actors are potentially
deterrable. However, if the United States and its allies are to
deter nonstate actors, they must expand deterrence as a
concept and set of policies. Nonstate actors operate under a
fundamentally different rule-set than that governing interstate
relations. This requires a detailed knowledge and understand-
ing of each group’s objectives, leadership, culture, and other
characteristics. Since nonstate actors often operate within a
framework that is unlike Western rationalism, it is increasingly

12
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important that the United States follow Sun Tzu’s dictum “know
thy enemy.” The same is true of the leader-centric rogue re-
gimes that also pose a threat to US national interests.

Cyber attacks are growing in their frequency and sophistica-
tion. Deterring these attacks will become increasingly important
in the decades ahead. As the most technologically advanced
nation in the world, the United States faces a serious threat in
cyberspace, as do its technologically advanced allies. In addi-
tion, while the United States may not face weapons of mass
destruction in cyberspace, “weapons of mass effect” are a real
threat. With advanced technology playing a major role in pro-
pelling the US economy and in supporting the nation’s defense,
cyber attacks are attractive options for current and future ad-
versaries. As new phenomena, cyber attacks provide no “red
lines” that communicate to a potential adversary the value of
America’s information infrastructure and the repercussions for
attacks against it. Thus, credible cyber deterrents will require
coordinated interagency collaboration to design effective poli-
cies. They will also necessitate a better understanding of the
dangers posed to critical infrastructure in the cyber domain.

Deterring the acquisition and use of weapons of mass destruc-
tion will grow in importance and difficulty as additional states
acquire these weapons. There was near-unanimous agreement
that the proliferation of WMD knowledge and technology can-
not be completely staunched. It is, however, possible to raise
the costs of acquisition by improving export controls, strength-
ening punitive measures for treaty violations, and creating a
viable multilateral strategy for counter/nonproliferation.

Currently, the United States frequently describes actions
that threaten nonproliferation objectives as “unacceptable” or
“grave” while taking no action when adversaries violate Ameri-
can declarations. This undermines the credibility of deterrence
and of established counter/nonproliferation regimes. A more
effective mix of dissuasion, denial, and deterrence is required
to slow the proliferation of WMD knowledge and technologies.
Moreover, such efforts must be led by the United States and
other technologically advanced nations.

In addition, as one arms control specialist suggested during the
plenary session, the arms control and deterrence communities
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would be wise to work together in developing a comprehensive
strategy rather than viewing one another as competitors.

Conclusion

Perhaps the most striking result of Deterrence in the Twenty-
first Century was the need for additional research in the areas
described above. Even with more than three dozen of the most
knowledgeable and experienced practitioners and scholars from
the United States and Great Britain, many questions were left
unanswered. In fact, the conference may have generated more
questions than solutions. As one of the principals pointed out in
his discussion of the conference’s findings, “Nuclear deterrent
behavior seems significantly different from other types of deter-
rent behavior.” He then asked, “How should we refine the sys-
tem to represent what we want?” In asking this question, the
speaker struck at the heart of the matter. In addition, perhaps
inadvertently, he illustrated the work yet to be done. Neverthe-
less, the success of future efforts may hinge on the ability of the
United States and its allies to develop clear national strategies
that offer an enduring course of action. When it was suggested
that neither the United States nor the United Kingdom “does
strategy anymore,” many participants agreed. Such a state of
affairs does not bode well for the future of deterrence.

Conference sponsors and attendees alike left with a clear un-
derstanding that nonstate actors, extended deterrence, and cy-
berspace offer untilled soil for further research. There is little
doubt, however, that this will not be the last conference of its
kind, as the United States and its allies continue to seek solu-
tions for the most pressing problems of national security.

Note

1. Peer competitors are, however, the only adversary who poses an exis-
tential threat to the United States and will again pose the greatest threat to
the United States in the future.
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Chapter 2

DEFINING ‘DETERRENCE’

Framing Deterrence in the 21st Century

18-19 May 2009, RUSI, London

Michael Codner

Introduction

This note addresses military deterrence in the broadest sense.
During the Cold War the word was generally associated with
nuclear weapons. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, there
was more interest in conventional deterrence. However, in the
United Kingdom Ministry of Defence (MoD), there was a high-
level view that any study of conventional deterrence would imply
dependence on conventional capability at the expense of the
nuclear deterrent and that nuclear deterrent policy would be
weakened by the process.!

North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) military opera-
tions in the Kosovo War focused the spotlight on military coer-
cion, in particular the ineffectiveness of air power to force the
Bosnian Serb leader, Slobodan Milosevic, to withdraw Serbian
forces from Kosovo within the timelines envisaged by NATO at
the start of the campaign. This failure was the genesis of a dis-
cussion on both sides of the Atlantic into “Effects Based Opera-
tions (EBO)” and “the Effects Based Approach Operations (EBAQO)”.
While there was nothing new in the notion that military action
should be planned and executed to deliver the required military
and political effect, this focus emphasised the importance of
the cognitive domain in delivering military effect. There has been
something of a presumption in the Western military commu-
nity that a full understanding of the cognitive domain in any
particular operation will be the philosophers’ stone for success.
Typically, in doctrinal work and other military analyses, deter-
rence and coercion are presented as two aspects of military ac-
tivity in the cognitive domain.
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The Physical and Cognitive Domains

At this stage it is useful to draw the distinctions between the
physical and cognitive domains in the application of the military
instrument. The defining purpose of the military is the state-
owned, organised use of violence for combat. Combat means
the use of violence to effect a decision—that is, to overwhelm an
opponent. The military uses violence in two broad ways. First, it
can deny the opponent his military capability by destroying it or
removing access to it physically. Second, it can coerce the op-
ponent into conceding by influencing his decisions in the cogni-
tive domain. Denial and coercion are closely related. Most wars
and conflict situations are ultimately terminated in the cognitive
domain by a decision to accede by such authority as may re-
main. However, destructive action at the tactical level may per-
suade leadership at the operational level to retreat—in turn
allowing physical advantage at the strategic level. Conversely, a
tactical force may disperse or withdraw through fear allowing
physical advantage at the operational level, which in turn may
persuade strategic leadership that the case is hopeless.

The manoeuvrist approach, which has dominated Western
military doctrine since the 1980s, emphasises domination of
wills—that is, winning in the cognitive domain through coercive
effect. However the effect in the cognitive domain is less pre-
dictable than physical destruction. Effective coercion in combat
typically requires evidence of dominant capability as well as evi-
dence of intent and reputation.

The focus of this discussion of deterrence is of course on pos-
ture and actions short of full-scale combat. However, it is impor-
tant to bear in mind that coercive effect in the cognitive domain
is every bit as relevant in combat as in the context of deterrence.
Indeed deterrence itself continues into combat with regard to the
choice of weapons (deterrence of the use of nuclear capability
and other weapons of mass destruction), to the geographical
scale of conflict (deterrence of escalation outside a particular the-
atre) and deterrence against other forms of escalation such as
the targeting of civilians or decapitation of political leadership.

The focus of the remainder of this note is on the cognitive
domain, but this relationship should be borne in mind.
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Typologies

Also during the Cold War there was a parallel area of study
into naval suasion. The classic work on this subject is James
Cable’s Gunboat Diplomacy.? Cable’s presentation of the types
of ‘gunboat diplomacy’ as the ‘definitive’, ‘purposeful’, ‘catalytic’
and ‘expressive’ uses of force is vivid. However it is somewhat
literary. It does not stand up to the test of strategic analysis
and is not particularly useful for military practitioners. A lesser
known monograph, Edward Luttwak’s The Political Uses of Sea
Power, contains a more systematic typology of naval suasion.?
It is comprehensive enough to be extended to suasion gener-
ally, and this is the launch point of this note.

In Luttwak’s typology (fig. 1), active deterrence against a par-
ticular target entity is the negative subset of coercion—prevent-
ing a specific opponent from doing something the opponent may
wish to do. The positive subset is compellence—forcing an oppo-
nent to do something that the opponent would not wish to do.

Importantly, there is also a latent deterrent mode. Here, a
target entity is not specifically identified. Military capabilities
are generated and deployed. A potential opponent is not spe-
cifically targeted by this behaviour or any accompanying rheto-
ric, whether diplomatic or informal. However, potential oppo-
nents would be expected to draw conclusions about capacity
and will which would inform their own posture and actions.

This latent deterrent mode has been variously described
as inherent, undirected, or existential deterrence. One might

Armed ISuasion
[ |

Latent Suasion Active Suasion
routine undirected deliberate action
[ | [ |
Deterrent Mode  Supportive Mode Supportive Coercive
reassurance
| |
Positive Negative
Compellence Deterrence

Figure 1: Typology of Armed Suasion (Luttwak)

17



DEFINING ‘DETERRENCE’

associate shades of meaning with these three words, but the
concept is clear.

When applied to Cable’s terminology, the purposeful use of
force-the application of force to change the policy or character of
the target government or group-constitutes robust active sua-
sion, whether compellent or deterrent. Expressive use of force-
the use of forces to send a political message-would be symbolic,
active suasion. Definitive use of force to create or remove a fait
accompli is arguably not an act of suasion at all.*

The interesting category is the catalytic use of force, which
Cable treats as a phenomenon where the purpose is not de-
fined but forces are deployed to buy time. There is a touch of
cynicism in his language here. In Luttwak’s typology, this is
latent use of suasion, which could embrace a spectrum from
robust to symbolic.

When the authors of the first edition of the United Kingdom’s
strategic maritime doctrine, The Fundamentals of British Mari-
time Doctrine: BR1806, were faced with the challenge of address-
ing suasion in a practical way, they simplified this fusion of
Cable’s and Luttwak’s analyses into three broad categories:>

¢ Coercion, which embraces both compellence and active de-
terrence, as Luttwak argued, but which implies robust pos-
ture and deployment including the limited use of violence.

e Symbelic uses, which could be directed or undirected, and
supportive or deterrent, but would constitute posture and
deployment without the use of violence-naval presence is
in this category of undirected symbolic use.

¢ Preventive, Precautionary, and Pre-emptive uses where
there is not a specifically defined mission or purpose ex-
cept in the widest sense of avoiding maldeployment, ex-
pressing interest, and being prepared to address a range of
possible objectives. This expression attempted to capture
Cable’s meaning of catalytic without the irony.

A version of Luttwak’s analysis (fig. 2), which addresses the
current environment in a practical way, uses the word induce-
ment rather than suasion, a word not widely used except
amongst scholars.®
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Military Inducement

Latent Inducement Active Inducement
[ | [ |
Inherent Precautionary Supportive Military
Deterrence Posture Action Coercion
[ |
Compellence Active

Deterrence
Figure 2: Typology of Military Inducement

Superimposed on this typology is the degree of inducement
expressed by capability and rhetoric. Figure 3 displays a spec-
trum of armed inducement.

Symbolic Robust Limited Violence
capability too modest > potential for limited > deterrent or
for violence violence compellent using raids,

demonstrations or
selective denial

Figure 3: Spectrum of Military Inducement

Note also that inducement can shift from latent to active very
rapidly and that this is the essence both of a precautionary pos-
ture and of an inherent deterrence. For instance, a Continuous
at Sea Deterrent (CASD) based around a submarine-borne nu-
clear missile may be providing inherent deterrence, but CASD
specifically permits a rapid transition to active deterrence and
indeed use of the weapon if deterrence fails. In conventional
cases the maritime environment typically permits nuanced
shifts from latency to active inducement. This feature explains
the emphasis on naval inducement in doctrine and the prove-
nance of some of this analysis. The typology is, however, equally
appropriate to the land and air environments and, indeed, to
cyberspace.

Elements of Deterrence

The factors essential to understanding inducement are gener-
ally that effect is achieved through influencing the perceptions of
actors—-whether these are actual or potential opponents, actual or
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potential friends, or the wide number of different stakeholders
for whom the consequences may be a spectrum of engagement
from consent through to assent to mere acquiescence. Three
elements to all forms of inducement apply to deterrence: these
are perception of capability to deliver violence, perception
of will, and reputation of the ability to implement intentions
effectively.

Directed deterrence will usually be aimed ultimately at ele-
ments of the leadership of a potential or actual opponent entity
with whom the decisions will rest. This entity may be a state
government or a nonstate actor of some description. However,
deterrence may be effective against some elements of a multiple
leadership or at some levels of leadership with the result that
the leadership as a whole may be effectively deterred. Further-
more, deterrent action may affect support for leadership. The
effect on, say, a population could be to undermine the leader-
ship’s decision to continue with a course of action. Equally, a
population could become more united against a common op-
ponent as a result of coercive action, and this support would
strengthen the hand of a leadership.

It bears mention that it is a feature more of compellence than
deterrence that populations may habituate to coercive action,
particularly if the effect is incremental. It is, however, relevant to
deterrence in that this may be reinforced by limited denial or pun-
ishment. However, the use of limited violence in this way could
harden the resolve of a population against the deterring power.

One final factor is the perceived legality and morality of
deterrent action. This could influence the support to a leader-
ship that is the target of deterrent action amongst the popula-
tion or by other groups for whom support could be valuable (for
instance, potential friends and allies). It is also relevant to the
support given to the leadership of the deterrent power by friends
and allies and its own population.

It has been suggested that there is a useful distinction be-
tween dissuasion on the one hand and deterrence on the other.
Dissuasion could be used to mean purely diplomatic action to
prevent actors from taking particular courses of action, while
deterrence would imply that military capability and intentions
would be a contributing factor. The problem with this distinction
is that ‘dissuasion’ was used by France in the Cold War as the

20



DEFINING ‘DETERRENCE’

French translation of deterrence. France pursued an indepen-
dent nuclear strategy from NATO, and dissuasion using French
pronunciation has legacy meanings embracing the préstrategique
concept and tous azimuths targeting. In any event, if the distinc-
tion is not apparent in translation into the language of a nuclear
power, it is probably not a useful one to pursue, except in that in
English ‘dissuasion’ might have a gentler nuance.

Understanding the Cognitive Domain

The point has been made earlier that the cognitive domain is
less predictable than the physical domain. In the debate over
the effects-based approach, it is frequently overlooked that
positive effects are only a subset of consequences of military
action and that many other effects could be negative. The cog-
nitive domain is complex because of the vast number of vari-
ables. Furthermore, students of complexity in its technical
sense would argue that unpredictability is a defining factor of
complexity. Another feature of the cognitive domain is that the
academic disciplines that explore it (sociology, social psychol-
ogy, anthropology, etc.) are immature in comparison with the
exact sciences. An important conclusion is that any strategic or
operational plan that is heavily dependent on an understand-
ing of the cognitive domain in a particular theatre is extremely
high risk. Solutions cannot be engineered. The de-risking of
such plans requires branches and sequels that are not so de-
pendent on managing the cognitive domain.

Once again, compellent strategies and operations are most at
risk in this respect. Intuitively, a nation, alliance, or coalition
cannot be totally dependent on conventional deterrence,
whether inherent or directed, and there will usually be plans to
address its failure. Nevertheless, nations will typically see stra-
tegic choices that emphasise deterrence as more economical
financially, particularly in the context of alliances and econo-
mies which might be made in plans to address the failure of
deterrence.

One method of de-risking deterrent strategies is to have a
commonly accepted international framework of understand-
ing (which may be expressed in law and agreed practices) in
which deterrence operates. There were presumptions of such
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a framework during the Cold War which fortunately were never
tested. In the present environment there is no truly compre-
hensive conceptual framework. In any event, such a frame-
work would most probably exist among and between nation
actors, and the most difficult security challenges are posed by
nonstate actors operating within unshared conceptual frame-
works and, perhaps, with transcendental aims.

Nuclear Deterrence

While nuclear deterrence fits into this general analysis, some
important features need to be highlighted:

Inherent Deterrence

The issue of inherent deterrence is particularly salient in the
present security environment. It is patently not helpful for ex-
isting nuclear powers to identify targets for deterrence in their
declaratory policies, and, since the Cold War, most have avoided
declaring direct deterrence. However, nuclear powers need
benchmarks for their capabilities, which will probably be the
existing levels available to the other nuclear powers, among
other measures of requirement.

Deterrence of Other WMD

The issue of nuclear deterrence of nonnuclear weapons and
of war is particularly testing. Declaratory policies typically do
not imply that nuclear weapons have this role. Equally, uncer-
tainty as to the occasions for use is a feature of inherent nuclear
deterrent strategies. There is also a presumption that major
nuclear powers are unlikely to confront each other in conven-
tional war because of the risk of escalation, which raises the
question of deliberate first use.

Probability of Response

There has been a shift from the Cold War nuclear deterrent
message of a high level of probability that nuclear weapons
would be used in certain defined situations (flexible response
and the ladder of escalation) to messages of deliberate uncer-

22



DEFINING ‘DETERRENCE’

tainty as to the circumstances of use. Intuitively, the world is
hardly a safer place as a result.

Communications

A related issue is that of communication of nuclear policy
and of intentions. During the Cold War clearly defined proto-
cols involving formal signal traffic would have served to mini-
mise misunderstanding amongst a relatively small number of
actors. There is now a larger number of state and potentially
nonstate actors with very different characteristics, operating in
a more globalised environment with a host of informal means
of communication involving the media and internet. In addition
to the complexity problems mentioned earlier is one of re-
inforced misunderstanding through informal communications
and ill-considered rhetoric.

Perception of Legality, Morality, and Entitlement

The framework of international treaties and agreements gov-
erning ownership of nuclear weapons and restraining prolifera-
tion may have international legal standing, but perceptions as
to the morality of entitlement within strategic cultures will af-
fect nations’ decisions to pursue nuclear weapon capability.
Existing nuclear powers should reinforce the moral standing of
their ownership through their declaratory purposes if they are
to justify nonproliferation measures and limit nuclear arms
races. Declaratory devices such as no first use policies and
negative security assurances are examples.” A crucial moral
justification for major nuclear powers’ ownership is extended
deterrence: that is, the treaty obligation to provide nuclear de-
terrence to nonnuclear powers.

Conclusions

This analysis generates several broad conclusions, each of
which merits further discussion:

e [t is helpful to understand deterrence within the broad
concept of inducement. Directed deterrence is a subset of
military coercion. Its partner is compellence.
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¢ Inherent, undirected, or existential deterrence is an impor -
tant concept in the present security environment, allowing
nations on the one hand to build relationships across dif-
ficult boundaries in a globalised world, while on the other
hand preserving deterrent capacity to deny options for the
use of the military instrument for bullying and blackmail
without provoking arms races.

e While there is a distinction to be made between latent and
directed inducement, and inherent and directed deter-
rence in particular, the posture and behaviour of forces
can communicate a rapid shift from one side of the divide
to the other.

e There is a spectrum of direct inducement, from symbolic
actions to the limited use of violence. Deterrence may be
reinforced by limited violence, but this runs the risk of un-
intended consequences.

¢ Inherent deterrence has particular relevance in the nuclear
context, but there is the associated problem of deliberate
uncertainty and the risks that this could spawn-particu-
larly in an environment in which communication means
are multiple, diverse, and open to misunderstanding.

Strategic culture is an intrinsically important variable in
multipolar deterrence. If states or other actors do not share a
common strategic culture when they communicate and re-
spond to the intention to deter, there is a high risk that the
deterrent message will not be delivered effectively and with pre-
dictable consequences. Strategic culture is fundamental to ef-
fective communication. Understanding the differences and
shaping perceptions in an alien culture are key challenges.

Michael Codner
Director, Military Sciences
RUSI

Notes

1. See Michael Codner, “Coercion from the Sea,” in Eric Grove and Peter
Hore (ed.), Dimensions of Sea Power: Strategic Choice in the Modern World
(Hull: The University of Hull Press, 2001). The author prepared a paper on
conventional deterrence for the Naval Staff in 1993 at the request of the out-
going assistant chief of the Naval Staff, RADM Peter Abbott. The response of
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the central Policy Department is not in the public domain, but was critical for
these reasons. The paper was not taken forward, but its analysis was pub-
lished in this chapter.

2. James Cable, Gunboat Diplomacy 1919-1979: Political Applications of Lim-
ited Naval Force (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1986). There is a 1996 revision.

3. Edward N. Luttwak, The Political Uses of Sea Power (Baltimore, MD:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974).

4. In his classic analysis, Thomas Schelling contrasts brute force with coer-
cion. Cable’s “definitive use” is in Schelling’s class of brute force. See Thomas C.
Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1966).

5. BR 1806: The Fundamentals of British Maritime Doctrine (London:
HMSO, 1995). New editions have since been produced.

6. It is not, however, an academic neologism. ‘The suasioun of swetenesse’
features in Geoffrey Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde (c. 1385).

7. The conditional undertaking is not to use nuclear weapons against a
state which does not possess them.

Military Sciences Department, RUSI

The Military Sciences Department tackles the question ‘What
is Military?’ in the complicated security environment of today
and the future. It studies the purpose and roles of military forces
and the many ways in which they affect security for good and
bad throughout the world. Its mission is ‘to contribute substan-
tially to the wise use of the military instrument’.

There are four programmes which conduct research and arrange
conferences, seminars, workshops, and other meetings:

The Maritime Studies Programme

The Technology and Acquisition Programme

The Land Operations and Capabilities Programme, and
The Armed Forces and Society Programme.

In addition, the programme heads and director form The Aero-
space Group, which integrates research on the air and space
operational environments.

For further details of conference and research work under-
taken by this department, please visit http://www.rusi.org/
research/militarysciences/.

Alternatively, please contact the Director of Military Sciences,
Michael Codner, at codner@rusi.org.
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Understanding Deterrence
Essential Questions for the Twenty-first Century

Adam Lowther, PhD
Air Force Research Institute

1. Is deterrence more than nuclear?

Joint Publication 1-02, Department of Defense Dictionary of
Military and Associated Terms, defines deterrence as “the pre-
vention from action by fear of the consequences. Deterrence is a
state of mind brought about by the existence of a credible threat
of unacceptable counteraction.” Thus, deterrence is fundamen-
tally about achieving a psychological effect. Since deterrence
comprises capability and credibility, the success or failure of
deterrence is premised on the deterrer’s ability to convince the
deteree that changing the status quo is not worth the potential
costs. Prior to the advent of nuclear weapons, states clearly
used deterrence concepts in their strategies for dealing with
adversaries. However, during the Cold War, the nuclear capa-
bilities possessed by the United States and the Soviet Union
and the overarching structure of the bipolar conflict gradually
constrained deterrence concepts in the nuclear arena. Follow-
ing the end of the Cold War and, more recently, the terrorist
attacks on 9/11, the United States has begun to take a larger
view of deterrence theory. By definition, there is no reason
deterrence must be nuclear.

US Strategic Command’s Deterrence Operations—Joint Op-
erating Concept (DO-JOC) clearly illustrates a wider view of
deterrence beyond nuclear issues. In the case of the Air Force,
deterrence can work across the spectrum of capabilities.
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Although some treat dissuasion, denial, and deterrence as sepa-
rate concepts, it is possible to think of deterrence as operating
across the spectrum of conflict with the use of compellence inter-
vening when deterrence fails.

If deterrence is understood as described, it is possible to de-
velop deterrence strategies that apply to actors ranging from
nonstate actors to peer competitors.

2. Is unilateral or bilateral nuclear disarmament a wise policy?

The most recent literature offered by advocates of disarma-
ment clearly shows that there is only limited rationale for uni-
lateral disarmament. The argument of “going to zero” relies
largely on moral objections to the existence of nuclear weapons,
rather than on identified national security issues. That is to
say, there is no compelling evidence to suggest that nuclear dis-
armament will reduce threats in the international system, lead
to greater international peace, or reduce potential threats to the
homeland. To the contrary, historical evidence suggests that
deterrence works best when deterrence threats are more severe.
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Russia

Bilateral reductions in operationally deployed strategic nucle-
ar weapons are possible between the United States and Russia,
but largely because Russian security concerns do not focus on
the United States. Increasingly, Russia is focusing on Europe
and China. While the United States remains the single greatest
concern for Russia, the level of concern is at an all-time low.

Russia believes its nuclear arsenal is vital to national security
for three reasons. First, nuclear weapons are a prestige weapon
and the last symbol of Soviet empire. It should not be forgotten
that the Soviet Union was once the largest land empire on earth.
Russians have not forgotten their heritage. Second, the Russians
believe nuclear weapons deter the United States from interfering
in Russian affairs in the near-abroad, such as in the recent con-
flict with Georgia. Third, nuclear weapons deter a feared Chinese
expansion into eastern Siberia, which the Russian army cannot
deter with conventional forces.

With Russian security focusing closer to home, tactical nuclear
weapons are increasingly important to Russia. Thus, President
Medvedev is willing to support a new round of Strategic Arms
Reducation Talks negotiations, but only if they do not include
reduction in the Russian tactical nuclear arsenal. Fewer Amer-
ican operationally deployed strategic nuclear weapons means
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the United States can hold less Russian infrastructure at risk,
which the Russians desire. Since they have no plans to wage
war against the United States, fewer long-range strike weapons
presents an opportunity for cost savings. It is the medium- and
short-range weapons the Russians highly value.

To suggest that Russia will stop current modernization efforts
because of US overtures is a mistake. President Medvedev and
Prime Minister Putin are pursuing a clear strategy that preserves
the maximum freedom of action—both nuclear and convention-
al—for Russia. The United States must come to grips with the
fact that it is no longer the center of Russian security concerns.

China

The Chinese are currently increasing their nuclear arsenal
by 12-16 weapons per year and will soon field 1,000 ICBMs/
SLBMs. While the Chinese have a stated no-first-strike nuclear
policy (minimum deterrence), there is no reason to believe that
they would be willing to stop expanding and modernizing their
forces to join the United States in arms reductions. China
clearly sees itself as a rising state and the United States as a
nation in decline.

Bilateral or unilateral arms reductions below current num-
bers threaten to place the United States in a position in which
it would expend approximately 70 percent of its nuclear arse-
nal in an exchange with Russia or China, leaving the United
States at a distinct disadvantage against other adversaries.

3. Is deterrence fundamentally a psychological effect?

Traditional deterrence theory is based on Rational Choice
Theory, which suggests that:
e actors are rational
e actors rank their preferences
e actors seek to achieve their preferences

While Rational Choice Theory acknowledges that actors lack
complete information and frequently make suboptimal decisions,
the theory does not accept the premise that actors are irrational.
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Much of the writing of early deterrence theorists such as
Bernard Brodie, Thomas Schelling, Glenn Snyder, and others
accepted the tenets of Rational Choice Theory and applied it to
Soviet/American interaction during the Cold War. Assured de-
struction was an approach that applied perfect rationality to both
the United States and the Soviet Union with the expectation that
each state was a unified actor making rational decisions.

In Arms and Influence, Thomas Schelling explains the psy-
chological nature of deterrence:

It is a tradition in military planning to attend to an enemy’s capabilities, not
his intentions. But deterrence is about intentions—not just estimating ene-
my intentions but influencing them. The hardest part is communicating our
own intentions. War at best is ugly, costly, and dangerous, and at worst
disastrous. Nations have been known to bluff; they have also been known to
make threats sincerely and change their minds when the chips were down.
Many territories are just not worth a war, especially a war that can get out
of hand. A persuasive threat of war may deter an aggressor; the problem is
to make it persuasive, to keep it from sounding like a bluff (p. 35).

With the inherent uncertainty of international politics, states
are always liable to make suboptimal decisions. Thus, later
rational-choice thinkers developed the concept of bounded
rationality, which accounts for incomplete information, stress,
and other variables that can lead actors to take actions that do
not result in desired outcomes.

The crux of successful deterrence lies in understanding what
each actor values, what each is willing to risk, and in effectively
communicating one’s position. Not only is deterrence about
psychology, it is about altering an adversary’s psychology.

31



UNDERSTANDING DETERRENCE

4. Extended deterrence—where does the size of the force
produce a tipping point that leads to nuclear proliferation,
especially as the United States reduces the size of the nu-
clear arsenal?

The two variables that matter in deterrence are capability
and credibility, with credibility mattering more. This is perhaps
even more accurate when considering US extended deterrence.
The difficulty in attempting to determine the numbers of weap-
ons at which extended deterrence fails is the logical paradox
that deterrence can create.

For example, it is possible to be capable but not credible, and
it is possible to be credible but not capable. Given recent state-
ments suggesting that the United States will de-emphasize nu-
clear weapons in national security policy, aggressively move to
zero, and forgo any modernization of the arsenal, the United
States could appear less credible to allies and adversaries alike
while remaining just as capable—at least until the policies be-
gin to take effect.

Israel, on the other hand, is far less capable but has clearly
demonstrated through the use of conventional forces that any
threats it issues are credible. While Israel may lose a large-
scale conflict with its principal adversaries, there is little doubt
that the Israelis will inflict maximum damage. Thus, credibility
potentially enhances the Israeli deterrent strategy more than
its capability.

This combination of factors makes it difficult to determine a
specific number at which extended deterrence becomes unten-
able. Japanese officials have responded recently to statements
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concerning reductions in the US nuclear arsenal by expressing
their desire to maintain current numbers. The Japanese view
continued reductions as both undermining capability and cred-
ibility. German leaders are playing a different game. In public,
for example, the German foreign minister recently called for the
removal of remaining American tactical nuclear weapons. In
private, Germany maintains that the small number of tactical
nuclear weapons remaining in Germany is vital to its national
security.

With the United States having already reduced its nuclear
arsenal by 80 percent since the end of the Cold War, further
reductions threaten to undermine extended deterrence credi-
bility and may lead to proliferation. The primary factor that
may prevent proliferation among states covered by American
extended deterrence is the expense, which is particularly high
for advanced nations with stagnant economies.

5. What is the relationship between capability and credibility?

A state’s past behavior is perhaps the best indicator of the
relationship between capability and credibility. If, for exam-
ple, a state has a long history of bluffing, the relationship
between capability and credibility may be low. If, however, a
state has a history of carrying out threats, capability and
credibility may be strongly correlated.
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The cases of North Korea and Iran present two examples of a
strong correlation between capability and credibility—leading
to action. According to statements by North Korean and Iranian
officials, the nuclear programs of both states are (to a large de-
gree) predicated on the idea that a nuclear-armed North Ko-
rea/Iran can deter the United States from attempting a future
invasion. In this case, US conventional capabilities are highly
capable and, because of American post-Cold War foreign policy,
highly credible. Thus, the North Koreans are willing to face in-
ternational sanctions to deter a US invasion through nuclear-
weapons acquisition.

World War II provides an excellent example of capability and
credibility failing to correlate. After Neville Chamberlain and
Edouard Daladier signed the Munich Agreement (1938) grant-
ing the Sudetenland to Germany, British and French threats to
declare war on Germany should Hitler invade Poland lacked
credibility when made in the months that followed Munich.

Thus, the answer to the question of whether capability or
credibility is more important is, it depends. Adversaries look to
a nation’s past and its current interests when attempting to
determine the credibility of deterrence and any threat that may
accompany it.

6. What are conditions under which actors would use nuclear
weapons?

The United States

The United States currently has no stated nuclear-use poli-
cy. During the Cold War, US national policy disavowed first-
strike use of nuclear weapons. However, NATO policy differed.
In the National Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion (2002), President Bush suggested that the United States
may respond with nuclear weapons to a WMD attack on the
homeland, but as with all previous administrations, strategic
ambiguity—the creation of purposeful grey areas—remains a
core aspect of American nuclear policy.

During the Cold War, it was widely understood that “Mutu-
ally Assured Destruction” created a strategic balance in which
there was no rationale for either side to launch a first strike
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since both sides (US or USSR) would retain a sufficient second-
strike capability to negate any potential benefits from a first
strike. Thus, custom has created an approach to nuclear weap-
ons in the United States where it is widely believed that the role
of nuclear weapons is to prevent the use of nuclear weapons.
This relegates them to a position in which there is only one vi-
able option for their use—retaliation.

Russia

Throughout the Cold War, Russian policy was very much like
that of the United States. And, much like the United States to-
day, Russia has shifted its strategic nuclear weapons policy to
reflect the post-Cold War strategic environment. Where the
United States and Russia differ is in the apparent willingness
of Russia to use its tactical nuclear weapons for political pur-
poses (prestige and European blackmail) and to protect its large
and porous border with China. Since Russian conventional
forces are incapable of defeating the People’s Liberation Army
in a conventional conflict in the Russian Far East, President
Medvedev must rely on nuclear weapons that target China to
prevent any aggression against Russia.

China

China has a clearly articulated policy of no first use, which is
part its minimum deterrence strategy. It is reasonable to sug-
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gest that China would resort to nuclear weapons only in a re-
taliatory response.

India and Pakistan

The nuclear arsenals of India and Pakistan are specifically
intended to deter aggression from the other. The existence of
nuclear weapons has been successful in de-escalating a bitter
rivalry over the past decade. There is, however, some uncer-
tainty as to where the line in the sand is drawn for nuclear use.
Pakistan lacks the conventional capability to defeat India in a
major war, making it more likely that Pakistan will resort to
nuclear weapons should India launch an invasion of Pakistan.
India would likely respond in kind if Pakistan were to use nu-
clear weapons.

France

With approximately 500 nuclear warheads, which are currently
being converted from land-based ballistic missile to sea-launched
ballistic missile roles, France’s nuclear weapons policy can be
understood as political in nature. Unlike the United States, France
has not developed a counterforce nuclear strategy but would use
nuclear weapons to destroy an adversary’s economic capacity to
wage war. This strategy is premised on the idea that France is a
small country that lacks the capacity to survive a full-scale
exchange. This approach would apparently favor using nuclear
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weapons in an escalatory fashion, beginning with a limited strike
to promote the de-escalation of a conflict.

Note also that France struggles to cover the cost of its nuclear
program, which is leading to significant aging in warheads and
delivery platforms with no clear signs of a desire to modernize the
fleet.

Britain

Much like France, Britain does not believe it can win a nucle-
ar war. Thus, it shares a similar strategy which already relies
on a monad of four ballistic missile submarines. The flagging
British economy and the end of the Cold War have seen pres-
sure mount to reduce the program further with an eventual
goal of eliminating it. Many in British government see the ex-
tended deterrence the United States provides as sufficient pro-
tection against potential Russian aggression in Europe.

NATO

There is some debate within NATO as to whether US tactical
nuclear weapons should remain on European soil. Some sug-
gest it makes NATO member states a target for Russia. Others
suggest they prevent Russian aggression. As mentioned earlier,
European publics are largely opposed to the presence of nuclear
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weapons, but host governments are reluctant to support their
removal. It is difficult to say if European NATO members would
support using nuclear weapons under any conditions except in
response to a first strike.

7. What alternative views inform our understanding of de-
terrence in the twenty-first century?

Some European states, such as the Nordic states, often view
deterrence as a police action rather than as a military action.
They deter within their own borders, not seeing an external
threat. The most significant concern of most European Union
(EU) nations is cross-border migration. Once migrants gain en-
try into the EU, they have free access across the entire union.
Nations such as France and Germany are struggling with the
concept of assimilation into their society. Currently enclaves
exist within each nation where underprivileged minorities re-
side in congested proximity. The Islamic enclave in Paris erupt-
ed in 2005, rioting for weeks before police were able to restore
order. The close proximity to the Middle East creates a different
dynamic for all EU nations. France and Britain are not excep-
tions, but with nuclear weapons, they also see a rationale to
deter externally (principally state on state).

The 2008 Sarkozy administration’s white paper defined de-
terrence for French policy as nuclear only. It went on to discuss
terrorism in a dissuasion context. The latest definition of deter-
rence was designed principally for an internal and EU audi-
ence. Historically, France has viewed deterrence in a larger
context. For example, the Maginot Line was specifically de-
signed to deter German aggression.

8. Can nonstate actors be deterred by nuclear or conven-
tional means?

Nonstate actors, such as al-Qaeda, do not typically begin
their efforts to change the status quo by resorting to terrorism.
Deterring nonstate actors may be best understood within the
context of the Kinetic Effects Pyramid. Nonstate actors prefer
operating at the highest possible level, but because they are
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weak, are pushed to the bottom of the pyramid where they
must resort to kinetic effects that present the least probability
of altering the status quo. As Mao Zedong wrote, every terror-
ist/insurgent seeks to move through the stages of conflict until
he can defeat his adversary in large-scale conflict.

According to the above logic, it is possible to develop an un-
derstanding of nonstate actors that attaches rationality to their
behavior. If an adversary is rational, he can be deterred. And,
just as with states, the success of deterrence depends on deter-
mining what a nonstate actor values, holding it at risk (capabil-
ity), and effectively communicating a threat to the nonstate ac-
tor (credibility).

If terrorists were to acquire nuclear weapons, they would be
more useful as a tool for blackmail or propaganda than as a
weapon of mass destruction. Terrorists seek to change the sta-
tus quo by targeting noncombatants who can then shift the
policies of the target government.
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Al-Qaeda’s threatening to use a nuclear weapon against the
United States is far more powerful than actually using it. In
one instance, Americans may pressure their government to
change a policy. But once nuclear weapons are used on Ameri-
can soil, Americans will demand vengeance and unleash the
hounds of hell to reach those responsible. Osama bin Laden is
well aware of the repercussions that will follow any WMD at-
tack on the United States.
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Chapter 4

Policy and Purpose
The Economy of Deterrence*

Norton A. Schwartz, General, USAF
Timothy R. Kirk, Lieutenant Colonel, USAF

The 2008 Air Force Association convention chief of staff keynote
addressed the subject of deterrence, asserting that it is not a fad-
ing construct in national security. On the contrary, deterrence is
reemerging and growing in importance as an aspect of US de-
fense policy. The keynote speech invited the audience to think
about deterrence in a broader sense and how the US Air Force
can contribute in a fashion relevant to twenty-first-century na-
tional defense. The purpose of this article is to add to the growing
body of literature that seeks a broader understanding of deter-
rence and how it fits with other forms of policy such as dissua-
sion, assurance, and insurance.!

Identifying and understanding the distinctions among these
concepts and how they relate to US policy are fundamental to
explaining the relevance of deterrence to our collective security.
This task is certainly ambitious, but the need demands consid-
eration. Deterrence policy has shown itself an exquisitely ben-
eficial tool in obtaining national security objectives. On the
other hand, deterrence—either misunderstood or misapplied—
can form the basis for incomplete or ill-advised US policy, es-
pecially in terms of how and when to use military power to
achieve high-stakes national security objectives. A variety of
recent and historical examples attests to a vital requirement for
understanding how disconnects among military capabilities,
national policy, and the value of national purpose can cause
unfavorable if not disastrous consequences.?

Such disconnects have often occurred because the policy
paradigms or the associated strategies employed were frequently
designed for a bygone or mismatched context. This situation
has become more apparent as the rate of change in the global
security environment exceeds that of policy design, making the

*Originally published in Strategic Studies Quarterly 3, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 11-30.
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disconnects even more pronounced. In recent years, defense
strategists persuasively postulated that “the United States
needs to develop a more comprehensive approach to deterrence
that looks beyond nuclear weapons . . . [and] tailor deterrence
strategies and postures to each potential adversary.” Initially,
the primary reason for this new requirement was the emergence
of a new strategic environment as “the Cold War is now over; the
Soviet Union is gone. Advanced weapons capabilities have
spread and will continue to spread to other parties . . . the be-
havior of numerous other parties must be watched and prefer-
ably controlled.” In addition to this contextual shift, Russia has
succeeded the Soviet remnant, subnational extremist groups
disrupt the international system, and ascending regional pow-
ers contest for resources in an increasingly competitive world.
With these and other trends in mind, the implications suggest a
need for innovative policy and supporting defense capabilities.
It seems clear that Dr. Schlesinger’s following observation ap-
plies to arms control in specific terms and more broadly, by
implication, to defense policy in general, where “the future of
arms control will depend on the willingness of our negotiators
to shed obsolescent ideas.” We suggest the same is true for the
future of deterrence policy and the form the military instrument
takes to support its purpose.

Our intent is to promote expanded thinking about future de-
terrence policy’s role and to provide perspective on how US Air
Force capabilities can support policy’s purpose. That being said,
it is important to have a clear understanding of what deterrence
is—and is not. To those ends, we will first identify some limita-
tions of this theory and then address a fundamental question
on the nature of national power, followed by a theoretical frame-
work for policy. We will also examine some characteristics of
different regions of the framework and the challenges they pres-
ent to modern strategists. We examine the specific aspects of
policy as they relate to both national and subnational actors in
deterrence. The article concludes with an assessment of the
economy of deterrence policy within the theory framework as we
examine the implications for US Air Force strategists, leaders,
and Airmen at large.
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Theoretical Limitations

Our exercise here is academic, but our purpose is much more
meaningful. The consequences of our failure to understand how
military capabilities relate to applicable policy are unacceptably
severe. When called upon, we must be able to help our civilian
leaders design deterrence policies that are credible, supportable,
and logical. We must know when and under what conditions de-
terrence is a likely policy candidate, the requisite supporting ca-
pabilities, and how our craft might achieve the desired purpose.
The subsequent theory serves as the foundation for understand-
ing policy, purpose, and the economy of deterrence. This con-
struct is not meant to serve as doctrine, dogma, or a deterrence
strategy, nor is it meant to be exhaustive; it presents no proven
predictive ability with any degree of certainty. For the purposes of
this article, it is limited to the military instrument, with an eye
toward an expanded understanding of deterrence’s interplay with
the other instruments. Our examination will initially limit discus-
sion to nation-state interplay and later will examine the interre-
lationships between national and subnational forces.

We acknowledge the scholarly wisdom that likely applies
here. A great strategist once observed,

I am painfully aware that scholars and officials, civilian and military, are

apt to be mesmerized by their own conceptual genius. . . . We love our

categories and our subcategories. Their invention gives us an illusion of

intellectual control. . . . The results all too often are official definitions
that tend to the encyclopaedic [sic] and are utterly indigestible.®

Our sincere hope is to avoid this trap and rather provide
some compelling points to ponder for strategists and tacticians
alike. If these issues do appear to emerge, please excuse them
as unintended by-products of genuine efforts to encourage dia-
logue on, and consideration of, current and future challenges
for military thinkers.

National Power, Legitimacy, and Control

The ideas here consider deterrence in proportion to other pol-
icy; however, policy and purpose must always have primacy in
these discussions. As Patrick M. Morgan observed, “Understand-
ing [deterrence] means facing up to the fact that it is inherently

43



POLICY AND PURPOSE

imperfect. It does not consistently work and we cannot manipu-
late it sufficiently to fix that . . . it must be approached with care
and used as part of a larger tool kit.”® Accordingly, this article at-
tempts to treat deterrence with appropriate care by examining its
use with respect to military means and the other metaphorical
tools in the policy kit. We should recognize that each policy has
some purpose or intent in mind and that the military instrument
supports the policy in achieving that objective. The military in-
strument works in concert with the diplomatic, economic, and
information instruments of national power to support policies
aimed at achieving specific purposes (fig. 1).

A fundamental question to initiate our discussion is this: What
is national power? The question is important because the answer
presumably dictates precisely what the instruments of national
power should seek to attain. National power takes on a variety of
practical forms depending on geopolitical conditions. However,
we can identify certain essential characteristics of national
power. History is full of examples of nations mistaking the ability

Purpose

or Objective
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Capabilities

Figure 1. Policy and purpose relationship
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to exert control as a dominant and durable form of national
power. Likewise, we see historical examples of weak actors with
superior legitimacy and political will defeating materially stronger
foes. Perhaps we can estimate what is necessary for national
power but not that which is both necessary and sufficient. We
offer the assumption that nations seek some purpose or object
of value to them, and they leverage their instruments of na-
tional power to achieve those ends.” We therefore express national
power in terms of the total number of choices available to a
nation and the maximum national value those choices are ca-
pable of achieving.?

Legitimacy and control are contributing components of na-
tional power. Nation-states derive legitimacy from their moral,
resource, and humanitarian obligations to their citizens and to
neighboring nations. Meeting these obligations establishes some
level of legitimacy, and international norms and regimes form
the basis of international relationships that allow nations to
maximize their ability to meet these obligations. Norms and re-
gimes form the basis of international law, economics, diplomacy,
and warfare where the expectation of justice between states is
founded upon nations meeting their obligations without infring-
ing on other nations’ ability to meet their own obligations.®

Control, on the other hand, is one nation’s ability to affect
the cost-and-benefit equation for other nations over time. Na-
tions can reward each other by offering mutual benefits or can
exact costs by depriving each other of something of value. The
payoff or reward is the ultimate consideration in the exercise.
Control leverages some set of ways and means to alter the cost-
benefit-reward proposition in some way as to compel an actor
to do something the actor is not naturally motivated or in-
clined to do.

We assume these two components share an economic rela-
tionship. Legitimacy and control coincide to determine the
number of national choices available to a nation and the max-
imum national value those choices can achieve. They work to-
gether much like supply and demand. Economics explains
how supply and demand determine the market price of a prod-
uct and the total quantity of products that will be sold. In the
exercise of national power, legitimacy and control determine
how many choices are available and the value of those choices’
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outcomes. We will limit our discussion of this point to the rel-
evant portion of our theoretical construct, for much more could
be written about the economic dynamics of national power.
For our purposes here, it is necessary to recognize that the
instruments of national power work together to achieve some-
thing of value; they achieve that value by building legitimacy
and exercising control with national resources. This forms an
economy of policy; investment of national resources in the in-
struments of power enables collective action. These actions
are choices taken to leverage legitimacy and control to attain
value. This suggests that the best policy is one that maximizes
value for a minimum investment; poor policy invests more
than the value of return. The theoretical framework that fol-
lows utilizes the concept of national value in deriving specific
aspects of policy and purpose.

At the most elementary level, policy and purpose form proxi-
mate considerations, and policy is subordinate to the object it
seeks. This purpose provides the value and meaning to any
policy associated with it, and all policy should link to some de-
monstrable purpose or object. This is certainly the ideal rather
than consistent reality, and it is important to note that policy
forms at the highest levels of national decision making where
complexities abound; the practitioners of the instruments of
national power are, at most, advisors to the makers of policy on
the realm of the possible. The instruments of national power
must support designated policy to a prescribed degree to
achieve the desired object.

If we allow the assumption that this principle applies to both
the conduct of war and the military instrument as constituted
by all its ways and means, then we find a prescription for proper
conceptualization of defense issues and strategy. We accept the
conclusion that “the first, the supreme, the most far-reaching
act of judgment that the statesman and commander have to
make is to establish the kind of war [application of the military
instrument] on which they are embarking; neither mistaking it
for, nor trying to turn it into, something that is alien to its na-
ture.” This logic serves as a prescription suggesting our exami-
nation of deterrence, or any other policy application of the mil-
itary instrument, should begin not with ways and means in
mind, but rather ends—policy’s object—followed by the requi-

46



POLICY AND PURPOSE

site blend of the instruments of national power. We must also
think of the interplay, both by design and coincidence, of inter-
related policies and their objects in context.!°

Theoretical Framework for Policy

Our examination deals squarely in theory, and we acknowl-
edge that the question of policy and purpose in the realm of
deterrence requires a stipulation that “in discussing the theory
it is important to distinguish it from deterrence strategy . . . the
theory concerns the underlying principles on which any strat-
egy is to rest.”!! This article proposes no strategy but seeks to
expand the understanding of strategic potential by illuminat-
ing related policy as a whole. Both etymology and political par-
lance offer the notional purpose of deterrence “to frighten away”
an aggressor. Clearly there is much more to deterrence policy’s
purpose, but we can understand from this simple consider-
ation that deterrence has a negative purpose; deterrent intent
is to prevent an adversary’s action. The concept offered here
assumes this is the case and posits that each policy is ulti-
mately governed by that primary nature and that any negative
policy purpose can share a corresponding positive policy pur-
pose—each aspect offering different features, yet inextricably
affecting the other to some degree. In the case of deterrence’s
negative purpose in statecraft and strategy, we see an opposing
positive purpose of attracting and assuring allies against the
ranks of the potential aggressor. These two objectives of policy
work together toward our national security, the value of which
is enumerated by the rigor of our policy in preserving coopera-
tive friends and preventing adversaries from hostile acts of vio-
lence. In a similar fashion, we must consider policy implica-
tions on both the nation-state and subnational actor levels
while carefully confirming our assumptions regarding the ra-
tionality of all the actors involved.

The ways and means available within the instruments of
power are sets of capabilities designed to create effects that
support the attainment of policy. This point cannot be over-
emphasized, as capabilities should not substitute for the purpose
in policy making; rather, they are subordinated to policy’s work
in obtaining its purpose.
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Failure in recognizing this relationship leads to all sorts of
problems as technologically sophisticated capabilities begin to
drive policy independent of the purpose or value. To paraphrase
Abraham Kaplan’s Law of the Instrument, if all you have is a
hammer then every problem looks like a nail.!? This is not to say
that policy is insulated from capability considerations, for no
policy can hope to achieve its purpose without requisite capa-
bilities. Military capabilities aid policy makers in deciding which
objects can be achieved with acceptable means at a reasonable
cost; capabilities must remain adjunct to policy and purpose in
appropriate fashion.

The theory we offer here is designed to explain the interac-
tion of positive and negative objects relating to deterrence and
to help explain the challenges of moving from Cold War deter-
rence policy (as it was) to future deterrence policy. The frame-
work is built upon a foundation of the gradient of allies and
adversaries along with another of Clausewitz’s notions. We will
begin with the former and posit that our relationship with other
nation-states can be expressed as a continuum of coexistence
and cooperative potential. One end of the continuum repre-
sents our very best friend—a wholly vested partner committed
to peaceful coexistence. The other represents a bitter adver-
sary—one who is devoted to depriving us of our sovereignty and
to ensuring our ultimate destruction. The latter notion is consid-
ered here as a treatment of Clausewitz's assertion that “the
more powerful and inspiring the motives for war, the more they
affect the belligerent nations and the fiercer the tensions.”!®
The level of power behind the motives toward a policy’s purpose
will theoretically drive the level of force behind the policy. There
are exceptions to this principle in bluff and blunder, but for the
purposes of this examination, we will consider that in general
the more powerful the motive for the purpose, the more forceful
the policy. Furthermore, any policy’s force can be generally
characterized as fixed or flexible.

Two Types of Policy

Fixed policy is deterministic in nature and is characterized by
a declared statement of intent and action, which can take on a
variety of forms. We are interested here with the “if . . . then”
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nature of a fixed policy. Thomas Schelling describes this aspect
of deterrence policy distinctly as “setting the stage—by an-
nouncement, by rigging the trip-wire, by incurring the obliga-
tion—and waiting.”'* In this type of policy, the threat or outcome
is clearly and overtly communicated with a rational and per-
ceived credibility in two forms. The first is to say to an adversary:
if your nation does something specified that our nation finds
unfavorable, then we will take this specified action against you.
The second is to the friend: if another actor does something
specified that both our nations find unfavorable, then we will
take this specified action on your behalf. Our policy is fixed;
we wait, and our response is determined by the choices of the
other party.

Likewise, we can characterize the flexible form of policy as an
associative one that suggests a response may follow to a varying
degree. Our focus here includes the “if . . . maybe” form of flexible
policy. In this type of policy, we associate by movement, posture,
procurement, or inference that if another nation takes any unfa-
vorable action, then we might take some unspecified action in
response. The outcome may be associated with the choices of the
other party but not necessarily so. We set our policy, go about our
business, and retain the flexibility to act in response to the choices
of the other party. The two policy types are distinct, serve different
functions in achieving different types of objects, and derive their
places based on the perceived value of policy’s purpose.

Once we have defined these regions of the framework by their
distinct characteristics, we can see a series of policy relation-
ships form based upon their functions (fig. 2). The region we are
perhaps most familiar with in dealing with a negative purpose
toward our adversary is the upper-left quadrant. This region is the
classic notion of immediate “deterrence.” The far-upper-left por-
tion of the quadrant is the extreme portion of deterrence when
“mutually assured destruction” notions exist, and we will look at
that portion in greater detail later. For now, we will refer to the
deterrence region as Colin Gray describes it: “In its immediate
form, deterrence is always specific. It is about persuading a par-
ticular leader or leaders, at a particular time, not to take particu-
lar actions. The details will be all important, not be marginal.”!®
This describes the two factors in play in the policy toward a neg-
ative purpose, namely the fixed “if . . . then” policy dealing with
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Figure 2. Policy types and relationship

an adversary nation-state. It features the element of predictable
automaticity. The adversary can reliably expect if it performs the
act, then it “would be assumed to have [its] address on it. The
United States would then return postage. Automaticity of this
kind concentrates the mind.”*¢

The next region is the upper-right quadrant, where fixed pol-
icy is applied to allied or friendly nation-states. This region
characterizes formal treaty agreements and mutual security
arrangements of a specific nature, much like the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) treaty features a signatory agree-
ment to go to war on another nation’s behalf. We can refer to
this region of the framework as policy of “insurance,” as it is a
stronger form of policy that insures some action on some occa-
sion in the form of “if . . . then.” These arrangements are formed
explicitly on the basis of the perceived value of policy’s purpose
on our side primarily and potentially on a multilateral basis if
other nation-states share a mutual valuation of the purpose.
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The lower-right region of the framework is the flexible policy
treatment of allied or friendly nation-states. This type of policy
is commonly referred to as “assurance,” where the United
States presents some nonspecific form of support by agreement
or expediency. As an example, consider times when the United
States stations military forces in a foreign country at the invita-
tion of the host without an explicit security agreement.!” The
United States is not bound by treaty to act in an “if . . . then”
fashion but assures the ally and/or friends in the region with
the presence. Obviously, assurance policy can exist without
the physical presence of forces and even includes weapons
research and development of small forms of shared economic
investment at the lower extremes of the region. The flexible
property of the policy suggests some value to the purpose wor-
thy only of an “if . . . maybe” association with our willingness to
act on another’s behalf.

The final region is the lower-left portion of the framework
that characterizes flexible policy toward adversaries or enemy
nation-states. We will call this area “dissuasion” policy, denot-
ing the original meaning coined for use in international influ-
ence theory minus the certainty of any overt threat communi-
cated in policy statements.!® Note here the distinction between
deterrence as a policy and the “deterrent effect” in which a va-
riety of actions result. For our purposes, deterrence refers to
Schelling’s policy concept of an overt communicated threat
with requisite credibility, capability, and rationality. The dis-
suasion term refers to the notion of preventing unfavorable ad-
versary actions (the deterrent effect) through a variety of meth-
ods unguided by an overt deterrence policy. This allows for a
distinction in the level of certainty between the fixed and flexible
properties of policy. Dissuasion in this sense includes both the
classical notions of “general deterrence” as well as dissuasive
moves as described in US defense strategies such as arms de-
velopment and capability deployment. As a whole, it consti-
tutes the associative effect of any potentially threatening ges-
ture that suggests an “if . . . maybe” potential counter to an
adversary nation. As Colin Gray describes dissuasion,

Don't discount general deterrence, or dissuasion . . . the effect upon

behavior, and upon the norms that help shape behavior, of perceptions
of US military power and of the likelihood that it would be employed.
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Possession of a very powerful military machine, and a solid reputation
for being willing to use it, casts a shadow or shines a light—pick your
preferred metaphor—in many corners of the world. That shadow, or
light, may have a distinct deterrent effect, even in the absence of explicit
American efforts to deter.*?

The distinction should be noted here between the fixed and
flexible qualities of policy. Since policy derives its force by the
value placed on the purpose, the form policy takes should re-
flect the relative value of the purpose. The difference is reflected
in the certainty of action against the negative ends. In the case
of dissuasion, the value of the purpose does not warrant the
explicit efforts to deter in a binding deterministic policy. The
policy therefore presents the possibility of US action, however
slight, with the ways and means supporting it. However, the
contrast between these two forms with respect to commitment
also tends to affect the policy options for branches and sequels.
Fixed policy choices are commitments to action, are subject to
tests of will and bluffing, and clearly reduce a policy maker’s
flexibility for future action. Likewise, associative policy choices
keep more options available for follow-on action. Note this rela-
tionship, especially when the military instrument is committed
to policy’s objective. Without careful consideration of the prop-
erties prior to enacting policy, events can easily result in mis-
application of the military instrument or artificial limits on mili-
tary capabilities. The strategic context will determine which
form is better suited to attain policy’s purpose. Perhaps the
most sophisticated example of these elements working success-
fully in concert is the Berlin airlift, where these policy types si-
multaneously dissuaded, deterred, assured, and insured the
relevant actors in the theater and around the world. The rela-
tionship between the elements plays an important policy role
discussed later in this article, but at this point it is vital to sim-
ply recognize that a distinction exists between the “if . . . then”
effects of deterrence policy and the “if . . . maybe” effects of dis-
suasion policy.

The Intersection

We have defined the regions of the policy quadrant frame-
work and now turn our attention to certain relationships be-
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tween the regions and the effects of policy in one region upon
another. As previously mentioned, there exists an interplay of
action between these quadrants, either intentionally or coinci-
dentally. A fundamental example of this is the Cold War rela-
tionship between the mutually assured destruction—flavored
nuclear deterrence and the insurance-oriented NATO treaty.
This protected central Europe with a design offering insurance
to allied European nations through an agreement interpreting
an attack on any member as an attack on all members. The
deterrence counterbalance to this NATO insurance was the un-
ambiguous threat of massive retaliation with nuclear weapons
against the Soviet Union in the case of a first strike. The “if . . .
then” nature of these two policies coincided with the desired
positive and negative objects. The United States held the posi-
tive purpose of maintaining a free Europe alongside the nega-
tive purpose of preventing Soviet nuclear attack. The question
of if these policies had corresponding assurance and dissua-
sion effects is difficult to prove or disprove.

As Colin Gray asserts, “Dissuasion is at work when a politi-
cal leader rules out an exciting course of action from serious
policy consideration because of the fear that it would trigger an
American response. . . . Although common sense, logic, and
historical experience all point to the significance of this deter-
rent phenomenon, it is utterly beyond research.”?® The same
can be said of the assurance question when a political leader
ruled “in” options of cooperation and mutual interest with the
United States. But it seems safe to assume that the insurance
and dissuasion policies of the Cold War did not serve in a policy
vacuum; other nations had to take heed of how their policy
choices would impact the order of the bipolar world, to their
benefit or detriment. These effects of second-order nature are
open to debate, but the clear relationship is the necessary bal-
ance between adversaries and allies in the deterrence and in-
surance policies. The nature of that balance becomes more
complex and challenging as the area in question is closer to the
intersection of the lines inside the quadrant. This is the region
most likely to challenge policy makers in the future.

The challenges of policy and purpose are simpler at the ex-
treme corners of the diagram. Questions of existential threat
from a mortal enemy, a mortal enemy that poses no threat to
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anything of value, a friend who is completely vested in mutual
interests, or an actor who is a friend though no common inter-
ests exist—these are cases that represent the least sophisticated
of all policy conditions. On the other hand, the intersection of
the elements offers the most challenging policy conditions. En-
emies and friends are lukewarm, and loyalties shift easily;
threats are moderate or only punctuated by existential-level
threats; and allies share a modicum of interests and cooperative
motivation. Current and potential policy conditions are closer to
the intersection than the bipolar world of Cold War conditions.
This is the area in which we must become comfortable and where
the Air Force’s inherently flexible nature is vital. It is the realm
where challenges thrive as the value to our national interests
rises to a degree that motivates our involvement, but the value
is insufficient to warrant our exercise of all the ways and means
available to us. The conditions also feature strained alliances,
weakened friendships, and inconclusive diplomacy. Within this
context, the military instrument must leverage limited ways and
means in close concert with the other instruments of power
without forsaking maintenance of a backdrop of capabilities
with overwhelming potential. Successful policy and purpose
achievements in this realm are the fruit of sophisticated strate-
gists, diplomats, economists, and statesmen.

The implications for our military leaders are significant. The
intellectual demands in technological advancement, inter-
agency coordination, multinational cooperation, and nuanced
public media relations will grow by orders of magnitude as
conditions approach the intersection. Each theater of opera-
tions will present specific aspects of several points on this no-
tional diagram; each policy point will have some degree of in-
terplay on the other. Policy and purpose achievement at the
extreme corners of the diagram are the work of brilliance;
achievements at the intersection are the work of collaborative
genius. This is relevance’s price of admission in the foreseeable
future of our nation’s military instrument. The ultimate goal is
to leverage military capabilities in cooperative fashion to maxi-
mize legitimacy and control to the degree necessary for achiev-
ing the purpose of national policy.
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Policy and Purpose in
the International System

If the conditions were not complicated enough at the inter-
section of our diagram, then the interplay of subnational actors
within the nation-state order serves to further complicate. For
the purposes of this examination, we will limit this term to a
subset of the subnational agency. We do not refer to nongov-
ernmental organizations or transnational bodies of diplomacy
and economics. We will consider almost exclusively the groups
that present proximate challenges to the military instrument in
policy as purveyors of destruction and national anxiety. These
are the subnational actors we commonly refer to as terrorist or
extremist groups.

The question of how to deter extremist subnational actors
has been addressed in recent works that present well-reasoned
and elegant strategic thinking in fashion that ranks with Gal-
ula.?! Other works focus on the form of warfare termed irregu-
lar in contemporary dialogue and illuminate the subject of
strong states contending against weaker adversaries, including
subnational actors.?? It seems clear that no consideration of
policy and purpose can be relevant without accounting for the
interplay of subnational actors within the international sys-
tem. However, the framework we have considered to this point
deals only with how policy relates to nation-states. We must
consider how effectively policy can achieve objects associated
with subnational actors.

Deterrence and the Subnational Actor

The classic notions of policy deal primarily with nation-state
rational actors. Contemporary issues demand a method of ad-
dressing subnational actors in the exercise of policy—no small
feat in statecraft. Subnational actors now threaten the relevance
of our contemporary nation-state system. It may turn out that the
nation-state system is destined to go the same way as the medi-
eval city-state system did long ago, but until such a time arrives
we must assume the purpose of future policy will be to secure the
requisite objects for preservation of a stable international system.
Deterrence policy of the Cold War served the same purpose seek-
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ing to secure the negative purpose of preventing mutually assured
destruction of nation-states within a bipolar context.

Deterrence policy in the future must continue to achieve that
negative purpose, though apparently on a smaller scale in this
modern, multipolar context. However, it must also achieve the
requisite objects for preventing mutually assured chaos where
subnational actors significantly damage or displace the inter-
national order with weapons of mass destruction (WMD). We
choose the “mutually” moniker, recognizing that some nation-
states (a milieu of rogue, failed, or phantom states) cooperate
with subnational actors for some duration in pursuit of per-
ceived common interests. Taking a longer-run view, however,
opens the mind to the temporary nature of these shared inter-
ests, and the fact emerges that the ideologies that compel many
subnational actors with a willingness to use WMD can conceiv-
ably lead those same actors to turn on their national sponsors
at some point in the future. It is impossible to know with any
certainty if this is the case or not, but the implication for future
policy seems clear. In attracting nation-states to cooperate and
coexist with us, we must present the possibilities of a better
state of peace than the alternatives. For those nations that do
not accept, we must carefully craft policies to deter and dis-
suade their collaborative efforts with subnational actors that
threaten a stable international system. In sum, our policy re-
mains unchanged, the objects are suitably similar though dif-
ferent in number and degree, and the number of relevant ac-
tors in the game is increasing.

These elements combine in various contexts to dictate their
own form of policy requirement, and each friend or adversary
demands its own carefully crafted policy of a type designed for
the particular context of national fear, honor, and interests. The
positive and negative objects create a dynamic environment in
which each act supporting policy design in one aspect may also
create a concurrent effect in the other. Astute theorists have
previously observed that “coercing powers must also recognize
when it is appropriate not to use an instrument . . . an instru-
ment can fail, and it can also backfire . . . the failure of an in-
strument in one instance can undermine the credibility [in an-
other].”?® This dynamic interplay suggests that no act of policy
to achieve the negative purpose fails to affect the positive pur-
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pose, and vice versa, in varying degrees. This interplay is part
of what makes coercion so complex; every act taken to enhance
our own security paradoxically decreases an adversary nation’s
security, and every act bears a potential for catastrophic out-
comes. This in turn impacts the relevant threat potential of
subnational actors. While it may seem unlikely that a policy
our nation considers rational could succeed against an actor
we deem as irrational, the complex nature of these actors does
offer some promising potential for success.

Subnational actors can best be deterred in one sense but
not in another. They can be deterred from acting outside the
economy of policy with a fixed policy resembling “if you leave
this system and act outside of it, then we will seek to deny you
the means to do so and to constrict your influence.” This type
of policy is often tangentially referenced with a metaphor of
draining the swamp. The ability to do so depends upon ma-
nipulating legitimacy and control in all four regions of the pol-
icy quadrant for insurance and assurance of cooperative nation-
states to join the effort as well as dissuasion and deterrence of
uncooperative nations from supporting subnational actors.
This also suggests a need to offer legitimate courses of redress
for subnational interests within the nation-state system in ad-
dition to building partner capacity to deal with subnational
actors who resist. A successful deterrence strategy should ad-
dress each of these elements in a carefully orchestrated effort
to deter subnational actors from willfully acting outside of the
international system.

Subnational actors cannot be deterred as though they were
national actors playing inside the international system. These
groups act subnationally to divest themselves of the obligations
that come with legitimacy and sometimes seek to exact control
based on a reward system that includes the afterlife. This is
what we mean when we refer to these groups as extremist or ir-
rational. Rationality in the international system is based on a
this-life reward system. For example, when Hamas acted sub-
nationally against Israel, it did so without the moral, legal, or hu-
manitarian obligations of a nation-state and used tactics like
suicide bombing that leveraged rewards in the afterlife for de-
structive control effects in the present. Death and destruction
are viewed as rewards in and of themselves; destroying such ac-
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tors rewards and legitimizes them (in their own system). However,
once Hamas leaders were elected to national office, they crossed
a line; they incurred the obligations that come with nation-state
status. Ultimately, these obligations erode legitimacy quickly
when afterlife rewards are included in national policy. The Revo-
lutionary Armed Forces of Colombia-People’s Army (FARC) is
another example of this principle without the afterlife reward
system. The FARC struggled with the obligations of legitimacy as
the organization achieved territorial gains and had to meet the
peoples’ needs in addition to their criminal pursuits. This phe-
nomenon should be viewed as a positive motive for bringing
subnational elements back into the economy of policy but is
also evidence that extremist subnational actors cannot be de-
terred as though they were a nation-state.

So What?

What has changed about the security environment, and how
does the environment change our policy paradigm? How should
we design deterrence strategies for the twenty-first century? How
should we think about military capabilities to support national
policy purposes in general? We offer that the regions of the policy
quadrant in which the Cold War challenged us are represented
by the extreme corners of the diagram, and the post-Cold War
environment tends to offer challenges at the intersection of the
quadrants—a much more complex policy proposition. We must
approach deterrence not as an entity by itself, but rather as a
policy component from a larger palette; assurance, dissuasion,
insurance, and deterrence blend together to achieve policy’s
purpose. Ways and means are still important, but the propor-
tional mix will shift based upon policy’s purpose. For example,
nuclear weapons remain a vital capability, but some contexts
will undoubtedly require conventional means where nuclear
means were once sufficient. Likewise, new contexts may emerge
where nuclear capability is vital to the policy, but the policy is
dissuasive rather than deterrent. Our challenge is to recommend
to policy makers the proper identification and application of ca-
pabilities to support new strategies, which are relevant to the
context, policy, and purpose.
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The strategic environment will likely dictate policy portfolio
engineering in place of traditional deterrence policy.?* If the en-
vironment continues to emerge consistently with recent trends,
we can expect a requirement to engineer policy that includes a
mix of deterrence, dissuasion, assurance, and insurance with
respect to three contexts. Major global powers, regional pow-
ers, and failing states will each demand a specific blend of these
policy types to achieve US policy purposes. In addition, we
must engineer global and regional policy portfolios designed to
motivate subnational actors to work within the international
system while denying them the means to act outside the sys-
tem. Each of these contexts will present challenges in all four
quadrants, and any successful strategy must address each
quadrant’s contribution to achieving the purpose.

This is where the economy of policy informs our recommen-
dation. We must recognize the relationship between legitimacy
and control, the impact they have on the number of choices
available to policy makers, and the value prospect they gener-
ate. Additionally, each quadrant of this theoretical diagram
presents different aspects, sources, and demands on legiti-
macy and control. Detailed economic analysis of these rela-
tionships is not within the scope of this article except to note:
the higher the value for policies like deterrence, the higher the
required value point generated by legitimacy and control. This
illustrates an important point in expressing that it is not
enough for us to simply add ways and means to the mix with-
out building legitimacy in the context. This helps explain the
need for recent initiatives designed for building partner capac-
ity and irregular warfare as well as interagency and multi-
national cooperation. But there is so much more to this prin-
ciple; each context will present lines with differing slopes and
elasticity, depending on whether the context is conventional or
irregular. The important lesson across the board is the special
relationship between legitimacy and control. We can build all
the capabilities known to man, but their contribution to national
defense diminishes rapidly if we fail to build legitimacy in a
corresponding fashion. Likewise, capabilities designed to exert
control will be more effective if we design, produce, and em-
ploy them with greater legitimacy.
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The US Air Force is working diligently to develop game-
changing war-fighting capabilities for combatant commanders
in today’s fight and for future challenges. Likewise, we are de-
veloping new concepts, programs, and methods for building
national legitimacy in the interest of preventing wars and pro-
moting our ability should war become unavoidable. The global
vigilance, reach, and power we provide the nation will continue
to be a vital contributor to national defense. Our challenge is
to think about deterrence in a broader sense than the limited
Cold War application, including the related policies that sup-
port deterrence. Also, we simply must expand our thinking
from a purely control-oriented focus to include both legitimacy
and control in every case. Think about precision weaponry,
the global positioning system that guides that weaponry, the
humanitarian assistance we provide, the global mobility sys-
tem that delivers that assistance, and the provincial recon-
struction teams we serve—these are all cases where Air Force
capabilities build legitimacy through precision and reliability.
The same is true of our nuclear capabilities; weapons of this
kind require precision and reliability with no margin for error,
and our adherence to the highest nuclear mission standards
builds legitimacy. That legitimacy is fragile; we can easily lose
it should we fail to perform to those exacting standards.

This is the fundamental risk and reward of deterrence in the
economy of policy; conventional and nuclear capabilities that
support deterrence form a double-edged sword requiring con-
stant vigilance. These capabilities contribute to purposes of the
highest national value, yet negligence in safeguarding their con-
stituent elements represents one of the most costly of national
security errors because it so easily diminishes both legitimacy
and control. When used appropriately, deterrence policy offers
a maximum value for given investment; yet, deterrence incurs
the highest obligations for the service that provides the neces-
sary capabilities. We Airmen must think of our contributions to
all forms of national security policy whether in dissuasion, de-
terrence, assurance, or insurance; and, we must likewise con-
sider how our performance directly impacts national legitimacy
and control as part of the military instrument.

The ideas presented here offer a way of thinking about pol-
icy, purpose, and the economy of deterrence. These ideas in-
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vite further study on many aspects of the elements, their inter-
action, and the economic relationship between them. This
serves as a challenging area of research for our Air Force strat-
egists and defense academia. We need a more comprehensive
view of how deterrence works with other policy to achieve its
purpose, and that view must accommodate the ever-increasing
complexity of the security environment. If we do so, we will
succeed in improving the rigor and relevance of our thinking
and the delivery of effective national security strategies now
and in the future.
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Chapter 5

Waging Deterrence in
the Twenty-first Century*

Kevin Chilton, General, USAF
Greg Weaver

In recent years many national security policy scholars and
practitioners have questioned whether deterrence remains a
relevant, reliable, and realistic national security concept in the
twenty-first century. That is a fair question. New threats to
American security posed by transnational terrorists, asymmet-
ric military strategies and capabilities, and the proliferation of
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) by adversaries who see
the world in profoundly different ways than do we have called
into question America’s reliance on deterrence as a central
tenet of our national security strategy. Some experts advocate
a move away from deterrence—and particularly the nuclear
element of our deterrent force—toward greater reliance on other
approaches to provide for our security in a complex and dan-
gerous environment.

In our judgment, deterrence should and will remain a core
concept in our twenty-first-century national security policy, be-
cause the prevention of war is preferable to the waging of it and
because the concept itself is just as relevant today as it was dur-
ing the Cold War. But its continued relevance does not mean that
we should continue to “wage deterrence” in the future in the
same manner, and with the same means, as we did in the past.
As a starting point, it is useful to reexamine the fundamentals of
deterrence theory and how it can be applied successfully in the
twenty-first century. Next, we should consider how deterrence
does—or does not—apply to emerging twenty-first-century forms
of warfare. Finally, we should carefully consider the role that US
nuclear forces should—or should not—play in twenty-first-
century US deterrence strategy.

*Originally published in Strategic Studies Quarterly 3, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 31-42.
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Reexamining Deterrence
Theory and Practice

In 2004, Strategic Command was directed by the secretary of
defense to develop a deterrence operations joint operating
concept (DO JOC).! In response the command reexamined both
the academic literature on deterrence theory and the history of
deterrence strategy and practice. We concluded that deterrence
theory is applicable to many of the twenty-first-century threats
the United States will face, but the way we put the theory into
practice, or “operationalize” it, needs to be advanced.

One insight gained from our research and analysis is that a
number of the “general” deterrence lessons we thought we
learned in the Cold War may, in retrospect, have been specific
to the kind of deterrence relationship we had with the Soviet
Union. For example, many argue that deliberate ambiguity
about the nature and scope of our response to an adversary’s
attack enhances deterrence by complicating the adversary’s
calculations and planning. Arguably, this was the case vis-a-
vis the Soviet leadership after the Cuban missile crisis. How-
ever, the impact of ambiguity on deterrence success is likely to
be a function of the target decision makers’ propensity to take
risks in pursuit of gains or to avoid an expected loss. Risk-
averse decision makers tend to see ambiguity about an enemy’s
response as increasing the risk associated with the action they
are contemplating; thus, such ambiguity tends to enhance de-
terrence. The deterrence impact of US ambiguity about our re-
sponse to an attack by a risk-acceptant opponent, however,
might be quite different. Risk-acceptant decision makers might
well interpret such ambiguity as a sign of weakness and as an
opportunity to exploit rather than as a risk to be avoided. Our
deterrence strategies and operations need to take our potential
opponent’s risk-taking propensity into account.

A second difference from the Cold War experience is the po-
tential for a lack of unity of command in certain twenty-first-
century opponents (e.g., regimes with competing centers of
power or transnational terrorist organizations). If there are
multiple individuals in the political system capable of making
and executing the decisions we seek to influence, our deter-
rence strategy will need to have multiple focal points and em-
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ploy multiple means of communicating a complex set of deter-
rence messages that in turn take into account the multiplicity
of decision makers.

Throughout our Cold War deterrence relationship with the
Soviet Union, the focus of US grand strategy was to contain So-
viet expansionism, in part by frustrating Soviet efforts to over-
turn the international status quo by military or political means.
However, in the twenty-first-century security environment, the
United States may at times find it necessary to take the initia-
tive to alter the international status quo to protect our vital in-
terests. Deterring escalation while proactively pursuing objec-
tives that may harm an opponent’s perceived vital interests
poses a different, more difficult kind of deterrence challenge. As
Thomas Schelling noted, such circumstances may require a de-
terrence strategy that pairs promises of restraint with threats of
severe cost-imposition.? For example, to deter Saddam Hussein
from ordering the use of WMD during Operation Desert Storm
in the first Gulf War, the United States issued a threat of devas-
tating retaliation but also made clear that the coalition’s war
aim was limited to the liberation of Kuwait.

Finally, the United States and the Soviet Union each recog-
nized that in an armed conflict between them, the impact on
each side’s vital interests would be high and symmetrical (i.e.,
the survival of both nations and their respective political sys-
tems and ideologies would be at stake). In the twenty-first cen-
tury, the United States could face a crisis or conflict in which
our opponents perceive they have a greater national interest in
the outcome than does the United States. This circumstance
has the potential to undermine the credibility of US deterrent
threats, especially if opponents have the capability to inflict
harm on US allies and/or interests that they believe exceeds
our stake in the conflict. Thus, we must devise deterrence strat-
egies and activities that effectively address such situations.

How Deterrence Works—Achieving Decisive
Influence over Competitor Decision Making

Deterrence is ultimately about decisively influencing deci-
sion making. Achieving such decisive influence requires alter-
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ing or reinforcing decision makers’ perceptions of key factors
they must weigh in deciding whether to act counter to US vital
interests or to exercise restraint. This “decision calculus” con-
sists of four primary variables: the perceived benefits and costs
of taking the action we seek to deter and the perceived benefits
and costs of continued restraint.

Understanding how these factors interact is essential to deter-
mining how best to influence the decision making of our com-
petitors. Successful deterrence is not solely a function of ensur-
ing that foreign decision makers believe the costs of a given
course of action will outweigh the benefits, as it is often described.
Rather, such decision makers weigh the perceived benefits and
costs of a given course of action in the context of their perception
of how they will fare if they do not act. Thus, deterrence can fail
even when competitors believe the costs of acting will outweigh
the benefits of acting—if they also believe that the costs of con-
tinued restraint would be higher still.

Our deterrence activities must focus on convincing competi-
tors that if they attack our vital interests, they will be denied
the benefits they seek and will incur costs they find intolerable.
It also emphasizes encouraging continued restraint by convinc-
ing them that such restraint will result in a more acceptable—
though not necessarily favorable—outcome. The concept itself
is fairly simple, but its implementation in a complex, uncer-
tain, and continuously changing security environment is not.
What, then, is required to implement this concept in the twenty-
first century?

The Need for “Tailored
Deterrence” Campaigns

Effectively influencing a competitor’s decision calculus re-
quires continuous, proactive activities conducted in the form of
deterrence campaigns tailored to specific competitors. Competi-
tors have different identities, interests, perceptions, and decision-
making processes, and we may seek to deter each competitor
from taking specific actions under varied circumstances.

One of the most important aspects of tailored deterrence cam-
paigns is to focus much of our effort on peacetime (or “Phase 07)
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activities. There are several reasons for this. Peacetime activities
can make use of deterrent means that take time to have their
desired effects or that require repetition to be effective. They ex-
pand the range of deterrence options at our disposal. Conduct-
ing activities in peacetime also allows time to assess carefully the
impact of our deterrence efforts and to adjust if they are inef-
fective or have unintended consequences. Most importantly,
conducting deterrence activities in peacetime may prevent the
crisis from developing in the first place or may reduce the risk of
waiting until we are in crisis to take deterrent action. By the time
indications and warning of potential competitor activity alert us
to the fact that we are in a crisis, some of the decisions we hope
to influence may have already been made, the options available
to us may have narrowed significantly, and our deterrence mes-
sages may not reach the relevant decision makers.

Deterrence campaigns start in peacetime and are intended to
preserve the peace, but our campaign planning should enable
deterrence activities through all phases of crisis and conflict. A
campaign approach to deterrence activities in crisis and con-
flict is necessary because, as a crisis or conflict unfolds, the
content and character of a foreign leadership’s decision calcu-
lus can change significantly. What mattered to a foreign leader-
ship when its forces were on the offensive will likely be irrele-
vant when the tide has turned, and wholly new factors will
enter its decision making. Without a broad and dynamic deter-
rence campaign plan, we risk discovering that what deterred
successfully early will fail later because the competitor’s deci-
sion calculus has shifted from under our static deterrence
strategy and posture.

Conducting multiple competitor-specific deterrence cam-
paigns simultaneously poses a difficult challenge. Targeting a
deterrence activity on a single competitor does not mean that
other competitors—and our friends and allies—are not watch-
ing and being influenced as well. Thus, we need to deconflict
our competitor-specific deterrence campaigns to avoid as best
we can undesirable second- and third-order effects. The nature
of this task requires new analytic capabilities and new plan-
ning and execution processes, while the level of effort required
means some additional resources must be allocated to the de-
terrence campaign.

67



WAGING DETERRENCE IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Finally, there is an opportunity presented by the conduct of
multiple competitor-specific deterrence campaigns. We may
discover that there is a common set of factors that influence
the decision calculus of multiple competitors. If true, this would
enable the United States to exercise economy of force and
effort, addressing those factors with the greatest influence over
multiple actors with a common set of deterrence activities.

The Need to Bring All Elements
of National Power to Bear

The decisions our deterrence activities are meant to influence
are primarily political-military decisions, made most often by po-
litical rather than military decision makers. The factors influenc-
ing those decisions usually extend far beyond purely military con-
siderations to encompass political, ideological, economic, and, in
some cases, theological affairs. Clearly, a purely military approach
to planning and conducting deterrence campaigns is inadequate.
Deterrence is inherently a whole-of-government enterprise.

Interagency collaboration is difficult to do well, particularly in
the noncrisis atmosphere of peacetime activities—precisely the
time that multiple agencies have the most to offer in a deter-
rence campaign. So how can we ensure that our deterrence
campaigns leverage all the elements of American national power,
both “hard” and “soft”?3

We must find a practical way to involve relevant government
agencies in mission analysis, campaign planning, decision
making and execution, and assessment of results. An innova-
tive process is needed to consider and include interagency de-
terrence courses of action, to make whole-of-government deci-
sions on what courses of action to implement, and to coordinate
their execution upon selection.

The Need to Bring Our Friends’
and Allies’ Capabilities to Bear

US friends and allies share our interest in deterrence success.
Because of their different perspectives, different military capa-
bilities, and different means of communication at their disposal,
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they offer much that can refine and improve our deterrence
strategies and enhance the effectiveness of our deterrence
activities. It is to our advantage (and theirs) to involve them more
actively in “waging deterrence” in the twenty-first century.

One of the most important contributions that our friends and
allies can make to our deterrence campaigns is to provide alter-
native assessments of competitors’ perceptions. Allied insights
into how American deterrence activities may be perceived by
both intended and unintended audiences can help us formulate
more effective plans. Allied suggestions for alternative ap-
proaches to achieving key deterrence effects, including actions
they would take in support of—or instead of—US actions, may
prove invaluable. As in the case of interagency collaboration, we
need to develop innovative processes for collaborating with our
friends and allies to enhance deterrence.

The Need to “Wage Deterrence”
against Emerging Forms of Warfare

At its most fundamental level, deterrence functions in the same
way regardless of the kind of action we seek to prevent. Con-
vincing a competitor that the perceived benefits of its attack
will be outweighed by the perceived costs and that restraint of-
fers an acceptable outcome remains the way to achieve decisive
influence over competitor decision making. Nevertheless, the
form of warfare we seek to deter can alter both the nature and
the difficulty of the task at hand. Three emerging forms of twenty-
first-century warfare pose particularly tough challenges for de-
terrence strategists, policy makers, and practitioners.

Deterring Transnational Terrorism

The continued application by transnational terrorists of cat-
astrophic attacks on civilians by suicidal attackers suggests
that our deterrence concept may have little utility against this
form of warfare. How can one successfully deter attackers who
see their own death as the ultimate (spiritual) gain, who have
little they hold dear that we can threaten retaliation against,
and who perceive continued restraint as the violation of what
they see as a religious duty to alter an unacceptable status quo
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through violence? The question is a good one. Answering it re-
quires a closer examination of how the nature of transnational
terrorism, and the nonstate actors that practice it, create de-
terrence challenges not posed by most state actors. While there
are many differences between deterring state actors and non-
state actors, the two pose particularly important challenges.
First, the task of identifying the key decision makers we seek
to influence is more difficult when deterring nonstate actors.
For example, al-Qaeda’s shift to a more distributed network of
terrorist cells in the wake of Operation Enduring Freedom has
made “decision makers” out of regional and local operatives.
This distributed nature of transnational terrorist networks
complicates the conduct of an effective deterrence campaign,
but it also offers additional opportunities. A recent Institute for
Defense Analyses report highlighted that there are multiple
components of the global terrorist network that we can seek to
influence in a deterrence campaign.
These components include the following: jihadi foot soldiers, terrorist
professionals who provide training and other logistical guidance and
support, the leaders of al Qaeda, groups affiliated by knowledge and

aspiration (so-called franchises), operational enablers (i.e., financiers),
moral legitimizers, state sponsors, and passive state enablers.*

Thus, deterrence could play an important role in the broader
campaign against transnational terrorists if it were able to con-
strain the participation of key components of a movement and
undermine support within a movement for the most cata-
strophic kinds of attacks.

Second, the nature of transnational terrorist movements re-
sults in these adversaries valuing and fearing profoundly differ-
ent things than their state-actor counterparts. Transnational ter-
rorists need to spread their ideology; raise and distribute funds;
motivate, recruit, and train new operatives; and gain public ac-
quiescence to (if not active support for) their presence and opera-
tions, all while remaining hidden from their enemies. This cre-
ates a potentially rich new set of perceptions to influence through
deterrence activities, but affecting those perceptions is likely to
require the creative development of new means of doing so.

It is not yet clear how important deterrence may be in
countering the threats posed to US vital interests by trans-
national terrorism. However, given that our conflict with

70



WAGING DETERRENCE IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

these adversaries is likely a long-term one and that the po-
tential benefits of successfully deterring certain kinds of
catastrophic terrorist attacks (e.g., the use of weapons of
mass destruction) far exceed the costs of attempting to do
so, we should work more aggressively on adding deterrence
to our counterterrorism repertoire.

Deterring Space Attack

The importance of military space capabilities to the effective
functioning of modern armed forces will continue to increase
throughout the twenty-first century. The development of coun-
terspace capabilities is already underway in several nations,
making active warfare in the space domain a real possibility.
Deterring attacks on US and allied space assets poses several
important challenges.

First, we must act overtly and consistently to convince com-
petitors that they will reap little benefit from conducting space
attacks against us or our allies. Those who might contemplate
such attacks in a future conflict need to understand three
things: their efforts to deny us access to our military space as-
sets will likely fail, our military forces are ready and able to
fight effectively and decisively without such access if neces-
sary, and we possess the means and the will to ensure that
they would pay a price incommensurate with any benefit they
seek to attain through such attacks.

As made clear above, the threat of cost imposition is an impor-
tant aspect of American space deterrence strategy. Our threatened
responses to an attack on our space assets need not be limited to
a response in kind. Our competitors must clearly understand that
we consider our space assets as sovereign and important to our
national security interests. Furthermore, the importance of main-
taining space as a safe and secure global commons to all nations’
future economic development may result in the United States
treating the initiation of counterspace activities by a foreign power
as a significant escalation of a future conflict. Regardless of our
initial level of national interest in a given conflict, such an escala-
tion could dramatically increase the US stake in the outcome. Our
increased stake could alter our willingness to escalate the scope
and level of violence of our military operations. In other words, an
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attack on US space assets as part of a regional conflict might be
viewed as more than a regional issue by the United States and,
therefore, elicit an escalated response.

Deterring Cyberspace Attack

Deterring cyberspace attack presents an even more complex
challenge than deterring space attacks. As in the space do-
main, we must convince our competitors that the United States
may see cyberspace attack as a serious escalation of a conflict
and that we will respond accordingly (and not necessarily in
kind). However, the nature of cyberspace operations poses ad-
ditional challenges as well.

The most significant deterrence challenge posed by the threat
of cyberspace attack is the perceived difficulty of attributing such
attacks to a specific attacker, be it a state or nonstate actor. If
competitors believe we cannot determine who is attacking us in
cyberspace, they may convince themselves that such attacks in-
volve little risk and significant gain. In addressing the attribution
issue, US cyberspace deterrence strategy and activities must deal
with the inherently thorny trade-off between demonstrating our
ability to detect and attribute cyberspace attacks and providing
intelligence about our capabilities to competitors that could help
them pose a still greater cyberspace threat in the future.

Further complicating the deterrence of cyberspace attack is
the lack of a known historical track record of US detection, at-
tribution, and response. This lack of precedent could raise
questions about the credibility of deterrent actions and could
thus embolden potential attackers, who might convince them-
selves that the action they contemplate would not elicit a re-
sponse. Yet establishing adequate precedents is made more dif-
ficult because few nations have defined publicly what they
consider to be a cyberspace “attack,” nor have they communi-
cated to competitors the kinds of responses to such activities
they might consider.

Cyberspace attacks involve significant potential for producing
unexpected second- and third-order effects that might result in
unintended and possibly undesired consequences. The deter-
rence impacts of such uncertainty over the potential impacts of
a cyberspace attack would be a function of the nature of the
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attacker’s goals and objectives. A competitor’s concerns about
unintended consequences could enhance the effects of our de-
terrence activities if it wishes to control escalation or fears
blowback from its cyberspace operations. However, deterrence
of a competitor whose primary goal is to create chaos could be
undermined by the potential for unintended consequences. We
need to carefully consider how to account for such possibilities
in our deterrence strategy.

Secure the Continued Role of US Nuclear
Force in Twenty-first-Century Deterrence

We have saved a discussion of the continued role of US nuclear
forces in deterrence for the end of this article, not because it is
less important than in the past, but because it is best under-
stood in the context of the other aspects of twenty-first-century
deterrence strategy and activities addressed above.

Many argue that the only legitimate role of nuclear weapons
is to deter the use of nuclear weapons in a catastrophic attack
against us or our allies. This is indeed their most important
role. However, the deterrence roles of the US nuclear arsenal go
well beyond deterrence of nuclear attack alone.

US nuclear forces cast a long shadow over the decision cal-
culations of anyone who would contemplate taking actions that
threaten the vital interests of the United States or its allies,
making it clear that the ultimate consequences of doing so may
be truly disastrous and that the American presidents always
have an option for which they have no effective counter. Even
in circumstances in which a deliberate American nuclear re-
sponse seems unlikely or incredible to foreign decision makers,
US nuclear forces enhance deterrence by making unintended
or uncontrolled catastrophic escalation a serious concern, pos-
ing what Thomas Schelling calls “the threat that leaves some-
thing to chance.” These are deterrence dynamics that only
nuclear forces provide.

As a result, US nuclear forces make an important contribu-
tion to deterring both symmetric and asymmetric forms of war-
fare in the twenty-first century. Our nuclear forces provide a
hedge against attacks that could cripple our ability to wage
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conventional war because they would enable the United States
to restore the military status quo ante, trump the adversary’s
escalation in a manner that improves the US position in the
conflict, or promptly terminate the conflict.

For US nuclear forces to be effective in playing these vital de-
terrence roles, they must have certain key attributes. They must
be sufficient in number and survivability to hold at risk those
things our adversaries value most and to hedge against techni-
cal or geopolitical surprise. Both the delivery systems and war-
heads must be highly reliable, so that no one could ever ratio-
nally doubt their effectiveness or our willingness to use them in
war. The warheads must be safe and secure, both to prevent ac-
cidents and to prevent anyone from ever being able to use an
American nuclear weapon should they somehow get their hands
on one. And they must be sufficiently diverse and operationally
flexible to provide the president with the necessary range of op-
tions for their use and to hedge against the technological failure
of any particular delivery system or warhead design.

Our forces have these attributes today, but we are rapidly
approaching decision points that will determine the extent to
which they continue to have them in the future. We are the only
acknowledged nuclear weapons state that does not have an ac-
tive nuclear weapons production program. Our nuclear weap-
ons stockpile is aging, and we will not be able to maintain the
reliability of our current nuclear warheads indefinitely. We will
need to revitalize our nuclear weapons design and production
infrastructure if we are to retain a viable nuclear arsenal in a
rapidly changing and uncertain twenty-first-century security
environment. Similarly, we face critical decisions regarding the
modernization of our nuclear delivery systems, due not to their
impending obsolescence—all will remain viable for at least a
decade, some for two or three—but rather because of the long
lead times involved in designing and building their replace-
ments. If, through negotiations or unilateral decisions, we make
a deliberate national decision to forego nuclear weapons in the
future, we will have to reconsider our fundamental deterrence
strategy, for it will no longer be built on the firm foundation
that our nuclear arsenal provides.
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Conclusion

Deterrence was an essential element of national security
practice long before the Cold War and the introduction of nu-
clear arsenals into international affairs. For millennia, states
have sought to convince one another that going to war with
them was ill advised and counterproductive, and they some-
times responded to deterrence failures in a manner intended to
send powerful deterrence messages to others to reestablish and
enhance deterrence in the future. The advent of nuclear weap-
ons did change the way states viewed warfare, however. The
avoidance of nuclear war—or, for that matter, conventional war
on the scale of World War I or World War II—rather than its suc-
cessful prosecution became the military’s highest priority. This
spurred a tremendous flurry of intellectual activity in the 1950s
and 1960s that sought to develop a fully thought-out theory of
deterrence as well as a massive national effort to put that the-
ory into practice to deter (and contain) the Soviet Union.

Just as the beginning of the Cold War did not create the util-
ity of deterrence as an element of national security strategy, the
end of the Cold War did not eliminate it. As we move forward
into the twenty-first century, it will be to the United States’ ad-
vantage to lay the groundwork necessary to ensure that its de-
terrence strategies and activities are effective in the future. The
concept of deterrence is sound, and we have the means neces-
sary to implement it against the full range of threats that are
reasonably susceptible to deterrence. The challenge that re-
mains before us is to allocate the resources and create the pro-
cesses necessary to proactively and successfully “wage deter-
rence” in the twenty-first century. It is a task that is nonpartisan
in nature—one that can be sustained over the years through
the commitment of the highest levels of our government.
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Chapter 6

On Nuclear Deterrence
and Assurance*

Keith B. Payne
Wealkness is provocative.

—Donald Rumsfeld

Given the diversity of opponents US leaders must hope to
deter and the variety of circumstances in which deterrence and
assurance will be important goals, a broad spectrum of US
strategic capabilities may be necessary. In some plausible
cases, nonmilitary capabilities will suffice, while in others the
immense lethality of US nuclear threats is likely to be required.
In other cases, punitive US threats will not deter because the
opponent will accept great risks, but denying that opponent a
practicable vision of success may deter.

US nonnuclear threats and employment options often are
likely to be salient for punitive and denial deterrence. For ex-
ample, in regional contingencies where US stakes at risk do not
appear to involve national survival or the survival of allies,
some opponents are likely to view US nuclear threats as in-
credible regardless of the character of the US arsenal or the
tone of US statements. And when US priority goals include
post-conflict “nation-building” and the reconstruction of a de-
feated opponent, US advanced nonnuclear threats may be more
credible because highly discriminate threats will be more com-
patible with US stakes, interests, and the goals of post-conflict
reconciliation and reconstruction.’

Reprinted with courtesy from The Great American Gamble: Deterrence Theory and
Practice from the Cold War to the Twenty-First Century, 409-48. Copyright © 2008 by
National Institute Press, “The Nuclear Posture Review: Setting the Record Straight,”
Washington Quarterly 28, no. 3 (Summer 2005); and “What Are Nuclear Weapons For?”
Forum on Physics and Society, American Physical Society 36, no. 4 (October 2007).

*Originally published in Strategic Studies Quarterly 3, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 43-80.
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No Deterrence Value for
Nuclear Weapons?

Some contemporary commentators take the plausible cases
described above to the extreme and assert that US nuclear
weapons now offer little or no added value for deterrence over
nonnuclear capabilities. The rationale for this assertion is de-
rived from the old balance of terror formula: predictable deter-
rent effect is equated to the United States’ capability to threaten
the destruction of a select set of opponents’ tangible, physical
targets. Consequently, if nonnuclear weapons now can threaten
to destroy most or all of that set of targets, then nuclear weapons
supposedly no longer are of value for deterrence. The vulnera-
bility of the designated targets, not the specific US instrument
of threat, is expected to determine the deterrent effect.

The first of these propositions—that deterrent effect can be
equated to target coverage—is fundamentally flawed. The sec-
ond also is highly suspect; it certainly is possible to hope that
US nuclear weapons no longer are critical for deterrence, just
as it is possible to hope that all leaders will learn to be respon-
sible and prudent. To assert confidently that US nuclear weap-
ons no longer are valuable for deterrence purposes, however, is
to claim knowledge about how varied contemporary and future
leaders in diverse and often unpredictable circumstances will
interpret and respond to the distinction between nuclear and
nonnuclear threats. Those who make such a claim presume
knowledge that they do not and cannot have.

In addition, a popular refrain of some commentators is that
US nuclear weapons should be considered useful only for deter-
ring nuclear attack.? This is not, and has not been, US deter-
rence policy. The only apparent rationale for this assertion is to
buttress the claim that the deterrence value of nuclear weap-
ons is narrow in scope and purpose and that the commenta-
tors’ favored steps toward nuclear disarmament could elimi-
nate even that value; if deterring nuclear threats is the only
purpose for US nuclear weapons, they will then have no unique
value if others move away from nuclear weapons.

This proposition is logical but artificially narrow. It misses
other severe nonnuclear threats to the United States and allies
that may not be deterred reliably absent US nuclear capabili-
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ties, such as threats posed by chemical and biological weapons
(CBW). Commentators can claim for political reasons that US
nuclear capabilities should be considered pertinent for deter-
ring only nuclear threats, but CBW threats are real and growing,
and there is no basis to conclude that US nonnuclear capabili-
ties would suffice to deter them. Even if the vision of the com-
plete worldwide elimination of nuclear weapons were to be real-
ized, CBW threats would remain. The most that can be said in
this regard is that US nuclear weapons might or might not be
necessary for this deterrence goal—hardly a robust basis for
making profound policy decisions about the most fundamental
security questions.

Thinking through some plausible scenarios may be helpful
in this regard. For example, if an opponent were to escalate an
intense, ongoing conventional conflict by employing CBW with
horrific effect against US forces, civilians, or allies, a high-
priority US goal would likely be to deter the opponent’s subse-
quent use of CBW. The US deterrence message to the opponent
in this case could be that the opponent would suffer exceed-
ingly if it were to repeat CBW use—that the United States would
so raise the risks of the conflict for the opponent that it would
choose not to repeat its use of CBW (even if its initial employ-
ment proved useful militarily or politically). This message could
be intended to deter a second CBW attack during the crisis at
hand and also to send a message to any hostile third parties
that they must never consider CBW use against the United
States and its allies.

The question in this scenario is whether US nonnuclear capa-
bilities alone would constitute an adequate basis for this deter-
rence message. As noted above, there is no useful a priori answer
to this question. Some plausible circumstances, however, sug-
gest the potential unique value of nuclear threats. For example,
if a pitched conventional conflict is in progress and the opponent
already has been subjected to an intense US campaign of non-
nuclear “shock and awe,” could the threat of further US non-
nuclear fire in response to an opponent’s CBW attack be deci-
sive in the opponent’s decision making? The United States could
threaten to set aside some targeting limitations on its nonnuclear
forces for this deterrence purpose. Would such a nonnuclear threat
dominate the opponent’s calculation of risk, cost, and gain? Or
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might it look like “more of the same” and have little prospect of
being decisive in the opponent’s decision making?

The answers to such questions certainly are not so self-evident
as to suggest that US nuclear threats would provide no unique
added deterrent value. Nuclear weapons may be so much more
lethal and distinguishable from nonnuclear threats that, on oc-
casion, they can deter an opponent who would not otherwise be
susceptible to control. Strategic nuclear threats have the po-
tentially important advantages of extreme lethality from afar
and a relatively obvious firebreak. These could be important
qualities to deter the first or second use of CBWs and to help
deter future third-party CBW use. Clinton administration sec-
retary of defense Les Aspin rightly pointed to the prospective
value of US nuclear weapons for the deterrence of CBW threats
given the proliferation of the latter: “Since the United States
has forsworn chemical and biological weapons, the role of US
nuclear forces in deterring or responding to such nonnuclear
threats must be considered.”

How and what might constitute an “adequate” US mode of
deterrence will depend on the details of the engagement, in-
cluding opponents’ values, vulnerabilities, risk tolerances, per-
ceptions, access to information, and attention. Confident a
priori assertions that nuclear threats are sure to make the deci-
sive difference for deterrence purposes or that they can provide
no significant added value betray only the pretense of knowl-
edge regarding how opponents will calculate and behave in the
future. Even with a careful assessment of the pertinent details
of opponent and context, precise prediction about the linkage
of specific threat to deterrent effect is subject to uncertainties.

Nevertheless, a common proposition, initially expressed soon
after the Cold War by Paul Nitze, is that the United States may
now consider converting its strategic deterrent from nuclear
weapons to “smart conventional weapons” because the latter can
carry out many of the same “combat missions.” Nuclear weap-
ons are said to be of limited and indeed declining value because
there are “no conceivable circumstances in which the United
States would need to use or could justify the use of nuclear weap-
ons to fight or terminate a conventional conflict with a nonnu-
clear adversary.”® This proposition ignores the potential value of
nuclear weapons for the deterrence of CBW; it also misses the
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fundamental point that deterrence requirements are not set by
what may be necessary to “fight or terminate” a conflict.

Linking the assertion that there are few, if any, necessary
“combat” roles for nuclear weapons to the conclusion that nu-
clear weapons lack deterrence value is a non sequitur, even if
true. Nuclear weapons could be deemed to have no value what-
soever for combat missions and remain absolutely key to the
deterrence of war and the assurance of allies. Deterrence in-
volves exploiting opponents’ fears and sensitivities and may
have little or no connection to US preferences for the wartime
employment of force for combat missions. Assurance, in turn,
requires the easing of allies’ fears and sensitivities, which again
may have little or nothing to do with how the United States
might prefer to terminate a conflict. Whether US nuclear capa-
bilities are regarded as useful or not “to fight or terminate a
conventional conflict” may tell us nothing about their potential
value for the political/psychological purposes of assurance and
punitive deterrence. Deterrence, assurance, and war fighting
are different functions with possibly diverse and separate stan-
dards for force requirements. The potentially different force
standards for these different goals should not be confused.

This most basic confusion was apparent during the congres-
sional discussions of the Robust Nuclear Earth Penetrator
(RNEP). The RNEP evolved from studies conducted during the
Clinton administration and subsequently was pursued by the
Bush administration as potentially important for deterrence pur-
poses.® Yet, some congressional opponents of the RNEP pointed
to the apparent lack of a “specific military requirement” as a
basis for their opposition.” One prominent member of Congress
stated that no “military requirement for a nuclear earth pene-
trator” has been “articulated to me.”®

The pertinent questions for the RNEP had less to do with any
expressed military requirement for this niche capability than
whether a persuasive case could be made that it would be im-
portant for deterrence of significant threats and the assurance of
allies. The uniformed military in general may have limited ap-
preciation for a system that, as discussed by political leaders,
would be useful as a withheld instrument for deterrence. If I
can’'t use it, what good is it? is an understandable question. That
“use” standard, however, may have limited relevance when the
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value of a nuclear capability is determined more by opponent
and allied perceptions of it than by US employment plans.

The Apparent Value of
Nuclear Weapons for Deterrence

Whether or not nuclear weapons are considered useful for
combat missions or have been asked for by military command-
ers, a quick review of available evidence points toward their
potentially unique value for deterrence and assurance. For ex-
ample, in the 1991 Gulf War, Iraq launched 88 conventionally
armed Scud missiles against targets in Israel and Saudi Ara-
bia; those missile strikes continued until the end of the war. In
Israel and the United States, there was concern that Iraq would
use chemical weapons.® The anticipation of such attacks led
Israeli citizens to take shelter in specially sealed rooms and to
wear gas masks. Although Iraq did not employ chemical or bio-
logical warheads, Scud strikes directly inflicted more than 250
Israeli casualties and were indirectly responsible for a dozen
deaths, including children, resulting from the improper use of
gas masks.'° UN officials have stated that Iraqi bombs and mis-
siles contained enough biological agents to kill hundreds of
thousands,!' and US officials have confirmed that if Iraq had
used available biological weapons, the military and civilian ca-
sualty levels could have been horrific.!?

Saddam Hussein was neither a philanthropist nor particu-
larly humane. Why then did he not use the available chemical
or biological weapons? Was he deterred by the prospect of nu-
clear retaliation? Israeli commentators frequently suggest that
the apparent Israeli nuclear threat deterred Iraqi chemical use.
In this regard it should be noted that during a CNN interview on
2 February 1991, US defense secretary Dick Cheney was asked
about the potential for Israeli nuclear retaliation to Iraqi chemi-
cal strikes. Secretary Cheney observed that this would be a de-
cision that “the Israelis would have to make—but I would think
that [Hussein] has to be cautious in terms of how he proceeds
in his attacks against Israel.” The following day, when asked
about Secretary Cheney’s statement, Israeli defense minister
Moshe Arens replied, “I think he said that Saddam has reasons
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to worry—yes, he does have reasons to worry.”!? This reply, and
Secretary Cheney’s original statement—in which he did not ob-
ject to the premise of the question about the possibility of Israeli
nuclear retaliation, at least to Israeli analysts—was key to de-
terring Iraqi chemical weapons use.'*

The possible direct US role in nuclear deterrence in this case
should be highlighted.!® On 9 January 1991, Secretary of State
James Baker expressed a severe deterrent threat to Iraqi for-
eign minister Tariq Aziz in Geneva: “Before we cross to the other
side—that is, if the conflict starts, God forbid, and chemical or
biological weapons are used against our forces—the American
people would demand revenge, and we have the means to im-
plement this.”'®

President Bush’s strongly worded letter to Saddam Hussein
warned against the use of chemical or biological weapons. It
spoke of the “strongest possible” US response and warned that
“you and your country will pay a terrible price” in the event of
“such unconscionable acts.”!”

Secretary Cheney also implicitly linked US nuclear threats to
Iraqi use of weapons of mass deastruction (WMD): “The other
point that needs to be made, and it's one I have made previ-
ously, is that he [Hussein] needs to be made aware that the
President will have available the full spectrum of capabili-
ties.”18

Such statements by ranking US and Israeli officials, while
not explicitly threatening nuclear retaliation, certainly implied
the possibility. These threats appear to be a plausible explana-
tion for Iraqi restraint with regard to chemical and biological
weapons. Following the 1991 Gulf War, authoritative accounts
of Iraqi wartime decision making on this issue emerged. In Au-
gust 1995, Iraqi foreign minister Tariq Aziz reported to Amb.
Rolf Ekeus, a UN weapons inspector, that “Iraq was deterred
from using its WMD because the Iraqi leadership had inter-
preted Washington’s threats of grievous retaliation as meaning
nuclear retaliation.”*?

Tariq Aziz’s explanation has been corroborated by former se-
nior Iraqi military officials, including Gen Wafic Al Sammarai,
then head of Iraqi military intelligence. General Sammarai
stated, “Some of the Scud missiles were loaded with chemical
warheads, but they were not used. They were kept hidden
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throughout the war. We didn’t use them because the other side
had a deterrent force.”?® He added, “I do not think Saddam was
capable of making a decision to use chemical weapons or bio-
logical weapons, or any other type of weapons against the allied
groups, because the warning was quite severe, and quite effec-
tive. The allied troops were certain to use nuclear arms and the
price will be too dear and too high’?' (emphasis added). Simi-
larly, Iraqi general Hussein Kamal, Saddam Hussein’s son-in-
law and Iraqi minister of military industries, reportedly stated
following his defection from Iraq in 1995 that “during the Gulf
War, there was no intention to use chemical weapons as the
Allied force was overwhelming . . . there was no decision to use
chemical weapons for fear of retaliation. They realized that if
chemical weapons were used, retaliation would be nuclear’?
(emphasis added). At the time, the fact that some US naval ves-
sels reportedly were deployed with nuclear capabilities aboard
may have contributed to this helpful Iraqi view.23

In 1995, Brent Scowcroft, President Bush’s national security
advisor during the 1991 Gulf War, revealed publicly that US lead-
ers had decided in fact that the United States would not respond
to Iraqi WMD use with nuclear weapons. Rather, according to
Scowecroft, the United States would have expanded its conventional
attacks against Iraqi targets.>* And President Bush has stated that
“it [nuclear use] was not something that we really contemplated at
all.”? Nevertheless, according to the accounts by Tariq Aziz, Gen
Hussein Kamal, and Gen Wafic Al Sammarai, the Iraqi leadership
believed that the United States would have retaliated with nuclear
weapons—and the expectations appear to have deterred—as
clearly was intended by US officials.

On this occasion, implicit US nuclear threats appear to have
deterred as hoped; Schelling’s proposition regarding the deter-
ring effect of possible nuclear escalation appears to have been
demonstrated. The fact that many in the US senior wartime
leadership later explained publicly that the United States would
not have employed nuclear weapons may help to degrade that
deterrent effect for the future. A comment by Bernard Brodie
vis-a-vis the Soviet Union in 1963 may be apropos: If the op-
ponent is under the “apparent conviction” that the US nuclear
deterrent is credible, “why should we attempt to shake that
conviction?”?6 Nevertheless, the point here is that the 1991 Gulf
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War appears to offer evidence that nuclear deterrence, on occa-
sion, can be uniquely effective. Saddam Hussein appears to
have been confident that he could withstand the pressure of
conventional war with the United States—perhaps based upon
his relatively dismissive view of the US will to fight a bloody
conventional war. When Secretary of State James Baker told
Tariq Aziz of the “overwhelming” conventional power that would
be “brought to bear” against Iraq, Aziz responded, “Mr. Secre-
tary, Iraq is a very ancient nation. We have lived for 6,000 years.
I have no doubts that you are a very powerful nation. I have no
doubts that you have a very strong military machine and you
will inflict on us heavy losses. But Iraq will survive and this
leadership will decide the future of Iraq.”?” This prediction
proved accurate for a decade.

Of course, the explanations of apparent Iraqi restraint of-
fered by Tariq Aziz, Wafic Al Sammarai, and Hussein Kamal do
not close the issue; they do, however, suggest that nuclear de-
terrence was at least part of the answer as to why Saddam
Hussein did not use WMD in 1991 when he apparently had the
option to do so. These explanations also suggest the profound
error of those prominent commentators who asserted with such
certainty immediately after the 1991 war that nuclear weapons
were “incredible as a deterrent and therefore irrelevant,”?® and
the fragility of similar contemporary claims that US nuclear
threats are incredible and thus useless for contemporary re-
gional deterrence purposes.?®

Prominent American commentators can assert that nuclear
weapons are incredible and thus useless in such cases; their
speculation about US threat credibility, however, ultimately is
irrelevant. For deterrence purposes, it is the opponent’s belief
about US threat credibility that matters, and that cannot be
ascertained from the views of American domestic commenta-
tors. The 1991 Gulf War appears to demonstrate that Iraqi of-
ficials perceived US threats as nuclear and sufficiently credible
to deter and that this perception was more important to US de-
terrence strategy than were actual US intentions. Nuclear de-
terrence appears to have played a significant role despite the
fact that US leaders apparently saw no need to employ nuclear
weapons and had no intention of doing so.
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There is little doubt that US nuclear threats have contributed
to the deterrence of additional past opponents who otherwise
may have been particularly resistant to US nonnuclear threats.
This deterrent effect is a matter of adversary perceptions—which
can be independent of our preferences or intentions regarding
the use of force. However we might prefer to deter or plan to
employ force, the actual behavior of adversaries on occasion
suggests that there can be a difference between the deterring
effects of nuclear and nonnuclear weapons. In some past cases,
given the adversary’s views and the context, it has been “the
reality of nuclear deterrence” that has had the desired “restrain-
ing effect.”° In the future, as in the past, the working of deter-
rence on such occasions may be extremely important.

There is some additional evidence from countries such as
North Korea that opponents continue to attribute unique deter-
rence value to US nuclear weapons. For example, during a 2005
visit by a US congressional delegation to North Korea, Rep. Curt
Weldon, vice-chairman of the House Armed Services Commit-
tee, raised with senior North Korean military and political lead-
ers the US interest in a nuclear capability to threaten hardened
and deeply buried targets. According to the after-trip report by
Congressman Weldon and other members of the bipartisan del-
egation, this was the only US military capability that appeared
to concern the North Korean leadership and “got their atten-
tion,” suggesting its potential deterrence value.?! North Korean
statements regarding US nuclear “bunker burst” capabilities
also appear to reveal an unparalleled concern about the possi-
bility of such US nuclear capabilities, thereby suggesting their
potential value for deterrence.>?

Rogues and potential opponents are expending considerable
effort on hard and deeply buried bunkers. Some of these bun-
kers reportedly can be held at risk of destruction only via nu-
clear weapons.** During the 1991 Gulf War, some Iraqi bunkers
were “virtually invulnerable to conventional weapons.”®* In
1999, concerted NATO air attacks reportedly could not destroy
a deep tunnel complex at the Pristina Airport in Kosovo. As a
British inspector on the ground at the time reported, “On June
11, hours after NATO halted its bombing and just before the
Serb military began withdrawing, 11 Mig-21 fighters emerged
from the tunnels and took off for Yugoslavia.”® Similarly, in
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1996, senior Clinton administration officials observed that only
nuclear weapons could threaten to destroy the suspected Lib-
yan chemical weapons facility located inside a mountain near
Tarhunah.®*® Moreover, the US Cold War “legacy” nuclear arse-
nal apparently has limitations against some protected targets.
“Furthermore, the current [nuclear] inventory only has a lim-
ited capability for holding hardened underground facilities at
risk. The country’s only nuclear earth penetrating weapons . . .
cannot survive delivery into certain types of terrain in which
such facilities may be located.””

Adversaries unsurprisingly seek to protect what they value.
And, as Defense Secretary Harold Brown emphasized, US deter-
rence threats should be capable of holding at risk those assets
valued by the opponent.®® Consequently, to the extent that we
hope to apply the “logic of deterrence” to rogue-state decision
makers, the US capability to threaten that which they value lo-
cated within protected bunkers may be important for deter-
rence; if North Korean and other rogue leaders demonstrate the
value they attribute to assets via buried and hardened bunkers,
the US capability to hold those types of targets at obvious risk
of destruction may be an important deterrent threat to those
leaderships. Highlighting the potential value of nuclear capa-
bilities to do so hardly connotes a rejection of deterrence in fa-
vor of “war fighting” as often is claimed; to the contrary, it re-
flects an attempt to find plausible deterrence tools suited to
contemporary opponents and conditions. This is precisely the
point made with regard to deterring the Soviet leadership in
1989 by R. James Woolsey, who subsequently served as the
director of central intelligence in the Clinton administration:

Successful deterrence requires being able to hold at risk those things

that the Soviet leadership most values. The nature of the Soviet state

suggests that the Soviet leaders most value themselves. This empha-
sizes the importance of being able to hold at risk deep underground

facilities, such as those at Sharapovo, which can only be done effec-
tively by an earth-penetrating [nuclear] weapon.*°

A fundamental deterrence question regarding such US capa-
bilities concerns which set of specific conditions is more likely
to provide the United States with greater leverage: when oppos-
ing leaderships have, or do not have, sanctuaries impervious to
US prompt threats. Are opponents likely to feel greater freedom
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to provoke the United States severely when they believe them-
selves to be more or less vulnerable to US deterrence threats?

There are no a priori answers to such questions that can be
assumed to apply across a spectrum of opponents and circum-
stances. In contemporary cases, however, as in the past—if the
complex variety of conditions necessary for deterrence to work
are present and the challenger is risk- and cost-tolerant—then
nuclear deterrence may be uniquely decisive in the challenger’s
decision making. Moreover, for deterrence to work on those oc-
casions—whether they are few or many—could be of great im-
portance given the potential lethality of emerging WMD threats
to the United States. To assert otherwise—that US nuclear
weapons now provide no unique added value for deterrence—
contradicts available evidence and lays claim to knowledge
about opponent decision making that domestic commentators
do not and cannot have. Such assertions reveal more about
what some commentators wish to be true than what available
evidence suggests should be believed.

There should be no presumption that nuclear threats al-
ways will make the difference between effective deterrence or
its failure. The capability, however, to threaten an adversary’s
valued assets with great lethality and from afar—including
well-protected targets—may be critical for some US deterrence
purposes. Unless future leadership decision making is differ-
ent from that of the past, in some cases nuclear threat options
will contribute to deterrence. Given literally decades of experi-
ence, the burden of proof lies with those who now contend that
nuclear weapons are unnecessary for deterrence; considerable
available evidence contradicts such a contention.

The decisions of Britain and France also suggest the continuing
value of nuclear weapons for deterrence. Both have reaffirmed
their long-term commitments to maintaining their nuclear capa-
bilities for deterrence purposes, including deterrence of rogue
states and other possible future unexpected contingencies.*°

Also indicative of the continuing deterrence value of nuclear
weapons are Russia’s and China’s decisions to modernize and
expand their nuclear arsenals*!' and the apparent desire of
North Korea, Iran, and possibly Syria to possess nuclear weap-
ons.*? North Korean officials have pointed to the value of nu-
clear weapons for deterrence:
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Today’s reality verifies that the [North Korean] nuclear deterrent consti-
tutes the one and only means that can prevent war on the Korean pen-
insula and defend peace in this region. . . . We will strengthen our nu-
clear deterrent in every way to prevent war and defend peace on the
Korean peninsula and in Northeast Asia and will take a decisive self-
defensive countermeasure at the necessary time.*3

North Korea’s nuclear weapons program is “an all-purpose
cost effective instrument of foreign policy . . . the single most
important lever in its asymmetric conflicts and negotiations
with South Korea, the United States, and Japan.”* So too, Ira-
nian officials reportedly attribute great deterrence value to nu-
clear weapons. Following Iran’s costly war with Iraq in the
1980s, and the subsequent 1991 Gulf War,

Iranian leaders believed that nuclear weapons were the ultimate instru-

ment of asymmetric warfare. They held that if Iraq had had nuclear

weapons [in 1991], the United States would never have attacked it.

Hence, in January 1995, Iran signed a contract with Russia for the

completion of a nuclear power plant in the city of Bushehr, which . . .

provided Iran with a pretext to begin building a complete fuel cycle, with
the aim of producing enriched uranium for nuclear weapons.*®

The material question is not whether commentators believe
nuclear weapons “ought” to have value for deterrence in a nor-
mative sense; they have demonstrated that value. The question
is whether we are willing to accept the risk of deterrence failure
on those occasions in which the United States could not
threaten nuclear escalation, possibly including threats to some
adversaries’ highly valued/protected targets. The added risk of
deterrence failure flowing from such an inability surely cannot
be calculated a priori with precision. It may be nonexistent or
high, depending on the specific circumstances of the contin-
gency. Even if the risk of deterrence failure for this reason is
low, however, the possibility would still deserve serious consid-
eration because the consequences of a single failure to deter
WMD attack could be measured in thousands to millions of US
and allied casualties. And, of course, that risk may not be low.

The Value of Nuclear Weapons
for Assurance

Nuclear weapons also appear to have unique value for assur-
ance. Particularly pertinent in this regard are the views of those
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allies who consider themselves dependent on the United States’
nuclear umbrella for extended deterrence. Former senior mili-
tary officers from the United States, Germany, Britain, France,
and the Netherlands have emphasized the continuing impor-
tance of the nuclear escalation threat for deterrence: “The first
use of nuclear weapons must remain in the quiver of escalation
as the ultimate instrument to prevent the use of weapons of
mass destruction, in order to avoid truly existential dangers.”*¢

Similarly, following the North Korean nuclear test in October
2006, Japanese and South Korean officials emphasized the im-
portance they place on US nuclear capabilities for extended de-
terrence. Former South Korean defense ministers asked that
US nuclear weapons removed from South Korea in 1991 be
returned, and public sentiment turned strongly in favor of
South Korea having a nuclear weapons capability.*” A South
Korean delegation to the United States, led by Defense Minister
Yoon Kwang-ung, sought an explicit public declaration that if
North Korea employed nuclear weapons against South Korea,
the United States would respond in kind as if the United States
itself had been attacked.*®

A 2006 Japanese study headed by former prime minister Ya-
suhiro Nakasone concluded that “in order to prepare for dras-
tic changes in the international situation in the future, a thor-
ough study of the nuclear issue should be conducted.”®
Nakasone noted that Japanese security is dependent on US
nuclear weapons but that the future of the US extended deter-
rent is unclear. Japanese defense minister Fumio Kyuma was
explicit regarding the nuclear requirements of extended deter-
rence. “The strongest deterrence would be when the United
States explicitly says, ‘If you drop one nuclear bomb on Japan,
the United States will retaliate by dropping 10 on you.””*° There
could hardly be a stronger allied statement of the perceived
value of US nuclear weapons for the continued assurance of al-
lies or a more explicit rejection of US ambiguity in its extended
deterrence commitments.

A Japanese commentary on the subject by Kyoto University
professor Terumasa Nakanishi laments the “Chamberlainiza-
tion” of the US extended nuclear umbrella for Japan and ex-
plicitly links related fears to the potential Japanese need for
nuclear weapons:
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With America not indicating that it will shore up its nuclear deterrence
toward China and North Korea, if Japan is going to try to put an actual
lid on the North Korean nuclear problem, private Japanese citizens, as
“sensible and prudent Japanese,” should widen and deepen discussion
from now on [about] the issue of how Japan can connect its independent
national strategy and Japan’s own nuclear weapons and nuclear strategy
to its foreign policy.5! (emphasis added)

The expressed definition here of what is a “sensible and pru-
dent” course for Japan may be far different from the preferred
US definition of the same.

The Iranian drive for nuclear weapons similarly appears to
be leading some neighboring Arab states to anticipate their own
need for nuclear weapons: “Just such a reaction is underway
already in the Middle East, as over a dozen Muslim nations
suddenly declared interest in starting nuclear-power programs.
This is not about energy; it is a hedge against Iran. It could lead
to a Middle East with not one nuclear-weapons state, Israel,
but four or five.”52

That officials and commentators in key allied countries per-
ceive great value in US nuclear weapons for extended deter-
rence suggests strongly that these weapons do have unique as-
surance value. There is a direct connection between allied
perceptions of the assurance value of US nuclear weapons for
extended deterrence and nuclear nonproliferation. There may
seem to be an incongruity between the US maintenance of its
own nuclear arsenal for deterrence and its simultaneous advo-
cacy of nuclear nonproliferation; a prominent member of Con-
gress has likened this seeming incongruity to a drunkard advo-
cating abstinence. However, given the obvious importance of
US nuclear weapons for its extended deterrence responsibili-
ties and the critical role which US extended nuclear deterrence
plays in nonproliferation, there is no incongruity. Sustaining US
capabilities for extended nuclear deterrence is critical for nu-
clear nonproliferation.

Such allied commentary does not demonstrate directly the
value of nuclear weapons for deterrence—again, it is US oppo-
nents who ultimately determine the deterrence value of US nu-
clear weapons. It is, however, significant evidence of the impor-
tance of US nuclear weapons for the assurance of allies via
extended deterrence. It also is important to recognize that for
North Korea’s closest neighbors, including Japan and South

91



ON NUCLEAR DETERRENCE AND ASSURANCE

Korea, the question of the value of US nuclear weapons is not
an academic or theoretical debate about preferred utopian fu-
tures. It is a most serious concern among these Asian leaders
who undoubtedly understand North Korea at least as well as
US commentators. They believe that US nuclear weapons are
critical to the deterrence of North Korea and thus their own as-
surance. These are only perceptions; their perceptions, how-
ever, may be particularly well-informed, and both deterrence
and assurance fundamentally are about perceptions.

The apparent importance of US nuclear weapons for extended
deterrence, assurance, and thus nonproliferation may distress
US commentators who would prefer US deterrence threats to
be largely or exclusively nonnuclear. Just as deterrent effect
ultimately is determined by opponents, however, what does or
does not assure allies is not decided by the preferences of US
commentators, but by the allies themselves. The United States
can decide what priority it places on the assurance of allies and
how it will proceed to support that goal, but only the allies can
decide whether they are assured. In the contemporary environ-
ment, available evidence suggests strongly that assurance is
an important goal and that US nuclear weapons are critical to
the assurance of key allies to a level they deem adequate.

The United States could decide to withdraw the nuclear um-
brella and provide only a nonnuclear commitment. As discussed
above, however, it is likely that the US withdrawal of its nuclear
extended deterrent coverage would create new and powerful in-
centives for nuclear proliferation among its friends and allies
who, to date, have felt sufficiently secure under the US extended
nuclear deterrent to remain nonnuclear.®® This linkage is not
speculative; it is voiced by allies who feel increasingly at risk.
Extreme care should be exercised before moving in a direction
that carries the risk of unleashing a nuclear proliferation “cas-
cade”—such as moving prematurely in the direction of a wholly
nonnuclear force structure. As a 2007 report by the Department
of State’s International Security Advisory Board concludes,

There is clear evidence in diplomatic channels that US assurances to

include the nuclear umbrella have been, and continue to be, the single

most important reason many allies have foresworn nuclear weapons.

This umbrella is too important to sacrifice on the basis of an unproven
ideal that nuclear disarmament in the US would lead to a more secure
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world . . . alessening of the US nuclear umbrella could very well trigger
a cascade [of nuclear proliferation] in East Asia and the Middle East.5*

The Credibility of US Nuclear Threats:
Implications for the Arsenal

If we hope to apply the logic of punitive deterrence to an op-
ponent in an acute contingency, then that opponent must at-
tribute some credibility to our threats. Whether the intensity of
that belief corresponds to Kahn'’s favored threat that leaves lit-
tle to chance or to Schelling’s threat that leaves something to
chance, the opponent must anticipate that there is some prob-
ability that the US threat would be executed.

In the past, militarists and dictators have seen in America’s
Western and democratic scruples license to provoke the United
States. These leaders have included Adolf Hitler, Hideki Tojo,
Mao Zedong, Saddam Hussein, and Slobodan Milosevic.?® Adolf
Hitler frequently boasted that he was not limited by “bourgeois
scruples” in the manner of liberal democracies and that this
would help ensure his success. Or, as Slobodan Milosevic
proudly declared, “I am ready to walk on corpses, and the West
is not. That is why I shall win.”*® Obviously, both Hitler and Mi-
losevic misjudged their situations. However, their expectations
that Western democratic norms would provide the basis for
their victory likely contributed to their willingness to provoke.

This point has implications for the US nuclear arsenal’s value
for deterrence. In some instances, low-yield, accurate nuclear
weapons may contribute to a US deterrent threat that is more
believable than otherwise would be the case. The US “legacy”
nuclear arsenal’s generally high yields and limited precision
could threaten to inflict so many innocent casualties that some
opponents eager to find a rationale for action may seize on the
possibility that a US president would not execute an expressed
nuclear deterrent threat. Uncertainty regarding the US threat
in such cases could work against the desired deterrent effect.

America’s aversion to causing “collateral damage” is well
known. Some opponents clearly see proper US concerns about
civilian casualties, “nation-building,” and winning “hearts and
minds” as US vulnerabilities to be exploited. They may view as
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particularly incredible deterrence threats based on the gener-
ally high nuclear yields of the US Cold War arsenal, given the
civilian destruction which high yields could cause. The US de-
sire to minimize unintended destruction, inspire post-conflict
support from an opponent’s liberated populace, and pursue
post-conflict reconstruction may be priorities in the contempo-
rary period that reduce the apparent credibility of Cold War-
style assured destruction nuclear threats.” In these cases, US
nonnuclear and very discriminate nuclear capabilities may be
important for US deterrence credibility. During the Cold War—
when US survival was at stake and the context involved thou-
sands of nuclear weapons on each side—these types of consid-
erations were likely to have been less pertinent to considerations
of credibility. Now, however, they point toward the potential
value of advanced nonnuclear and highly discriminate nuclear
threat options for deterrence credibility. Some studies done
late in the Cold War, and looking 20 years into the future,
pointed to the same conclusion.®®

Consequently, reducing nuclear yields and improving the ac-
curacy of US nuclear forces may be important for contingencies
in which nuclear deterrence is critical but new, post-Cold War
priorities are in play. Again, this suggestion is not, as some
commentators charge, a rejection of deterrence in favor of “de-
stabilizing,” “war-fighting” nuclear weapons. Such a character-
ization is to apply loaded Cold War deterrence labels to a con-
text in which they lack meaning. The potential value of low-yield,
accurate nuclear weapons is fully consistent with their possible
deterrent effect.

US strategic policies guided by balance-of-terror and assured-
destruction metrics subverted long-standing moral strictures
against threatening civilians in favor of the goal of deterrence
“stability.” In the contemporary era, however, when the stakes
at risk for the United States in a regional crisis do not include
national survival, and when postconflict reconstruction and
minimization of damage to the opponent and its neighbors may
be priority goals, the credibility of the US deterrent may rest
not on how much damage can be threatened a la assured de-
struction but rather on how controlled is that threatened dam-
age. Traditional moral considerations and the efficacy of deter-
rence may now merge.
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In short, as the apparent success of nuclear deterrence during
the 1991 Gulf War illustrated, perceptions are key to deterrence.
Nuclear threats may be important, but high nuclear yields and
limited precision may not appear to constitute credible threats to
opponents who understand US concerns about inflicting “col-
lateral damage” and expect that US “self-deterrence” would pro-
vide them greater freedom of action. We should not want the
relatively high yields and modest accuracies of the US Cold War
legacy nuclear arsenal to give an opportunity for contemporary
opponents to view US deterrence threats with disdain.

It does not require much foresight or imagination to con-
clude that—to the extent that the logic of deterrence applies—
under plausible circumstances US threats may more readily
serve deterrence purposes when US forces can hold enemy
sanctuaries at risk with minimal unintended damage. Leaving
uncontested an opponent’s potential belief that the United
States would be incapable of threatening its sanctuaries, or
would be “self-deterred” by enlightened scruples from executing
its deterrence threats, may contribute to that opponent’s felt
freedom to provoke the United States. This is not a far-fetched
concern. Contemporary rogue states appear eager to exploit
both mechanisms in the hope of escaping US deterrence con-
straints. In this context, capabilities dubbed “destabilizing” by
traditional balance-of-terror categorization—such as precision
accuracy and counterforce potential—may be important for de-
terrence. The old notion that a coherent distinction can be drawn
between “stabilizing” forces intended to serve deterrence pur-
poses and “destabilizing” forces for “war fighting” fits the old
formula but does not fit these contemporary circumstances.

Finally, some commentators have opposed US development
of nuclear weapons intended to limit collateral damage because
they claim that US forces designed to do so would be consid-
ered by a president to be more “useable,” thus “lowering the
threshold” to US nuclear employment: “The implication is that,
if their resulting collateral damage can be substantially reduced
by lowering the explosive power of the warhead, nuclear weap-
ons would be more politically palatable and therefore more
‘useable’ for attacking deeply buried targets in tactical mis-
sions—even in or near urban settings, which can be the pre-
ferred locales for such targets.”®
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This critique posits that the United States should forego a
capability that may be valuable for deterrence for fear that a
president might employ it cavalierly. Such a trade-off is at least
questionable, particularly given the absence of any history of
such cavalier presidential behavior. In addition, because an op-
ponent might consider a US nuclear deterrent threat to be cred-
ible does not also mean that it is regarded by presidents as
easily employable—as was demonstrated during the 1991 Gulf
War. A president’s decision calculus about the actual employ-
ment of nuclear weapons is likely to be affected by many fac-
tors, particularly including the severity and circumstances of
the provocation, other priority US goals, allied considerations,
immediate foreign and domestic political circumstances, and
personal moral perspectives. The manifest characteristics of
US weapons may be more salient to an opponent’s view of US
credibility than it is to a president’s view of their usability. A
president’s perceptions of useable and opponents’ views of
credible need not be conflated.

Can there be confident promises that more “discriminate” US
nuclear capabilities would strengthen US deterrence efforts or
make the difference between deterrence working or failing on
any given occasion? No, of course not. In the absence of a spe-
cific examination of opponent and context, we are dealing again
in speculative generalizations about how deterrence may oper-
ate. The particular types of nuclear capabilities necessary to
threaten opponents’ deeply buried bunkers and other targets,
while minimizing the potential for collateral damage, could pro-
vide the needed lethality and credibility for deterrence on occa-
sion. However, an opponent also could miss such fine points
regarding US nuclear capabilities or be so motivated that the
specific character of the US nuclear threat is irrelevant to its
decision making. What can be said is that—unless a close ex-
amination of opponents suggests otherwise—these types of
specialized nuclear capabilities cannot reasonably be touted as
ensuring deterrence credibility or dismissed a priori as destabi-
lizing and intended for war fighting vice deterrence purposes.
In the contemporary environment, they may be intended for and
well suited to the political goals of deterrence and assurance.
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The Nuclear
Disarmament Vision

Throughout the Cold War and post-Cold War years, various
groups and individuals have put forth initiatives for the long-
term elimination of nuclear weapons or their near-term reduc-
tion to small numbers. With the end of the Cold War, many
thoughtful people understandably question why the United
States should continue to maintain nuclear weapons, particu-
larly if most plausible adversaries can be defeated militarily
with conventional forces alone. The point here is that, on some
occasions, deterrence and assurance will be the priority goals.
Numerous countries—including contemporary opponents and
allies—give every indication that they perceive unique value in
nuclear weapons for those purposes, whether or not US do-
mestic commentators believe it or want it to be true. Those
perceptions alone create the potential value of nuclear weap-
ons for deterring opponents and assuring allies.

A common problem with recent and past nuclear disarma-
ment initiatives is that they emphasize the risks of maintaining
US nuclear capabilities but are silent or wholly superficial in
discussing the risks of their elimination. The postulated benefit
from the United States’ moving toward giving up nuclear capabili-
ties typically is presented in terms of the contribution such a
move supposedly would make to the goal of nuclear non-
proliferation.®® US steps toward global nuclear disarmament
supposedly will begin the action-reaction process of eliminating
those nuclear threats that justify retaining US nuclear weapons
for deterrence: no such threat, no such need. As I have argued
elsewhere, the traditional balance-of-terror’s simplistic action-
reaction process is utterly inadequate for contemporary strategic
conditions. Whatever the merit of that metaphor for this applica-
tion, however, the question of nuclear disarmament must in-
clude a net assessment—a review of the value of nuclear weap-
ons and the related downside of losing that value.

The burden of proof is on those who now assert that adversar-
ies would be deterred reliably by US nonnuclear capabilities,
that allies similarly would be assured reliably by the same, that
opponents dutifully would follow the US example, and that the
United States could be confident they had done so. Considerable
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evidence points to the contrary in each case. In 2006, British

prime minister Tony Blair made this point against those ques-

tioning his decision to modernize Britain’s nuclear capabilities:
Those who question this decision need to explain why [nuclear] disarma-
ment by the UK would help our security. They would need to prove that
such a gesture would change the minds of hardliners and extremists in
countries which are developing these nuclear capabilities. They would
need to show that terrorists would be less likely to conspire against us
with hostile governments because we had given up our nuclear weapons.
They would need to argue that the UK would be safer by giving up the

deterrent and that our capacity to act would not be constrained by nu-
clear blackmail by others.5!

Blair’s critics and their US counterparts who now advocate
that the United States embrace the “vision” of nuclear disarma-
ment have not begun to offer a plausible net assessment in re-
sponse to this challenge. Instead, they appear satisfied to assert
the old action-reaction/inaction-inaction balance-of-terror
adage, along with the equally dubious claim—also derived from
the old formula—that deterrence now can be orchestrated to
work reliably with nonnuclear forces alone. Both assertions can
be described as reflecting hope over considerable evidence.

There are conditions that should be considered critical mile-
stones for any significant US steps toward nuclear disarmament.
The realization of some of those conditions would represent a
more dramatic restructuring of international relations than has
occurred since the 1648 Peace of Westphalia. This should not
preclude creative thinking about prudent steps toward greatly
reduced reliance on nuclear weapons, but it certainly should
make us wary of embracing the vision of nuclear disarmament
as a practicable goal in the absence of such dramatic change.

For example, one of the reasons nuclear deterrence has been
valuable is that it appears to have disciplined the behavior of
some states that otherwise could not be trusted to behave peace-
ably. Not all states are trustworthy, and it is those untrustworthy
states with hostile designs that often pose security challenges;
they are called “rogues” for a reason. In the past, such untrust-
worthy governments included Hitler's Germany and Stalin’s So-
viet Union; now they include the governments of Iran, North Ko-
rea, and Syria. These particular rogue leaderships may come
and go, but in the future, there will be comparably untrustworthy
leaderships with hostile intent. This is pertinent because there
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is no indication that, in a world of sovereign states, adequate
international verification and enforcement measures will be
available to backstop nuclear disarmament, much less the elim-
ination of CBW. Most experience points to the contrary.

The Clinton administration’s thoughtful undersecretary of de-
fense for policy, Walter Slocombe, observed rightly in this regard
that if “somehow” all of the pertinent powers of the world were to
accept the vision of nuclear disarmament, its realization would
demand “a verification regime of extraordinary rigor and intru-
siveness. This would have to go far beyond any currently in ex-
istence or even under contemplation.”? Secretary Slocombe
noted that the challenge to establishing the necessary verifica-
tion regime should be obvious—it would have to include “certain
and timely” procedures for “forcible” international action to en-
sure compliance.®® In the absence of a trustworthy authority
with much of the power and prerogative of a world government,
such a verification and enforcement regime cannot exist. The
enduring lack of reliable verification and enforcement—com-
bined with the likelihood that some states will be untrustworthy,
armed, and aggressive—explains why disarmament visions must
remain visions in a world of sovereign states.

There are real risks associated with the possession of nuclear
weapons. Great risk also may be expected if the United States
and its allies were to give up nuclear weapons in the mistaken
belief that untrustworthy, hostile states no longer could pose
WMD threats. The same hostility and lack of trust inherent in in-
ternational relations which create the need for nuclear deterrence
prevent the realization of visionary solutions to end that need.5*

Other than the occasional, unpromising call for world govern-
ment,%® the proponents of nuclear disarmament have not begun
to suggest how this sturdy barrier to the realization of their vi-
sion and like visions in past centuries may be breached while
maintaining US security and the security of allies. We all would
like to hear and to believe, but no plausible answer is offered.

In his final speech to the US Congress, Winston Churchill
warned, “Be careful above all things not to let go of the atomic
weapon until you are sure and more than sure that other means
of preserving peace are in your hands!”®® There is no known
basis for concluding that those “other means” are at hand or
that threats to peace will disappear. Until then, embracing nu-
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clear disarmament seriously as the priority US goal should be
recognized as entailing the serious risk of further vilifying those
US forces that may be important to deter future war, assure al-
lies, and help contain nuclear proliferation.

Balance-of-Terror Tenets versus
Plausible Deep Nuclear Force Reductions

Not all visions offer a wise path forward. Karl Marx’s slogan
“from each according to his ability, to each according to his
needs” was a beautiful vision borrowed from scripture. At-
tempts to realize that vision in the Soviet Union instead pro-
duced misery for millions and probably set back Russian eco-
nomic development by half a century.

The vision of zero nuclear weapons appears beautiful.®” Yet,
were the United States to pursue that vision as its priority
goal, it could degrade the deterrence of war and the assurance
of allies. In contrast, these same risks do not necessarily apply
to deep reductions in the US strategic nuclear arsenal. Deep
nuclear reductions could be consistent with continued sup-
port for US strategic goals in a dynamic strategic environ-
ment—which is why they could be undertaken prudently in
select circumstances.®®

The continuing undisciplined application of the balance-of-
terror tenets to contemporary questions of strategic forces and
policy, however, will likely preclude the opportunity for prudent
deep nuclear force reductions. As applied, those tenets work
against the US policies and capabilities that could otherwise
help to mitigate the risks associated with deep nuclear reduc-
tions and thus help to make them acceptable to US leaders
responsible for “the common defense.”

The character and size of the US nuclear arsenal should be
paced by numerous factors, including:

e the contemporary, highly dynamic strategic threat envi-
ronment;

e the relationship of the nuclear arsenal to other national
goals (e.g., nonproliferation);

¢ the goals the nuclear arsenal is to serve;
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¢ the potential contributions to those goals by other nonnu-
clear and nonmilitary means; and,

e budget and technical realities.

The United States cannot control all of these factors with any
predictability, but it can influence some. When the alignment
of these conditions presents the opportunity for prudent deep
nuclear reductions, that opportunity should be pursued
smartly. The Bush administration’s 2002 Treaty of Moscow, for
example, contained a two-thirds reduction in the permitted
number of operationally deployed strategic nuclear weapons—
from the 6,000 weapons permitted by the 1991 Strategic Arms
Reduction Treaty (START) I to a range of 1,700 to 2,200 weap-
ons. At the time of the Moscow treaty, Bush administration
officials publicly identified the new and more cooperative rela-
tionship with the Russian Federation as enabling such dramatic
reductions.® The then-emerging improvement in political rela-
tions with Russia on a broad scale permitted deep reductions in
the US strategic nuclear arsenal. This potential for deep reduc-
tions was not the result of negotiations for that purpose but a ba-
sic shift in political relations. US officials at the time also stated
explicitly that deeper reductions were possible in the future as
conditions permitted.”

What might contribute to the opportunity for further prudent
reductions? In 2002, Bush administration officials included
the development of US advanced nonnuclear forces and defen-
sive capabilities as possibly doing so.”

Developments in US nonnuclear offensive weapons and
damage-limitation capabilities could plausibly contribute to
prudent reductions by helping to mitigate the possible risks of
deep reductions and by providing nonnuclear offensive and de-
fensive capabilities to perform some duties reserved to nuclear
weapons in the past.” Significant damage-limitation capabili-
ties, for example, could help to reduce a risk particularly as-
sociated with very low nuclear force numbers: they could help
to make US security less vulnerable to dangerous technical and
geopolitical surprises, including deception by countries that
had ostensibly agreed to deep reductions and thereby contrib-
uted to the freedom felt by the United States to do so.
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In addition, the responsiveness of the US nuclear and strate-
gic forces production infrastructure in principle could help
mitigate another of the primary risks involved in deep reduc-
tions—if the conditions permitting deep reductions shift and
reestablish the requirement for an increase in the US arsenal’s
quantity or quality. The risk of being caught short in a dynamic
environment may be eased by retaining a stockpiled reserve of
nuclear weapons or via the US capability to respond and adapt
with new nuclear weapons in a timely way without relying on an
inventory of stockpiled weapons. This latter possibility follows
simply from the principle that the United States may not need
to have on hand or stockpiled a redundant reserve of nuclear
forces if they can be produced reliably in a timely fashion: the
more reliably, rapidly, and credibly the United States can re-
constitute forces in a shifting threat environment, the lower the
need to rely on existing inventories of stockpiled or deployed
weapons. Consequently, the freedom to reduce nuclear weap-
ons deeply ironically may benefit from the US capability to re-
store nuclear forces as flexibly and rapidly as may be required
by changes in the factors that pace US requirements.

In short, the pacing factor most under US control—that is,
the character of US strategic capabilities and nuclear produc-
tion infrastructure—may help contribute to the realization of
deep nuclear force reductions. This could be accomplished by
reducing the demand for deployed or stockpiled nuclear weap-
ons and by mitigating the risks that otherwise could be associ-
ated with deep reductions—particularly including risks of sur-
prising behavior by opponents and the need to adjust rapidly to
changes in the threat environment.

The continuing, mechanical application of balance-of-terror
idioms and tenets to contemporary questions of US deterrence
strategy and strategic policies will undercut US policies and ca-
pabilities that could facilitate the opportunity for further prudent
deep nuclear reductions. Why? First, the balance-of-terror for-
mula focuses obsessively on calculating the number and type
of deployed nuclear weapons considered adequate for “stable”
deterrence. Long-term linear planning around that number—
and setting successively lower arms-control limitations—works
against the flexibility to shift and adapt strategy and capabili-
ties as necessary per the threat conditions that pace actual
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need. If history were fixed or proceeding reliably in a straight
line toward greater amity and peace, the lack of flexibility em-
bedded in the balance-of-terror formula might be acceptable.
There is little evidence, however, of such a happy trajectory.

Second, the contemporary action-reaction proposition that
manifests a US capability for “new” nuclear weapons production
should be rejected because it will drive nuclear proliferation
against having the type of viable nuclear production infrastruc-
ture that could help the United States adjust as necessary to
changes in the threat environment without relying on invento-
ries of deployed or stockpiled weapons. Similarly, the traditional
“instability” arguments now leveled against nonnuclear strate-
gic forces may reduce the potential for the development and
deployment of nonnuclear strategic weapons that could permit
less reliance on nuclear weapons.

Third, the traditional balance-of-terror presumption against
supposedly “destabilizing” damage-limitation capabilities could
keep US vulnerability to the risk of surprise too high for the
prudent implementation of much deeper reductions, even if the
environment is so conducive. And at very low numbers, the pre-
sumption against discriminate, counterforce offensive forces
could preclude strategic capabilities important for effective de-
terrence in plausible circumstances.

In summary, the balance-of-terror formula and tenets tend
to be inconsistent with the flexibility and adaptability of US
policy and forces that could contribute to prudent, deep nu-
clear reductions given a permissive threat environment. Sharp
opposition to past US policy initiatives for greater flexibility
typically followed the balance-of-terror narrative, including the
critiques of the 1974 “Schlesinger Doctrine” National Security
Decision Memorandum (NSDM-242) and Secretary Brown'’s
1980 “Countervailing Strategy” (PD-59). And, as is discussed
below, the Bush administration’s 2001 Nuclear Posture Review
(NPR) endorsed deep nuclear reductions, the possibility for fur-
ther, deeper nuclear reductions, and each of the capabilities
described briefly above that could facilitate further prudent re-
ductions. Yet these NPR initiatives ran afoul of the continuing
power of the same balance-of-terror narrative and have largely
been stymied as a result.
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The 2001 Nuclear Posture Review:
A Self-Conscious Step toward
Prudent Deep Reductions

The Bush administration’s 2001 NPR was mandated by Con-
gress to examine the roles and value of US strategic forces in
the post-Cold War strategic environment, particularly includ-
ingnuclear weapons.” Itidentified several avenues to strengthen
deterrence, including the need to understand opponents better
so that the United States can “tailor its deterrence strategies to
the greatest effect.””* The NPR correspondingly emphasized the
need for a wide spectrum of capabilities—conventional and nu-
clear, offensive and defensive—to support the tailoring of US
deterrence strategies against a diverse set of potential contin-
gencies and opponents.”™

Senior US officials emphasized that the NPR firmly embraced
deterrence as a continuing fundamental US goal”® and that it
focused on deterring post-Cold War threats including, in par-
ticular, those posed by WMD proliferation.”” Secretary of De-
fense Rumsfeld’s unclassified foreword to the NPR Report
specified that its policy direction was designed to “improve our
ability to deter attack” while reducing “our dependence on nu-
clear weapons” for deterrence and placing greater weight on
nonnuclear strategic capabilities.”® Correspondingly, it empha-
sized the need for flexibility in US strategic force sizing as nec-
essary to meet the needs of a variety of possible future threat
conditions and delinked the sizing of US nuclear force levels
from those of Russia, which was not considered an immediate
threat.”™ It concluded that the immediate deterrence role for US
nuclear weapons could be met with far fewer deployed nuclear
forces and that US nuclear requirements could recede further
as advanced nonnuclear weapons and defenses matured.®

In addition, Secretary Rumsfeld specified that a potential
problem with the extant nuclear arsenal was its combination of
relatively modest accuracy and large warhead yields.®! The NPR
pointed to the potential for low-yield, precision nuclear threat
options and the ability to hold hard and deeply buried targets
at risk to improve US deterrence capability and credibility.52
Correspondingly, the NPR called for the US capability to “mod-
ify, upgrade or replace portions of the extant nuclear force or
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develop concepts for follow-on nuclear weapons systems better
suited to the nation’s needs.”®

Finally, as mentioned above, the NPR concluded that the new
relationship with Russia permitted the United States to reduce
by approximately two-thirds its deployed strategic nuclear war-
heads from the START I ceiling of 6,000%* and that the require-
ments for nuclear weapons might be reduced further still as US
nonnuclear and defensive capabilities advanced.®® Senior De-
partment of Defense officials specified that the NPR’s sizing of
strategic nuclear warheads at 1,700-2,200 did not include Rus-
sia as an immediate threat.®® As Undersecretary of Defense
Douglas Feith said in open testimony, “We can reduce the num-
ber of operationally deployed warheads to this level because . . .
we excluded from our calculation of nuclear requirements for
immediate contingencies the previous, longstanding require-
ments centered on the Soviet Union and, more recently, Rus-
sia. This is a dramatic departure from the Cold War approach
to nuclear force sizing.”®” Force sizing instead was calculated to
support the immediate requirements for deterrence and to con-
tribute to the additional goals of assuring allies, dissuading
opponents, and providing a hedge against the possible emer-
gence of more severe future military threats or severe technical
problems in the nuclear arsenal.®®

The NPR intentionally moved beyond the balance-of-terror
formula that reduces US strategic nuclear force sizing to the
familiar deterrence calculation of US warheads and opponents’
targets. This was not unprecedented. Former secretary of de-
fense Schlesinger discussed his 1974 “essential equivalence”
metric for strategic forces as intended to contribute to allied
and enemy perceptions of overall US strength.

The NPR also walked away from the balance-of-terror tenet
that societal protection is useless, unnecessary, and “destabi-
lizing.” Instead, Secretary Rumsfeld tied ballistic missile de-
fense (BMD) deployment directly to denial deterrence and im-
proved crisis-management options, in addition to providing
possible relief against the failure of deterrence: “Active and
passive defenses will not be perfect. However, by denying or
reducing the effectiveness of limited attacks, defenses can dis-
courage attacks, grant new capabilities for managing crises,
and provide insurance against the failure of traditional deter-
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rence.”® The subsequent formal announcement in December
2002 by Pres. George W. Bush that the United States would
deploy strategic BMD against limited offensive missile threats
was perhaps the most visible break from long-standing balance-
of-terror policy guidelines.

Finally, the NPR endorsed a “responsive” industrial infra-
structure to help provide the basis for flexible and timely ad-
justment of US strategic capabilities to technological and geo-
political developments. Again, a goal was to ease the requirement
for deployed or stockpiled nuclear weapons; as increased reli-
ance could be placed on a responsive industrial infrastructure
to allow necessary adjustment to shifting technical or political
conditions, there could be less reliance on deployed and non-
deployed reserve warheads.®

In summary, the NPR established force sizing metrics that
took into account US national goals in addition to deterrence.
It recognized the potential for deep force-level reductions, given
the new relationship with Russia, and sought to mitigate the
risks of those reductions (and possible future, deeper reduc-
tions) by establishing a flexible, adaptable approach to force
deployments, promoting strategic nonnuclear forces and de-
fenses, and establishing a responsive industrial infrastructure
that could reduce reliance on the maintenance of deployed and
stockpiled nuclear weapons.

Another Balance-of-Terror/Assured-Destruction
Counterreformation: Two Steps Back

Key commentators and members of Congress from both par-
ties were unsympathetic to the NPR and its recommendations,
some decidedly so. Responses to the NPR reflected both misun-
derstanding of its content and the long-familiar points of op-
position to any strategic policy initiative departing from balance-
of-terror and assured-destruction orthodoxy, whether from
Democratic or Republican administrations.

Opposition to the NPR mirrored the sharp criticism of both
NSDM-242 and PD-59. In each case, criticism followed from the
familiar balance-of-terror/assured-destruction formula: support
for multiple US nuclear threat options and the endorsement of
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modest counterforce strategic capabilities supposedly was the
work of nuclear “war-fighting” hawks who rejected deterrence.

Commentators who continued to calculate US strategic force
requirements via the Cold War’s arithmetic formula dismissed
the official claim that Russia was not included in the NPR’s
1,700-2,200 range of strategic warheads. They simply could not
fathom how the standard deterrence formula of counting US
warheads and opponents’ targets could result in the range of
1,700-2,200 warheads unless Russia continued to be included
as the immediate threat to be deterred.®’ As noted above, how-
ever, that balance-of-terror formula was not the NPR’s measure;
the old metrics simply could not take into account the require-
ments stemming from the multiple national goals of assurance,
deterrence, and dissuasion that were included in the NPR.?

In addition, pointing to uncertainty in the functioning of de-
terrence and recommending damage-limitation measures as a
hedge against that uncertainty challenged the core balance-of-
terror tenets. When the NPR recommended a defensive hedge
and a spectrum of offensive capabilities—nuclear and non-
nuclear—to strengthen deterrence, the old labels of “war-
fighting” and “destabilizing” could not be far behind.

Commentators’ applications of the familiar Cold War formulas
and metrics to the NPR’s initiatives led inevitably to the errone-
ous conclusion that the NPR’s recommendations reflected a re-
jection of deterrence in favor of a “destabilizing,” “war-fighting”
strategy.”®> One commentator’'s assessment was typical in this
regard: “Throughout the nuclear age, the fundamental goal has
been to prevent the use of nuclear weapons. Now the policy has
been turned upside down. It is to keep nuclear weapons as a tool
of war fighting rather than a tool of deterrence.”* Precisely the
same charge was leveled at NSDM-242 and PD-59, despite the
fact that neither they nor the NPR fit such a description.*

The NPR’s embrace of strategic BMD also predictably brought
charges of instability and the action-reaction “law” back into
play: “Not only did this action destroy the arms reduction pro-
cess . . . it made inevitable the next round of arms escalation.
Missile defense began as Ronald Reagan’s fantasy . . . . The
resuscitation of the fantasy of missile defense, and with it the
raising from the dead of the arms race, may result in catastro-
phes in comparison to which [the war in] Iraq is benign.”%¢
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This narrative on the NPR—derived wholly from the Cold
War’s balance-of-terror standards and terms of art—reverber-
ated first within the United States and then abroad. With that,
critics could cite each other as authoritative validation of their
interpretation and critiques of the NPR.

A similar application of Cold War norms to the NPR was seen
in most congressional commentary and opposition. Conse-
quently, much of the NPR’s recommended strategic force pro-
gram has notbeen pursued. Former senior Pentagon official Tom
Scheber has observed in this regard, “Little progress has been
made on plans to develop and field prompt, conventional global
strike [capabilities] and to modernize the nuclear force. In addi-
tion, initiatives to modernize the nuclear warhead research and
production infrastructure and restore functionality have not
progressed substantially”’ (emphasis added).

This opposition was made more enduring and salient than
might otherwise have been the case by the Bush administra-
tion’s relatively modest efforts to present and explain the NPR
publicly. In comparison to previous major initiatives in strate-
gic policy—including NSDM-242 and PD-59—there was con-
siderably less apparent public effort by the White House and
the Department of Defense to make the case that the new re-
alities of the twenty-first century demanded the approaches to
deterrence and strategic forces presented in the NPR.

A critique based on the Cold War’s balance-of-terror ortho-
doxy was inevitable, even had there been a vigorous effort on
the part of officials to present and explain the NPR. That cri-
tique has greeted every attempted policy departure from ortho-
doxy since the 1960s; it constitutes the baseline of accepted
wisdom about deterrence and strategic forces for many in the
United States. The combination of decades-long familiarity with
the idioms and standards of the “stable” balance-of-terror/
assured-destruction model, and a limited public effort by the
administration to explain the NPR, virtually ensured that the
familiar critique based on past terms and definitions would be-
come the accepted public narrative on the NPR. That narrative,
in turn, became the basis for congressional opposition.

In addition, and unsurprisingly, there were extreme-sounding
commentaries on the NPR that appeared to be driven by parti-
san politics. For example, Dr. Helen Caldicott, a cofounder of

108



ON NUCLEAR DETERRENCE AND ASSURANCE

Physicians for Social Responsibility, provided the following
crude, politically partisan commentary during the lead-up to the
2004 presidential elections: “My prognosis is, if nothing changes
and Bush is reelected, within ten or twenty years, there will be
no life on the planet, or little.”® Similarly, a Los Angeles Times
commentary told of “a hawkish Republican dream of a ‘winnable
nuclear war’” that threatened a “nuclear road of no return,” and
that “could put the world on a suicidal course.”® Another as-
serted, “With Strangelovian genius” the NPR “puts forth chilling
new contingencies for nuclear war.”'®® Such descriptions were
pure hyperbole, of course, but—presented with the appearance
of insight—they were frightening hyperbole.

Leaving such extreme commentary aside, most of the rea-
soned critique of the NPR was based on standard balance-of-
terror/assured-destruction formulas and definitions. This was
again apparent during the congressional debate over RNEP.
Congressional critics objected to it as being the “action” that
would inspire the “reaction” of nuclear proliferation and to
RNEP’s putative “war-fighting” capability, claiming it to be “de-
stabilizing” and contrary to deterrence.

When Cold War measures of merit are applied in such a fash-
ion to a decidedly post-Cold War strategic policy initiative, that
initiative can only be deemed unacceptable; the NPR’s recom-
mendations were sure to be described as a rejection of deter-
rence, by definition, because the NPR did not follow the familiar
balance-of-terror formula and related strategic force standards
and goals. The critique was understandable on its own terms
but correspondingly missed the greater reality. The NPR’s de-
parture from balance-of-terror orthodoxy did not reflect a rejec-
tion of deterrence; it was, instead, an intentional step away
from the definition of deterrence and measures of US strategic
force adequacy created during and for increasingly distant Cold
War conditions.!'°! It sought to identify the minimal level of nu-
clear capability consistent with multiple US strategic goals in a
new and dynamic strategic environment. And, in doing so, it
recommended a two-thirds reduction in forces and a series of
measures to mitigate the risk of such deep nuclear reduc-
tions—leaving open the possibility of further nuclear cuts.

The irony here is that the typical critiques of the NPR charged
that it was a throwback to Cold War thinking when, in fact,
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those very critiques sprang from the vintage balance-of-terror
narrative. Commentators responded yet again on the basis of
past strategic measures and, unsurprisingly, found the NPR in
violation of the definitions, terms, and metrics of that old, fa-
vored, Cold War deterrence formula—as if that formula contin-
ues to be coherent in conditions so different from those which
gave it intellectual life.

The NPR was neither beyond critique nor the final word in
“new thinking” about strategic forces and policy. Useful com-
mentary, however, now can be based only on recognition that
our thinking about deterrence, defense, and strategic forces
must adapt to the new realities of the twenty-first century. The
NPR’s drive to help create conditions suitable for prudent nu-
clear reductions instead was challenged by traditional Cold War
standards and idioms that now have little meaning or value.

Still Holding the Horses

There is an anecdote, perhaps true, that early in World War
II the British, in need of field pieces for coastal defense, hitched
to trucks a light artillery piece with a lineage dating back to the
Boer War of 1899-1902.1°2 When an attempt was made to iden-
tify how gun crews could increase its rate of fire for improved
defense, those studying the existing procedure for loading, aim-
ing, and firing noticed that two members of the crew stood mo-
tionless and at attention throughout part of the procedure. An
old artillery colonel was called in to explain why two members
of a five-member crew stood motionless during the process,
seemingly doing nothing useful. “‘Ah,” he said. ‘[have it. They
are holding the horses.’”'°*There were, of course, no longer any
horses to hold, but the crew went through the motions of hold-
ing them nonetheless. The author of this anecdote concludes
that the story “suggests nicely the pain with which the human
being accommodates himself to changing conditions. The ten-
dency is apparently involuntary and immediate to protect one-
self against the shock of change by continuing in the presence
of altered situations the familiar habits, however incongruous,
of the past.”104

The continued application of the balance-of-terror tenets as
guidelines for US strategic policy is akin to holding on to non-
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existent horses. The expectation of well-informed, “rational” (i.e.,
prudent/cautious) opponents and the related expectation that
the absence of “suicidal” decision making must lead inevitably to
the predictable, mechanical functioning of deterrence are weak
reeds upon which to base US policy, as they were during the
Cold War. Former defense secretary Robert McNamara has stated
that deterrence did not fail catastrophically at the time because
“we lucked out.”

Todays, it is even more dangerous to expect the functioning of
deterrence to be predictable, easily understood, achieved, and
manipulated. Holding on to such unwarranted expectations
virtually ensures that the next failure or irrelevance of deter-
rence will come as a surprise and that the United States simul-
taneously will dawdle in pursuing critical defensive/preventive
measures and avoid the hard work necessary to strengthen
deterrence to the extent feasible.

The NPR reflected a transformation in thinking about deter-
rence and strategic forces brought about by the dramatic
change in conditions from those of the Cold War. Its basic rec-
ommendations were reasonable, prudent steps to align better
our strategic policies and forces to the realities of the new era:

¢ broadening the range of US strategic goals that define the
adequacy of US strategic forces,

¢ expanding US deterrent threat options,
e emphasizing the deterrent role for nonnuclear options,

e raising concern about the uncertainty of deterrence and the
credibility of the inherited Cold War nuclear arsenal for
some contemporary deterrence purposes,

¢ seeking an improved understanding of opponents and their
intentions and the flexibility to tailor deterrence to the spe-
cific requirements of foe, time, and place,

e moving beyond the balance of terror as the measure of our
deterrence and strategic force requirements, and

¢ placing a new priority on the US capability to limit damage
in the event of deterrence failure or irrelevance.
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In due course, the fact that continuing faith in fixed Cold
War models, terms, and metrics has stymied the NPR’s imple-
mentation will be a historical footnote—one with possibly last-
ing effect. The important question to consider now, however, is
not the fate of the 2001 NPR but rather the fate of future re-
views and efforts to better align US strategic policy and require-
ments with the reality of multiple and diverse opponents, WMD
proliferation, and dynamic threat conditions. Many of the basic
contours of US strategic policy goals taken into account by the
NPR are likely to endure—particularly including the need to
deter multiple threats, assure understandably nervous allies,
and provide protection against various forms and sizes of at-
tack, including limited nuclear and biological attacks. Future
reviews of US strategic policy will confront the same questions
of how US strategies and strategic forces can help support these
goals in an unpredictable, dynamic threat environment. The
continued application of Cold War strategic orthodoxy to those
questions will prevent any plausibly useful set of answers. The
balance-of-terror tenets, as applied, serve largely to buttress a
political agenda of stasis that actually works against the very
steps that could facilitate the realignment of the US nuclear
arsenal and policy with contemporary realities—including the
potential for prudent, deep nuclear force reductions.

It is time to move on from the enticing convenience and ease
of the brilliant and innovative theoretical strategic framework
of the Cold War. That framework is traceable to hubris, unwar-
ranted expectations, and the need for convenience and com-
fort, however false. It is based on hopes that are beyond real-
ization and conditions that no longer exist. Outside of the
unique Cold War standoff that gave it a semblance of coher-
ence, the balance-of-terror lodestar will be a continuing source
of dangerous and confused policy guidance.

Notes

1. The increased importance that US officials attribute to these goals is
elaborated in Sharon Behn an