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PREFACE

I finished this book at a painfully difficult time in world history. After invading
Ukraine, Russian forces are leveling that country, backed by a Russian president
who aspires to redraw state boundaries across Europe. With his threats to escalate
beyond conventional force use, a nuclear conflict between the United States and
Russia remains a realistic possibility. These developments test much of what we
know, or think we know, about nuclear deterrence and the robustness of the inter-
national order that grew from the wreckage of the last world war. As history unfolds,
I hope that readers can dismiss these claims as the alarmist fears of an author who
was too close to events to view them in appropriate perspective.
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The United States and Nuclear Deterrence
after the Cold War

Contemporary scholars engage in fanciful thinking about US “nuclear superiority.”
Perhaps this is understandable. Even Cold War—era policymakers flirted with
strategies and technologies to mitigate the catastrophic consequences of nuclear
weapons use. Both the strategies and the technologies seem more viable now that
the United States apparently enjoys quantitative and qualitative nuclear advantages
over contenders. Yet these advantages are largely illusionary. Try as it might, the
United States cannot escape oppressive facts and possibilities that govern war and
peace in the nuclear age.

During the Cold War, international politics theorists devoted much thought
to how, where, when, and why to employ nuclear weapons. They were inspired, in
part, by nuclear strategists who battled in the “great debates” of the period. Where
some strategists saw threats to deterrence, others did not. Where some envisioned
solutions, others feared grave threats to the stability of US—Soviet relations. They
were not alone in their skepticism. Proposals that often shined in the abstract tar-
nished significantly under social-scientific scrutiny.

The ideas that enthralled Cold War-era strategists resonate in the works of con-
temporary scholars who, in their focus on US nuclear superiority, reveal the same
biases and blind spots. Consequently, they highlight capability asymmetries or
improvements that only promise to override undesirable deterrence constraints;
and they accept too readily that coercive bargaining tactics can compensate, rather
than worsen, conditions when capability alone appears insufficient. In this, they fail
to attend to an underlying reality: assumptions about adversary intent—conjectures
influenced by political, social, psychological, and organizational factors—will de-
termine how the parties act in a conflict, and whether they seek to avoid one. Too
often, however, these assumptions are buried in policy justifications and analysis.
There, they hide from needed criticism.

The False Promise of Superiority. James H. Lebovic, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2023.
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197680865.003.0001



2 THE FALSE PROMISE OF SUPERIORITY
Superiority, by Implication, in Current Policy Debates

We might dismiss nuclear superiority as an oxymoron—the fanciful obsession of
a select few who, with the distance that think tanks and universities afford, inhabit
the abstract world of assumption. But we must take the concept seriously. Beyond
its seductive appeal, it continues to impact scholarly writings, policy planning, and
government rhetoric regarding nuclear weapons.

Of course, recent signs of the concept’s appeal—the nonsensical bluster of
Donald Trump’s presidency—are admittedly hard to take seriously. Trump’s un-
schooled fascination with the power of the atom, subject exclusively to his com-
mand, reduced the credibility of all claims related to the use of nuclear weapons.
Trump opined about nuking hurricanes,' and he bragged about obliterating
Afghanistan (presumably with nuclear weapons),? winning nuclear arms races,® and
the relative size of his nuclear button.* That button only seemed bigger when Trump
proclaimed the US development of a “super duper missile” that dwarfed its rivals in
performance. In his words, “You take the fastest missile we have right now—you’ve
heard Russia has five times, and China is working on five or six times. We have one
17 times. And it’s just gotten the go-ahead.” Lost on him was that the math did
not make the United States at least three times more powerful than its competitors.
Indeed, his rhetorical record—as when he advocated a tenfold increase in the US
nuclear stockpile, countering decades of movement toward a smaller (more effi-
cient) arsenal—provides no clear sense of whether or not the United States enjoys
nuclear superiority, or even what that requires.°

The musings of a living strawman thwart serious discussion and debate, but
even Trump’s words mean something. They appealed to Trump, and thus presum-
ably appealed also to the like-minded percentage of the US population that knew
(and cared) little about international affairs and believed that US global challenges
stemmed largely from weak US leadership. Even if not taken literally, Trump’s words
reflected a cavalier embrace of nuclear weapons and a false sense of immunity from
the disastrous effects of a nuclear conflict.

More problematically, such words—in some dressed-up form—continue to in-
fluence planners and strategists who see danger—and opportunity—arising from
new technologies and bigger arsenals. Arms control was among the casualties, then,
when the George W. Bush administration formally withdrew, in 2002, from the
(1972) Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, giving Russia and China reason to increase
their nuclear force capabilities; and, decades later, when the Trump administration
withdrew from the (1987) Intermediate Nuclear Forces Agreement—a crowning
achievement of Cold War-era arms control—ostensibly to counter a Russian and
Chinese push to acquire intermediate-range missiles. Efforts to build on the force
reductions of the (Obama administration’s) New START (Strategic Arms Reduction
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Treaty) agreement languished as administrations sought new nuclear weapons
(cruise missiles and low-yield warheads), and new weapon applications. Whereas
the George W. Bush administration’s Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) broadened
the list of potential US nuclear targets to include biological and chemical weapon
targets (an option scaled back in the NPR of the Obama administration to exclude
parties to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty “in compliance with their nuclear
non-proliferation obligations”), the Trump administration’s 2018 NPR sanctioned
a possible nuclear response to foreign cyberattacks on the US infrastructure.” As
presidential candidate, Joe Biden promised a retraction: He embraced “deterrence”
and “retaliation for a nuclear attack” as the “sole purpose” of nuclear weapons (Biden
2020). As president, however, he demurred. The 2022 NPR adopted a less restric-
tive position—accepting these missions as the “fundamental purpose” of nuclear
weapons—which harked back to Obama-era standards in allowing for the first use
of nuclear weapons.®

The United States is obviously not the sole culprit here. In 2018, Russian
President Vladimir Putin announced five new technologies designed to penetrate
US defenses before adding another the following year.” Indeed, Russia, despite its
Cold War-era “no-first-use” policy, professed plans to employ the country’s nuclear
forces in various non-nuclear contingencies.'® Revisions in Russian military doc-
trine permit the use of tactical nuclear weapons to augment the depleted Russian
conventional force.!' Thus, Putin’s 2022 claim to have alerted Russian nuclear
forces, and Russia’s thinly veiled threats of a global nuclear war'>—in response to
NATO’s support for Ukraine after its invasion by Russia—raised the risk of a nu-
clear conflagration, as in no time since the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis.

For its part, China, which long maintained a relatively small nuclear force for
deterrence, is expanding and diversifying its nuclear arsenal, fueling calls for a US
response. The US Department of Defense—reminiscent of its glossy Soviet Military
Power report of the Cold War years—now shines its light on Military and Security
Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China, implying, at least, that China’s
larger and more diverse nuclear capabilities are potential game-changers in the
US-China nuclear relationship. Predictably, perhaps, Vice Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staft General John Hyten dubbed the Chinese hypersonic missile a first-
strike weapon that could give China the capability to launch a surprise attack on the
United States."

Yet looming adversary deployments are not necessarily cause for US nuclear
offsets. Rather than fret about what adversaries could do with their weapons, we
should ask what they would do given US retaliatory assets, which limit gains relative
to costs from an attack. The failure to look beyond weapons—or their threatened
use—reflects a pervasive blindness. It requires a careful look at the assumptions be-
hind past US nuclear strategies, as bequeathed now to the present.
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Nuclear Superiority, in Theory

For one high-profile scholar—Matthew Kroenig (2018)—US nuclear superiority
is real: the relative advantages that the United States enjoys in sheer numbers of
warheads could pay off in a strategy of brinkmanship: the United States can take
other countries to the edge of war knowing that they will back down. For other
scholars—Keir Lieber and Daryl Press (2006a, 2006b) most notably—the United
States had, or will soon obtain, nuclear “primacy.” It could then disarm its most
powerful nuclear adversaries—Russia and China—in a first strike.

What should we make of these concepts? At first glance, “superiority” seems the
more politically charged of the two terms. In Kroenig’s analysis, it appears to flaunt
relative US nuclear power. Yet, in principle, superiority could apply only to a subset
of units. Then, superiority relative to some party (or state) could mean inferiority
compared to others. Kroenig (2018: 16) himself softens the term by using it synon-
ymously with “advantage.” The term suggests, then—albeit not by his reading—that
US adversaries possess or could acquire offsetting or neutralizing advantages. By
contrast, “primacy” assumes that the United States stands—as the one and only—
at the top of the heap, though Lieber and Press equivocate, more than Kroenig does,
on the implications. In their view, US primacy might give the United States a co-
ercive edge, but it could also fuel instability. Indeed, both Russia and China have
sought to build up their nuclear forces to offset an apparent US advantage. Thus,
these scholars view the coercive and political implications of the US nuclear posi-
tion with greater uncertainty.'*

Still, the two concepts are similarly limited. They wrongly attribute influence
more to relative nuclear capabilities than to the contesting parties’ intentions. These
immediate and long-term goals are shaped by the parties’ beliefs about the likely
course of war and evaluation of the costs and benefits of acting (or not acting) —
based, in part, on assumptions about each other’s objectives. We undercut the
impact of terms like “superiority” and “primacy,” then, when we concede that the
United States would use nuclear weapons only under truly exceptional conditions
or that the weakest of nuclear powers still presents a potential nuclear threat to the
United States in a contflict.

The conflating of capability with influence remains problematic when strategists
employ seemingly less loaded terms in making the case for a “robust” or “flexible”
nuclear force. As Keith Payne (2020: 39) puts it, “Having a spectrum of deterrence
options [italics added] and focusing on threat credibility seem only prudent in the
contemporary threat environment given the diversity of opponents and their nu-
clear threats, the potential variability of their decision-making, and the range of pos-
sible deterrence goals.” With these options, the United States can presumably tailor
US deterrence to the unique, extreme, or opaque goals of a potential challenger—or
match the US response to the level at which it occurs (Mahnken and Evans 2019).
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With the language of “preparedness,” we still travel the same road, thinking that
influence comes from the barrel of a gun. The answer to nuclear challenges remains
more weapons, of greater varieties, in more places to plug deterrence “holes”™—or
to fill “gaps”—where they might unexpectedly arise. As we shall see, however, these
straightforward “solutions” should invite great skepticism. Claims of superiority—
by any name—rest on questionable math, dubious assumptions about how a nu-
clear conflict might unfold, and insufficient regard for the aversions of the parties
and conditions that increase or limit restraint.

The Cold War Roots of Contemporary Thinking

Cold War-era analysts fought hard over the requisites of deterrence, the significance
(and insignificance) of nuclear advantages, and the implications of each for policy.'
Their disagreements yielded sharply contrasting interpretations of the same evi-
dence and episodes. In the lore of the era, the Cuban Missile Crisis emerged as a
defining moment—indeed, a parable of sorts. The nuclear powers had danced on
the precipice of incineration and lived to tell the tale. For some analysts, the message
was “stick to your guns”—the big and the little ones. For others, it was “act decisively
but seek a way out.” With time, the core arguments gained nuance—and attention,
through innovative wrinkles.

The competing arguments reduced nonetheless to simple premises. Hawks saw
a world in which states achieved peace through strength. They thus advised US
policymakers to anticipate, answer, and preferably best Soviet nuclear acquisitions
and ensure that the Soviets understood that the United States was prepared, if
necessary, to use its nuclear weapons. Doves maintained, instead, that deterrence
was secure because the United States and Soviet Union shared an aversion to nu-
clear war.'® The United States and Soviet Union were like two scorpions in a bottle
(Wohlstetter 1959): each feared striking the other, because either, though mortally
wounded, could inflict a fatal sting. Doves thus spread the word that a US-Soviet
nuclear exchange would assuredly result in mutual catastrophe—what, in the Cold
War period, was widely known as “Mutual Assured Destruction” (or MAD ) —while
seeking to maintain a (unilateral) US retaliatory posture—Assured Destruction—
that would intentionally produce that catastrophe. They recognized, however,
that policymakers could lose control of events in times of crisis. They advised US
policymakers to maintain open channels of communication, leave room to ma-
neuver, dutifully consider options, and avoid knee-jerk reactions to events.

Hawks did not all subscribe to the same view. Some sought plans and weapons
that would permit the United States to fight wars, as traditionally understood. Other
hawks accepted that MAD might occur but fought its dire implications. To boost de-
terrence, they hoped to convince the Soviets that the United States had retaliatory
options short of triggering catastrophe. If war occurred, they expected to ply these
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options coercively to convince the Soviets to back down. Yet doves also differed
in their individual views. Some thought the mere existence of nuclear weapons
proscribed nuclear war: even a small number of nuclear weapons, given their cat-
astrophic effects, could deter a nuclear attack. Others rejected the principles of
such “existential deterrence” and pushed for nuclear capabilities in huge quantities
(adherents of the so-called assured destruction position) —aimed directly at Soviet
cities—to reinforce the message that nothing good could come from a nuclear ex-
change. We could certainly question their “dovish” credentials. Perhaps they were
“doves” only when compared to “hawks.” Their dovishness stemmed, however, from
an overriding belief that both the United States and the Soviet Union recognized
they would suffer prohibitively in a nuclear exchange.

Things obviously get messy conceptually, then, when placing viewpoints into
distinct boxes. They get messier still when recognizing that many analysts accepted
the essential logic of assured destruction but looked to insure against catastrophe by
relying on the nuclear capabilities and tactics that enthralled some hawks. We can be
forgiven, then, if we place the assertions of many Cold War—era theorists into a box
marked “nebulous middle.” Those in the group would share basic assumptions: that
the US-Soviet nuclear deterrence relationship was stable, that all-out nuclear war
would be catastrophic, and that the United States needed options—in capabilities
and tactics—to reinforce deterrence and avoid the worst should deterrence fail. We
would likely disagree, however, over whether certain theorists were more dove than
hawk or more hawk than dove.

We can profit, then, when we move beyond simplistic labels like “hawk” and
“dove” to appreciate the full logic (and illogic) of past and current nuclear debates but
also in recognizing preoccupations that have always afflicted thinking about deter-
rence. These longstanding biases—centered in capabilities and tactics—undergird
contemporary beliefs that the United States can overcome traditional challenges to
either impose its will or coerce adversaries to achieve favorable outcomes.

Deference to Capabilities

Despite rivalries among Cold War—era analysts, and the unforgiving rhetoric of ar-
cane policy debates, the protagonists shared a basic assumption. For most nuclear
analysts, the essence of deterrence—and its confounding challenges—Iay in the
phenomenal destructiveness of nuclear weapons.

Whereas doves tended to see security in the massive amount of capability—on
land, in the air, and at sea—that the United States could deliver, hawks imposed a
more exacting standard. They sought security in numbers of US warheads avail-
able per Soviet targets, the relative damage that US and Soviet arsenals could in-
flict, the size of the US arsenal vis-a-vis its traditional levels, and so forth. They
warned that various “gaps” of advantage, and openings and loopholes in arms-
control agreements, favored the Soviets should they launch an unprovoked strike
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on US nuclear forces. Going even further, some hawks argued that the Soviets had
engineered these unfavorable asymmetries to coerce the West and profit, at some
point, from an actual attack. The Soviets would presumably strike because they read
victory into ratios of advantage, whatever costs a nuclear war would bring.

“Denial strategies” thus took shape in the 1960s and 1970s and gained force in re-
action to the mainstreaming of AD principles which centered instead on “punishing”
the Soviets should they launch a nuclear strike. Denial proponents emphasized,
not the imposing of costs, but rather acquiring the capabilities necessary to deny
an adversary benefits from an attack. They posed a simple question with a seem-
ingly obvious answer: “Why would an adversary strike if it had nothing to gain?” In
their thinking, that question acquired urgency from a related one: “What could the
United States gain from carrying through on its deterrence threat?” They expressed
fears that stability then—at the level of an all-out nuclear exchange—might induce
instability at some lesser level.

The “stability—instability paradox,” as it was called,'” reflected concern in partic-
ular that, with robust Soviet nuclear capabilities, the United States could not deter
a Soviet conventional attack on Western Europe.'® Some analysts—henceforth
“soft warfighters”—saw; in the irksome scenario, reason to develop limited options
with the hope of controlling and stemming the march to all-out nuclear war. Other
analysts committed fully to a denial strategy. These “hard warfighters” feared that
the Soviets had positioned themselves militarily to seize the initiative when the
time was right. They would then violate arms-control agreements, by outfitting
their missiles with large number of warheads. They could coerce the United States
from a position of strength and might even launch a disarming nuclear offensive
against the US homeland. From this perspective, Soviet risks were virtually irrele-
vant: The United States had no rational reason to impose costs in retaliation. (On
these strategies, see Chapter 2.)

Alegacy of the Cold War remains today in thinking about the use, and threatened
use, of nuclear weapons. All such thinking begs the essential, Cold War—era ques-
tion, “What would a state gain—and what would it lose—from an actual attack?”
The question is sidestepped, however, as analysts focus on materiel issues—the
number, nature, and positioning of weapons systems—more than the contesting
parties” intentions and how they might change due to political, social, psycholog-
ical, and organizational influences over the course of a nuclear confrontation."”
These influences will determine a party’s level of uncertainty, propensity for risk-
taking, valuation of wartime costs, and all the rest that determine what leaders seek,
and how and when they pursue it.

Deference to Tactics

Analysts did not rely on nuclear capability—based reasoning alone. In drawing from
works in strategy and bargaining, they sought to reinforce, augment, and close gaps
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in deterrence theorizing. Whereas a “first wave” of theorists—Bernard Brodie pre-
eminent among them—grappled with the revolutionary impact of nuclear weapons
on global politics and warfare, a “second wave” of theorists of the late fifties and
early sixties—Thomas Schelling, Herman Kahn, Glenn Snyder, Albert Wohlstetter,
and others—provided the concepts and theoretical underpinnings for much of our
thinking about nuclear deterrence.”

As a group, these analysts highlighted “the paradoxical nature of deterrence
in which each side hopes to gain security, not by being able to protect itself, but
by threatening to inflict unacceptable damage on the other” (Jervis 1979: 292).
They thereby acknowledged the seemingly incongruous logic of deterrence ap-
plied to parties with a “second-strike” capability, which permits them to retaliate
with devastating force whatever the size and nature of an adversary first strike.
By this logic, a party—if attacked—essentially threatens to blow itself up by
launching a suicidal retaliatory strike against the attacker. Thus, these theorists
supposed that nuclear stability might require tactical support. The United States
somehow had to convince the Soviets that the United States would deliver on its
threat if attacked. They saw a need, then, to make commitments, manipulate risks,
establish resolve, and build reputations for acting to overcome deficiencies that
might undermine deterrence.

It was left to a third wave of theorists to acknowledge, and test, the influence of
various political, sociological, psychological, and organizational factors on deter-
rence relationships. The mechanisms of credibility enhancement—commitment,
risk manipulation, resolve, and reputation—remained central to the research enter-
prise. Third-wave theorists stressed the dangers of over- and under-reliance, how-
ever, on these concepts. (On these three waves, see Jervis 1979.)

Whereas capability-based analyses too often ignored adversary intent or
read intent—broad purposes, goals, or motives—into capability balances and
imbalances, those who worked on the tactical front too often focused on the
intentions behind the tactic rather than the targeted party’s intentions, though the
latter would determine how the tactic was viewed and handled. Analysts thereby
ignored or downplayed warnings from third-wave theorists who cautioned that
the best of strategies might flounder under the weight of domestic politics, time
pressures, fear and stress, intelligence lapses, organizational failings, and the
adversary’s changing valuation of gains, losses, costs, and risks. An adversary might
respond in ways, then, that exacerbate conflict, reduce the room for both parties
to maneuver, or concede control of events to anonymous forces or subordinates
unequipped to understand the situation or handle the responsibility. Threats, risky
action, and bold commitments might not ameliorate conflict; instead, they might
reinforce the target’s propensity to resist, or even fuel, an action-reaction process
that could “spiral” out of control. In that sense, analysis could benefit when viewing
intentions as variable and conditional—that is, as the “actions that a state plans to
take under certain circumstances” (Rosato 2014/15: 52).2!
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Implications of Alleged Superiority for a “New”
Nuclear Age

A fourth wave of theorists now wrestle with well-worn deterrence concepts,*
even as some policy analysts deny the relevance of past thinking in championing
the benefits of superiority. Implying that the “old rules don’t apply,” these
analysts focus instead on advantageous (“asymmetrical”) relationships between
the United States and its contemporary nuclear adversaries or, conversely, the
dangers posed by even small nuclear arsenals.”® They suppose that the United
States can—or must—rely more on sheer military might to address contempo-
rary challenges.

Contemporary analysts are not wrong to question the contribution of past
thinking. Deterrence theory has well-documented limitations (Jervis 1979). It
places the focus on coercive mechanisms with little regard for whether incentives
permit cooperation, not just war avoidance. It generally assumes that disputing
parties rationally acquire, evaluate, and process information pertaining to the
availability of options, and their accompanying benefits and costs. No less signifi-
cantly, it neglects the strategic “context.” That is, it emphasizes the materiel or tac-
tical underpinnings of deterrence over the impact of a party’s intentions and how
these intentions might change counterproductively over the course of a conflict—
perhaps in response to another’s tactical manipulations.

Why this emphasis? We can find the answers in social scientific works across
disciplines. Psychologists who focus on decisional heuristics conclude that people
rely on salient and familiar referents rather than acquire holistic understandings
of policy problems (Kahneman 2011; Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Levy 1997).
Their arguments dovetail with those of organizational theorists who observe that
individuals employ immediate goals as surrogates for more abstract ones, perhaps
from a (rational) desire to establish clear and observable criteria for assessing organ-
izational performance (March and Simon 1993; Steinbruner 1974).

These ideas converge nicely with works in national-security decision-making.
Aaron Rapport (2015: 2) argues that policymakers assess short-term goals by
assessing how “feasibly they can be executed” but assess temporally distant
goals—which, by nature, are abstract and devoid of context—by evaluating
their desirability. In his words, “as feasibility rises to the fore, [decision makers]
become less prone to examine whether immediate costs are justified by over-
arching objectives.” If so, we should expect analysis, and deliberations, to center
on whether options satisfy defined short-terms goals—for example, the de-
struction of identified targets to meet an acceptable level of success—apart
from broader concerns, including the risks of an all-out war (which can increase
with assaults on those targets). In a similar vein, I claim elsewhere (Lebovic
2019) that policymakers myopically “ground their decisions in the immediate
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world of short-term objectives, salient tasks and tactics, policy constraints, and
fixed time schedules” with the effect that “they exaggerate the benefits of pre-
ferred policies, ignore their accompanying costs and requirements, and underap-
preciate the benefits of available alternatives.” I show that these tendencies drove
US policymaking in the early through the late stages of the Vietnam, Iraq, and
Afghanistan wars. In Iraq and Afghanistan, for instance, US policymakers initially
focused their attention on regime change—a short-term goal well within reach of
US military capability—paying little heed to the potential challenges that would
await the vanquishing of the leaders of these two countries.

Yet these ideas do not require that we start from scratch. Rather than questioning
our reliance on deterrence or doubting its overall stability, we have much to gain
from acknowledging its robustness and questioning the value of potential “fixes” that
capitalize militarily or politically (coercively) on ostensible US nuclear advantages.
The important question for research, then, is not how we should reinforce nuclear
deterrence. Instead, it is how and why our efforts at reinforcement might go danger-
ously wrong.

The Book

To make its argument, then, this book draws from Cold War and post—Cold War
writings and examples to establish what we know, and do not know, about how de-
terrence works, and might fail. Each chapter concludes by listing potential “perils
and pitfalls” that distort thinking about the benefits of nuclear capability or various
compensatory coercive tactics. The book proceeds as follows.

The first two chapters that follow expose the liabilities of capability-centered
thinking. They show that strategists put far too much emphasis on the materiel
aspects of US relationships with other nuclear-armed states and show too little re-
gard for assumptions about the parties’ intentions that determine why war occurs
and how it will unfold. Chapter 2 thus examines nuclear advantages in the Cold
War-era theories of (dovish) Assured Destruction and (hawkish) warfighting
proponents. It shows that nuclear capabilities—and the military and political
implications of accompanying asymmetries—dominated thinking about the sta-
bility of deterrence in the Cold War years. It reveals then that contemporary thinking
about superiority—far from a break with the past—has origins in the unfounded
concerns and ungrounded ambitions of that period. Chapter 3 examines the unwar-
ranted influence of nuclear capabilities in current thinking about US nuclear superi-
ority. It critically assesses the reasoning behind the case for US nuclear superiority,
probes the actual costs and risks the United States and its adversaries would accept
in order to achieve their goals, and concludes that superiority is neither a viable nor
a necessary policy objective.
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The next three chapters assume that the United States—despite its alleged capa-
bility advantages—will not simply impose its will through nuclear force. It assumes,
then, that the overall costs to the United States of employing nuclear weapons
generally (ie., almost always) outweigh the benefits. The chapters suppose, then,
that the United States might rely on coercive tactics—backed by relative US nu-
clear strength—to make credible threats. With these tactics, US leaders can com-
municate their willingness to act, with nuclear force, if necessary. More specifically,
US leaders can signal (a) that their goals are sufficient to justify nuclear weapons
use and (b) that US nuclear advantages reduce the costs relative to the benefits of
employing nuclear force. The chapters show that efforts to increase the credibility
of US threats to employ nuclear force—by making commitments (Chapter 4),
manipulating risk (Chapter S), or demonstrating resolve and establishing a repu-
tation for acting (Chapter 6)—rest on deficient logic; indeed, they court disaster.
These chapters conclude that much of the policy (prescriptive) literature is pro-
foundly one-sided. It assumes a compliant target that shares the tactician’s under-
standing of the “game” and plays, then, by the tactician’s rules.

Two cases studies follow, in successive chapters. Together, they provide broader
perspective on the liabilities of a preoccupation with capabilities and tactics, as re-
vealed in the prior chapters.

Chapter 7 expands on the discussion, in Chapter 5, of the loss of control in a
crisis. It assesses US decision-making during the Cuban Missile Crisis to highlight
the dangers that ensue when capabilities and tactics consume debate. The chapter
establishes that US officials too quickly looked for solutions in available options—
and blindly accepted risk. More specifically, it shows, through an analysis of the
transcripts of key meetings of President Kennedy and his advisors, that officials re-
stricted their thinking to salient options and failed, then, to scrutinize assumptions
about the purpose and value of Soviet missiles in Cuba or the likely Soviet responses
to US actions. The chapter suggests that such option-based thinking could easily
prevail in a military confrontation between nuclear-armed states—when time is
precious, and information is scarce.

Chapter 8 builds on the assessment of Cold War—era strategic failings, in
Chapter 2. The chapter shows that hawks and doves diverged in their preferred
capability-based metrics—much like their Cold War—era counterparts—when
assessing constraints on Iran’s nuclear program. It shows US officials focusing their
attention on how Iran could circumvent, overcome, or evade program constraints
while attending far less to Iran’s incentives and disincentives, for pursuing a bomb.
A perverse casualty of the preoccupation was that hawks gave little attention to
the alleged benefits of US nuclear superiority as a constraint on Iran’s options or
ambitions.

Chapter 9 offers conclusions and recommendations. It discusses the
propositions drawn from the conclusions in each chapter and reflects on the
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bias—the overemphasis on nuclear capabilities and tactics and underemphasis on
intentions—in US thinking about deterrence. It then challenges the assumption of
US nuclear superiority in arguing for a “sober” nuclear strategy. It maintains that de-
terrence works best when policymakers avoid precipitous moves to create or resolve
a crisis and, instead, allow the danger of nuclear escalation to speak for itself.



PART I

ASSESSING NUCLEAR CAPABILITY

The History and Implications of Alleged Nuclear
Advantages

US Cold War-era strategists lamented asymmetries that allegedly gave the
Soviet Union a military or coercive edge. They sought, then, to close or
reverse these “gaps” As US strategists now look to military and political
advantages that stem from US “nuclear superiority,” their logic reveals the
flaws that beset Cold War—era strategies.

As before, strategists focus far too much on issues of capability and far too
little on why nuclear war might occur and how it might unfold. That is, they
give insufficient attention to the conflicting parties’ intentions, and their sus-
ceptibility to destabilizing influences over the course of a conflict.






The Cold-War Nuclear Force Balance

The Challenge and Promise of Asymmetry

Despite the fervor of Cold War—era nuclear debates, the key strategies of the
period—assured destruction, soft warfighting, and hard warfighting—had fragile
conceptual and theoretical underpinnings. Consequently, all three strategies
exaggerated the consequences of failing to meet established capability standards.
The most ardent warfighting proponents took their concerns to the extreme. They
insisted that “victory” in nuclear war was possible or, at least, the Soviets believed
that victory was possible. The United States was obliged, then, to pursue offsetting
measures to deny the Soviets potential advantages. The concept of “superiority”
lived in these warfighting claims and, more generally, in a preoccupation with
asymmetries—force balances and imbalances—that supposedly favored one side
or the other.

The issues of the Cold War period remain relevant today. Ideas drawn from these
three strategies continue to stoke controversy over the role of defense in strategy,
the utility of arms control, and the appropriate response to the Russian nuclear
threat. But the dubious logic backing the claims and focus of Cold War—era strategy
provides strong reasons to question the current utility of designating “superiors”
and “inferiors” in relationships between nuclear-armed countries.

Prelude

The Eisenhower administration oversaw a massive expansion of the US nuclear ar-
senal. The arsenal grew to serve the expanding target list which swelled, in turn,
anticipating increases in the US stockpile and delivery capability (Rosenberg
1983: 23). The Soviet nuclear threat obviously grew, too, with the Soviet acquisi-
tion of thermonuclear weapons and capability to deliver ballistic missiles against US
targets. But the US targeting plan, bequeathed by the Eisenhower administration to
that of John F. Kennedy, emerged fundamentally as a “capabilities plan.” It reflected
the capabilities that were within reach of the US industrial complex, not the necessity
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of serving any objective other than delivering a massive, decisive blow against Soviet
military and urban targets: “The plan made no distinction among different target
systems, but called for simultaneous attacks on nuclear delivery forces, government
control centers, and the urban-industrial base” (Rosenberg 1983: 7). Cities—big,
open, and vulnerable—were tempting targets given the weapon inaccuracies of
the day, challenges in locating and destroying military targets, and US dependence
on relatively slow and vulnerable strategic bombers. From a military standpoint,
pummeling the enemy by hitting an “optimal mix” of governmental, military, and
industrial targets (Lambeth and Lewis 1983: 130) made sense: after all, the purpose
of any war was to “win” (Trachtenberg 1988/89: 37).

The Eisenhower administration addressed the growing Soviet-nuclear threat by
embracing a preemptive response to a Soviet attack. By attacking Soviet war-making
capabilities, with signs that the Soviets were preparing to attack, the United States
could at least blunt a Soviet nuclear offensive to limit the damage inflicted on the
US homeland. In US thinking, less damage was certainly better than more damage
to the US target set. Indeed, “by the time Eisenhower left office, the Strategic Air
Command had been preparing and training for nearly a decade not only for massive
retaliation, but for massive preemption” (Rosenberg 1983: 66).

US policymakers accepted that US—Soviet deterrence existed at some level.
After all, the Soviets had not tested US forces even in Europe. Still, US officials
remained gravely concerned about a loss in stability ensuing from ever-increasing
Soviet nuclear might. Indeed, by the 1960s, the United States could no longer pre-
vent the Soviets, preemptively or otherwise, from inflicting significant damage on
the United States.

The Kennedy administration struggled for a workable response. The US
Department of Defense, led by Robert McNamara, flirted early with doctrines that
might give the United States a usable nuclear edge—or options, at least—that would
contain the impact of Soviet nuclear capabilities (Freedman 1983: 234-239). In
1961, President Kennedy seriously considered employing US nuclear weapons to
knock out Soviet nuclear capabilities, as the United States and the Soviet Union vied
over the future of Berlin.! US officials eventually accepted that they could no longer
disarm the Soviet Union in a preemptive strike nor limit damage to the United
States satisfactorily in a nuclear exchange. Thus, by the mid-1960s, the United States
had opted for Assured Destruction (AD) as declaratory doctrine. It amounted to a
statement that nuclear weapons were exceptional: unlike other weapons, they were
meant solely for deterrence purposes. Deterrence was secure, then, if the United
States retained the capability to destroy the Soviet Union—specifically, its cities

assuredly under any, and all, conditions, including a surprise “bolt-from-the-blue”
Soviet attack.

With this new reality, the policy focus shifted decidedly toward elucidating the
requisites of deterrence. Mainstream analysts now insisted that the United States
required the capability—in the form of an AD capability—to retaliate decisively
for any Soviet attack. Hard warfighters argued, by contrast, that the fundamentals
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of warfare still applied. With weapons in the right quantities and qualities, a com-
batant could limit the Soviet capability to fight back or inflict retaliatory damage
on the United States. Soft warfighters split the difference between these strategies.
By manipulating risk and imposing costs through nuclear combat, they hoped the
Soviets would back down.

The various strategies left essential questions unanswered. Under what specific
conditions might deterrence fail? More specifically, how might these conditions in-
fluence the adversary by shaping its intentions, that is, its goals and cost acceptance?
Absent answers, deterrence theory suffered in both logic and practical utility.

Assured Destruction

The logic of assured destruction had significant allure. US officials assumed the
Soviet Union would not attack the United States if the United States could strike
back fatally in return. They sought, then, to assure catastrophic damage to Soviet
cities, in response to any Soviet nuclear attack. What AD doctrine meant in practice
had less intuitive appeal.

The ostensible US policy goal was to make any nuclear war too costly for the
Soviets to attempt. For Secretary of Defense McNamara, and his team of in-house
experts, this was not a problem of Soviet valuation: that is, figuring out what the
Soviets might want and the price they would pay to achieve it. Instead, it was a math
problem involving calculations of marginal utility. Assuring retaliation with more
than 400 (equivalent) megatons simply offered a poor return on the US invest-
ment given the large number of Soviet citizens living in small cities and rural areas.
McNamara multiplied that magic number by three, investing the “assured destruc-
tion” potential in each leg of the “triad,” hedging against the possible disablement
of one or two legs—ICBMs, submarine-launched missiles, and bombs delivered by
bomber (Kaplan 1982: 53).

His math played also to bureaucratic realities. McNamara hoped to employ the
standard to deflect pressure from the military service chiefs who could use Soviet
acquisitions, and the imperatives of war fighting, to push for newer and larger ser-
vice arsenals. It was no coincidence, then, that the AD standard required no in-
crease in the destructiveness of the US nuclear force. With a standard in hand,
McNamara could resist service entreaties by insisting that the United States already
had “enough” capability to deter the Soviet Union (Ball 1980: 168-177). When
congressional critics expressed their deep concerns about a Soviet arsenal that fa-
vored highly destructive weapons (bombs with unfathomable explosive power),
McNamara would retort that US advantages in numbers, accuracy, and delivery
capability—in quantities that could survive any Soviet attack—easily compensated
for these alleged disadvantages. In sum, by establishing an absolute standard—a
weapon ceiling of sorts—he need not yield to the services’ relativist (warfighting)
logic.?



18 ASSESSING NUCLEAR CAPABILITY

The Pentagon thus publicly set AD requirements around the destruction that
US forces could efficiently inflict. Department of Defense annual reports of the late
1960s and the 1970s translated these requirements into damage estimates: should
the United States need to retaliate, at least a third of the Soviet population would die
and two-thirds of Soviet industry would lay in ruins (Schilling 1981: 59-60). US
officials could always defend these high numbers by claiming they reflected “worst-
case” thinking (of realist theory) given non-transparent Soviet goals. By making nu-
clear war a horrendous prospect, the United States could make nuclear combat an
unthinkable proposition for the Soviet Union. What more dovish critics derided as
“overkill”—an excessively destructive US force—protected, then, against the pos-
sible US underestimation of Soviet pain tolerance. It protected further against pos-
sible Soviet temptations. Making nuclear war truly unthinkable could help make
peace an imperative.

Still, the United States could arguably have “destroyed” the Soviet Union—
assuredly—whenloweringthe alleged damage “requirements.” Underall conceivable
circumstances, the United States had far more capability than needed to accomplish
identifiable objectives, including the destruction of invading Warsaw Pact troops
in Europe, the Soviet military infrastructure, and eventually (with technological
advances) the residual (unlaunched) Soviet ICBM force. Indeed, the calculations
made no allowance for the actual cost tolerance of Soviet leaders: US officials fo-
cused on US capabilities and efficiency considerations, not Soviet capabilities nor
values. They effectively allowed technical—and political—considerations to define
unacceptable Soviet costs.

Despite its pretense, AD rhetoric hid a fragile commitment. AD advocates un-
derstood that national suicide, for US leaders, was not the rational course. A chal-
lenge, then, was convincing the Soviets that the United States would do just that
by making the US response to a Soviet attack virtually automatic. For example, a
military aide with a briefcase containing the US nuclear codes shadowed the presi-
dent, presumably binding him, through routine, to his nuclear responsibilities and
communicating to the Soviets that he would respond instantaneously—maybe
overwhelmingly—to an attack. By engraining that message in organizational
procedures, doctrine, and public rhetoric, US officials hoped the Soviets would
show necessary restraint. That the act of retaliating seemingly defied rational logic
was irrelevant: presumably, when the time came, US leaders would respond, as
they had prepared to respond, with little time to think, deliberate, and philosophize
about the rationality of the fateful decision.

For many AD advocates, that was still not enough. They nominally adhered to AD
principles which focused solely on attacking Soviet targets of “value,” that is, cities.
Yet many sought to compete—at least, qualitatively—with Soviet armaments; and
they sought “options,” short of catastrophe, should nuclear war occur. Consequently,
they coveted enhanced US counterforce capabilities—accurate, responsive
weapons for destroying Soviet hard targets. Even the McNamara-led Defense
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Department planned to engage primarily in counterforce strikes against Soviet mili-
tary targets—that is, to match US against Soviet military capabilities in the event of
war (Friedberg 1980: 53). Thus, the doctrinal commitment to Assured Destruction
did not trickle down to the operational level of the US Single Integrated Operations
Plan (SIOP), US targeting packages and priorities in the event of a US preemptive
or retaliatory strike.

The “flirtation” with counterforce was hard to reconcile with AD principles.
Viewed accordingly, nuclear options beget nuclear temptations—and illusions that
feed temptations. With options, parties might exaggerate the accompanying payoffs
and understate the danger stemming from any use of nuclear force. Staunch AD
proponents had little faith that the parties would exhibit the restraint and conflict-
management skills necessary to keep a nuclear war “limited.” From their standpoint,
nuclear options that promised to contain nuclear wars, short of the catastrophic,
only made nuclear war more likely, and no less deadly. The US commitment to as-
sured destruction was equivocal at best. Soviet nuclear forces remained US targeting
priorities. At least in the short term, Soviet urban-industrial targets might have
remained out of the US retaliatory mix.}

By trying to do it all, AD advocates ended up burying, not addressing, the all-
important issue of Soviet intent. Their standards played to levels of societal de-
struction the United States could inflict over the levels of destruction it should inflict
given the valuation of the Soviet leadership. Then, many AD advocates hedged
on their commitment by looking to counterforce options to reinforce deterrence
while providing an alternative to a suicidal war should nuclear deterrence fail.
Indeed, US officials in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations planned to use
nuclear weapons, if necessary, to thwart a Soviet conventional offensive in Europe.
Contravening AD principles, they assumed implicitly that the United States could
“win” at the tactical nuclear level, limiting the fighting to Europe, without triggering
the nightmare AD scenario.

In sum, AD advocates placed means before ends when determining the necessary
size and character of the US nuclear force. They looked to existing US capabilities
to answer the fundamental question, “What price would the Soviets willingly pay
to achieve their goals?” For some, their capability focus had a perverse conse-
quence: although they denied the possibility of winning a nuclear war, they still saw
benefits in acquiring counterforce capabilities. Their thinking reduced, then, to a
mishmash of strategic principles.

Soft Warfighting

Soft warfighters shared the fears of AD proponents that a nuclear war would end in
catastrophe but feared that impending catastrophe alone would not deter one. They
rejected the stilted three-stage (AD) vision of war—a first strike, a suicidal second
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strike, and then oblivion for both parties—in search of a strategy amounting to less
than a full embrace of hard-warfighting logic.

Soft warfighters conceded that nuclear superiority was unachievable in a military
sense. They envisioned nuclear conflict, instead, as a competition in “risk taking”
that resembled a game of “chicken.” The United States could vary its weapons
and targets—hitting ever closer to key Soviet assets or upping the firepower—to
send appropriate messages. The ideal message would signal both US resolve and
restraint—leaving the Soviet Union with more to lose—and thus reason to recon-
sider and reverse course.

Their arguments were backed by compelling metaphors and vivid scenarios that
would only lose luster had soft warfighters probed more deeply. Would the conflict’s
trajectory depend on the conditions that provoked the conflict? Under what
circumstances would the exchange of nuclear fire promote rather than preclude
restraint? The resulting logic nonetheless inspired successive US administrations
to revise the standards for scaling and configuring the US nuclear force. The soft-
warfighting innovations of the Nixon and Ford administrations did not amount to
a frontal assault on past thinking. However, the Carter administration took bigger
steps, in the direction of soft (and hard) warfighting, hoping to realize the full po-
tential of US capability improvements across the technological spectrum.

The Nixon-Ford Administrations: Moving
toward Soft Warfighting

The Nixon and Ford administrations expressed their dissatisfaction with AD by of-
fering revised standards for assessing the deterrence capabilities of the US force.
The aspirations, and failings, of the new approach surface when evaluating these
standards and the administration’s plans for “Limited Nuclear Options.”

A New Standard

The Nixon administration ostensibly sought to meet the interrelated force standards
of “sufficiency” and “essential equivalence.” “Sufficiency” meant the United States
would possess the retaliatory capability necessary to deter a Soviet attack. With “es-
sential equivalence,” the United States had to match aggregate—but not necessarily
specific—Soviet nuclear capabilities. Through these principles, President Nixon
and his National Security Advisor, Henry Kissinger, sought to deprive the Soviets
of a coercive edge from capability counts—especially in land-based missiles and
missile throw-weight—where the Soviets held an “advantage” Whereas the new
criteria spoke, then, to the administration’s political focus (Gavin 2012: 111), they
also increased the definitional and measurement challenge.

Sufficiency, for one, arguably differed from AD in name only.* Yet it also

appeared to undercut the notion that the United States required the capability to
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inflict unacceptable damage. The administration claimed, in part, that sufficiency
required “preventing the Soviet Union from being able to inflict considerably more
damage on America’s population and industry” than US forces could inflict on the
Soviet populous and industries in return (Smith 1981: 24). It thus appeared to
stress matching destructiveness, not inflicting damage of some magnitude. Either
way, the term provided limited actual guidance for scaling and configuring the US
force: how could US officials know whether they met the matching criteria without
knowing exactly how a nuclear war would unfold?

Although “essential equivalence” seemed to offer more precise guidance to force
planning, it nonetheless biased thinking toward matching aggregate Soviet nuclear
capabilities. Then, it directed attention to prewar numbers, not the military or coer-
cive effectiveness of an arsenal over the course of a nuclear exchange. Equivalence in
a prewar balance could amount to post-exchange superiority or inferiority, by some
measures (and vice versa). Much would depend on force vulnerabilities, offensive
strategies, and the military and political weight the parties might place on surviving
weapons systems.

Analysts could reasonably ask whether sufficiency and essential equivalence
were interchangeable concepts, or perhaps even contradictory ones. Analysts could
interpret sufficiency and essential equivalence to mean the same thing: if the United
States requires an essentially equivalent force to deter the Soviets, then sufficiency
amounts to equivalence. Or else, they could conclude that the guidelines conflicted.
If the Soviets only respect superiority, then an essentially equivalent force is wholly
insufficient.

Sizing and Configuring US Forces for “Limited Nuclear Options”

Although the revised strategic principles fell short of a workable standard, the
Nixon and Ford administrations made their strategic mark by pushing for flexibility
in nuclear-weapons employment. For that purpose, they sought to introduce “lim-
ited nuclear options” into US war plans (Davis 1975).

Chastened by US operational doctrine that tilted decidedly toward an “all-or-
nothing” response to a Soviet attack, the administration pursued options to effec-
tuate the “tit-for-tat” tactics of “escalation control.” Henry Kissinger, who “provided
the impetus for the revived interest in U.S. nuclear strategy and limited nuclear
options” (Terriff 1995: 69), feared that US threats to unleash Armageddon might
lack the credibility needed for deterrence, and could leave the United States without
real options should deterrence fail. Up to that point, the United States could deliver
only massive counterforce attacks, or some combination of massive counterforce
and countervalue attacks (Friedberg 1980: 55).

The administration was not the first, however, to pursue selectivity in targeting.
The Kennedy administration successfully introduced distinctions between nuclear,
other military, and urban-industrial targets into US war plans (Sagan 1987: 38),
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having inherited from its predecessor a plan to deliver a “single massive blow” to
eviscerate the Soviet Union in war (Rosenberg 1983: 63). The 1960 SIOP called for
striking the Soviet Union, China, and their allies with thousands of nuclear weapons
despite—indeed, because of—the likely human toll: the deaths of hundreds of
millions of people (McKinzie et al. 2001: 6). Killing people in unfathomably hor-
rific numbers was not the acceptable cost of war but, rather, the point.® That was
the planned outcome had the 1961 Berlin Crisis gone nuclear—ironic, to say the
least, given the humanitarian concerns (about the freedom of exit of the oppressed
peoples of East Germany) that sparked the crisis. Millions of oppressed Germans,
Poles, and others would be among the casualties.® The plan amounted to the in-
discriminate destruction of the Soviet bloc in the event of a nuclear conflict. Still,
the “selectivity” that the Kennedy administration got for its efforts was undermined
by the truly massive nature of any US nuclear strike. Even attacks restricted to nu-
clear and conventional force targets, outside of cities, would deliver thousands of
US warheads against Soviet targets.”

Following the guidance of National Security Decision Memorandum (NSDM)
242, limited nuclear options were the cornerstone of the Schlesinger Doctrine,
named for Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger (who served in the 1973-1975
period). The underlying aspiration, in war, was to coerce a Soviet retreat while not
breaching the critical threshold that would spark an all-out nuclear conflagration
(Gavin 2012: 112). By choosing the right targets, and configuring and scaling the
US arsenal appropriately, US officials hoped that the cooler heads—unable to pre-
vent a nuclear engagement—would now somehow prevail. Their hope: a nuclear
war that they could not prevent, they could at least control, and possibly end short
of catastrophe.

Soft warfighters, in and outside of government, looked, then, for a sweet spot
between the logical extremes of hard warfighting and AD doctrine. Their focus was
on acquiring weapons in various sizes, shapes, and capabilities for political effect,
in potential contingencies. Some soft warfighters suggested, for instance, that the
Soviets would view a warhead delivered by a tactical weapon, or a theater-based
weapon, differently (due to its firing location) than one launched from a distance by
a US-based ICBM.® With such thinking, leaders could select from among a mean-
ingful range of alternatives, mix and match or sequence them for maximum effect,
or temporize by choosing options that would buy some time until better informa-
tion was available.

Soft warfighters assumed, then, that leaders were sufficiently rational to eval-
uate and manipulate risks in a nuclear conflict but also to understand when these
risks were prohibitive, and “intra-war” deterrence (which had prevented all-out, nu-
clear conflict) would fail. But would they—or could they? Soft warfighters hoped
that the United States could communicate its message of resolve and restraint to
press the Soviets to reduce their levels of violence under the worst of conditions: after
missiles started flying, destruction mounted, and each side thought the worst of its
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opponent’s (and the best of its own) intent. What worked in principle, then, could
easily fail in practice. What constitutes a useful weapon for signaling purposes is
a matter of perspective. Once Soviet targets were hit, for instance, why would the
Soviets care about delivery-system specifics at all?® Even if they cared, why would
they read messages as the US officials intended? Might selecting targets of strictly
military consequence cloud the countervalue message? Conversely, might choosing
targets of value suggest that the United States would observe no restraint?

Targeting distinctions were equally problematic. As we shall see, distinctions be-
tween value and force targets were specious at best. They reduced, in fact, to word
parsing when the Nixon and Ford administrations countenanced striking urban-
industrial targets but not population centers “per se” NSDM 242 prioritized the
hitting of “economic recovery assets” (Sagan 1989: 44-48), albeit as “withhold
targets” (held in reserve for possible attack), in calling for the “destruction of the
political, economic, and military resources critical to the enemy’s postwar power,
influence, and ability to recover at an early time as a major power.” The striking of
these recovery assets, however, could justify attacks on virtually any target—from
government leaders and police and soldiers who enforce order to fertilizer plants
(Lebovic 2013: 71-72).'° But why stop there? All products can contribute, in some
way, to recovery or military performance. After all, soldiers eat food, wear clothes,
and require medical care. For that matter, soldiers and their governments depend
on societies to survive. Thus, the underlying logic easily allows “value” targets to be-
come “force” targets, and no solid basis exists for distinguishing between the two."'
Indeed, “targeting ‘economic recovery’ targets was a good way of giving military
value to what might otherwise have been construed as civilian targets” (Nolan
1989: 112).12

Unsurprisingly, the Joint Chiefs of Staff pushed back hard: they claimed that
limited options would weaken (not strengthen) deterrence and expose US forces
to a Soviet counterattack. From the military’s perspective, the bargaining purposes
that enthralled civilian officials were too vague and undeveloped to guide nuclear
planning,” and all such gamesmanship risked surrendering the initiative should
the Soviets choose to forgo limits. After all, the purpose of a nuclear war, like any
war, was to win—or, at least, to achieve the best possible military outcome. For the
military, then, a nuclear war required careful choreographing, necessitating signif-
icant advance preparation to prioritize, sequence, and coordinate the contributing
parts.'* Even limited attacks required “establishing rates of fire, timing of attacks, and
weapons to be used, among other factors, in such a way that the execution of limited
nuclear options did not disrupt the capability to implement the plan in its entirety”
(Terriff 1995: 206)—but still risked compromising the “plan.”

NSDM 242 thus delivered only modest changes—at best—to the targeting script.
What the Nixon and Ford administrations got for their efforts hardly befitted the
precision, scale, and selectivity found in writings on nuclear bargaining. US targeting
plans offered US leaders relatively little latitude when using nuclear weapons: “The
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lion’s share of the strategic forces continued to be rigidly committed to preplanned
SIOP missions and to fulfilling the corresponding requirements of damage expec-
tancy” (Blair 1993: 42). Indeed, evidence indicates that military personnel (the
Joint Strategic Target Planning Staff) creatively defined targets to neutralize the
directive’s prohibitions on striking Soviet cities and national command-and-control
targets (Sagan 2021: 137-138). When the SIOP was finally delivered, Kissinger
thought the whole effort, to enforce limitations, a waste: SIOP-S “mainly consisted
of large nuclear options that were useless for the kind of signaling that Kissinger
and [Secretary of Defense James] Schlesinger had sought.”*® True, the resulting
reevaluation yielded a range of attack options—“major,” “selective,” “regional,” and
“limited” (Burr 200S: 73)—and, along with them, variations in the possible mag-
nitude, targets, and sequence of attacks (Richelson 1986: 159; Sagan 1989: 44-48;
Terriff 1995: 207-208). The SIOP incorporated only the major and selective at-
tack options, however, and the latter—involving hundreds, up to a thousand, US
warheads—were designed nonetheless to contribute to the full execution of the
SIOP (Terriff 1995: 208-209). Urban-industrial targets continued to constitute
most of the potential aim points.

Soft warfighters arguably offered the worst of both worlds (strategies), then, in
attempting to overcome perceived deficits in strategic thinking. Their focus was on
weapons and targets, not the likelihood of various contingencies or human (and
organizational) capacities to make refined judgments, or communicate subtle
messages, in the blunt world of a nuclear exchange. At best, their tactics might
only have postponed the “kill-and-be-killed” scenario of AD doctrine (with a slow-
motion variant). At worst, they would have triggered catastrophe if US officials
believed they had limited options when a nuclear war was “unlimited” by design
due to fixed war plans or the Soviets seizing the initiative by attacking in full. The
latter was more than a remote possibility: the Soviets intended to go big, early in a
nuclear exchange.

The Soviet incentive to go on the offensive, reducing their vulnerability to a dev-
astating US attack, only increased as US first-strike capabilities grew: “Evidence
shows that Soviet perceptions of the nuclear balance and changes in their nu-
clear policy correlated in time with the development of American counterforce
capabilities” (Green and Long 2017a: 608). Soviet fears of a US first strike were
not misplaced (see Green and Long 2017a: 610-612; Lieber and Press 2006a,
2006b). To cripple a largely land-based Soviet nuclear force and substantially re-
duce its capability to retaliate, US forces could capitalize on a multitude of accurate
high-yield warheads; attack blind spots in Soviet early warning systems; employ
high-altitude, nuclear bursts to disrupt Soviet command, control, and communi-
cations; and so forth.

True, US counterforce capabilities could not reduce Soviet retaliatory
capabilities sufficiently to make a US strike acceptable to US leaders, except under
dire circumstances. Critical in a crisis, however, was what Soviet leaders thought US
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leaders would accept—and what Soviet leaders would do, then, aware of their own
military vulnerability.

The Carter Administration: An Equivocal Commitment

to Soft Warfighting

Compared to its immediate predecessors, the Carter administration was even more
conflicted about where it stood in the nuclear debate. It seemed lost in an unhappy
middle ground between soft- and hard-warfighting principles. The administration
struggled accordingly in developing a useful force standard, coherent strategy, and
logical response to the Soviet introduction of new missiles into Europe.

Securing a Standard

For the Carter administration, the notion of “sufficiency” failed both as a deterrence
principle and as a guideline for nuclear-war preparation. It left the United States
unable to capitalize on growing US capabilities in command and control, reduced
US platform vulnerability, and increased US weapon accuracy. By contrast, the ad-
ministration embraced the concept of “essential equivalence.” It suited Secretary of
Defense Harold Brown’s belief “that nuclear forces have a political impact influenced
by static measures” pertaining, for instance, to warhead numbers and throw-weight
(US Senate 1979a: 137). Administration officials joined their predecessors, then,
in worrying about the US-Soviet “coercive balance.” A coercive imbalance could
shield the Soviets should they threaten the United States, or attack.

His arguments were linked problematically to relativist concerns with a “psycho-
logical balance”™—a preferred US arsenal that “is not seen as inferior in performance”
to Soviet nuclear forces [italics added] (US Senate 1979b, 1: 12). But performance
to do what? Despite its superficial appeal, the relational logic of a coercive balance
was far from compelling when probed and when pushed. Its deficiencies are glaring,
in fact, when we view the logic in more personal terms.

Imagine a standoft between two feuding rivals—a modern-day Hatfield and
McCoy—each able to kill members of the other’s family. We can envision these
rivals murdering the family of the other out of spite, or revenge. But could we con-
ceive of a Hatfield—say, the father of three children—seeing himself advantaged,
somehow, because the McCoy—the father of five children—had a larger family to
kill> Or that the McCoy would see himself disadvantaged, somehow, by the situ-
ational arithmetic? Admittedly, the math would advantage the McCoy, if the two
killed their hostages in succession—trading one (tit-for-tat) for another. The arith-
metic suggests that McCoy would hold a “coercive advantage,”¢ for the Hatfield
would be the first to run out of hostages to kill. For the McCoy to realize his coercive
advantage, however, requires that he play the game out, that is, accept the death of
most of his children. Would he regard that as a “winning” proposition?
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Even the Hatfield-McCoy scenario simplifies the underlying problem, for the
scenario focuses on numbers of hostages and ignores the fighting that preceded and
accompanied the killing. The showdown is presumably messy. The Hatfields and
McCoys are trading bullets, but their guns are misfiring; they cannot tell a hit from
a miss; and they are consuming the available ammunition. If so, speculation about
the fate of the hostages depends on how the conflict will unfold.

Issues pertaining to hostage valuation, and assumptions about how a conflict
might unfold, challenged efforts to ascertain the coercive balance in the US-Soviet
context. Soft (and hard) warfighters assumed that, with a first strike, the Soviets
would attempt to knock out US nuclear retaliatory capability. For soft warfighters,
that would help cement the Soviet coercive edge: the attack would leave some
fraction of the Soviet force available for coercive employment in a subsequent
(threatened) attack wave. Without exception, warfighters believed that that scenario
would give the Soviets an overwhelming edge in the coercive balance. Yet even this
dire scenario had a large fraction of the less vulnerable (even if less capable) legs of
the US triad (aircraft and submarines) available for coercive strikes. Why should US
decision makers feel at a coercive disadvantage? They could credibly threaten to hit
Soviet population centers, fearing the Soviets would otherwise control the world or
enslave the surviving US population. Would US leaders accept surrender over sui-
cide if they viewed surrender as tantamount to suicide?

More to the point, where do these complex considerations leave official efforts to
define the coercive balance? Like Nixon and Kissinger before them, Carter admin-
istration officials took the easy route: they assessed the balance crudely from the
relative size of prewar arsenals.

The Countervailing Strategy

Secretary Brown did not believe, however, that deterrence rested on perception
alone. Through the administration’s “countervailing” strategy (Nolan 1989: 138),"7
he sought to acquire the means to fight a “protracted” nuclear war in which US
forces could survive and perform effectively in a nuclear war environment.'® The
strategy shift provoked a critical question: in war, would US nuclear forces strive
to win—in some meaningful military sense—or would they engage in a conflict
that would escalate, or end, depending on the will of the parties? A clear answer
was not forthcoming. That was apparent, for instance, when Brown testified before
Congress, “a credible deterrent is achieved when our enemies believe that if they
start a course of actions that could lead to war, they will either pay an unaccept-
able price or be frustrated in their attempt to achieve their objective” (US Senate
1979a: 137, emphasis added).

He was not uniquely ambivalent in that regard. Walter Slocombe (1981: 21), a
high-ranking Pentagon official and articulate spokesperson for the new doctrine,"
could not escape contradiction when outlining the countervailing strategy: “the
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United States must have countervailing strategic options such that at a variety of
levels of exchange, aggression would either be defeated or would result in unac-
ceptable costs that exceed gains.” Presumably, US leaders would opt to punish the
Soviets or deny them gains in a nuclear exchange—hitting military targets or value
targets—while tailoring the severity and geographical scope of the response. With
US leaders seemingly unable to decide whether to punish the Soviets or to deny
them possible gains, critics could justifiably ask whether time and information in a
nuclear conflict would permit the orchestration of an “appropriate” strategy. After
all, flexibility in response was no friend of decision makers absent the opportunity,
resources, and knowledge to choose wisely among options.

To be sure, Slocombe (1981: 21, 24) ruled out “winning” a nuclear war. He
nonetheless sought, through the strategy, to convince the Soviets that they could
not win a nuclear war. That would presumably require the (considerable) means
necessary to deny gains to a Soviet nuclear force committed to winning. But the
countervailing strategy offered poor guidance for choosing between denial and
punishment in targeting. Whereas the administration appeared receptive to the no-
tion of nuclear-war fighting, and valued weapons for their military virtues (accuracy
and responsiveness), it sought not to seek the military edge that could decide a war
in the United States’ favor. Urban-industrial sites still constituted half of the SIOP
targets, which included “economy recovery” targets linked to the production of
coal, steel, aluminum, cement, and electric power (Sagan 1989: 47). Indeed, the ad-
ministration, by defining force as value targets, suggested that US goals in a nuclear
conflict were fundamentally political. Slocombe (1981: 22-23) pushed for “plans
and capabilities” that would permit the United States to “exact a high cost from the
things the Soviets valued most—political and military leadership and control, mil-
itary forces both nuclear and conventional, and the industrial economic capacity to
sustain military operations.”

In the final analysis, the nature and scale of imposed destruction, as promised by
soft warfighters, might little have influenced war outcomes. Soft warfighters built
their logical edifice by sidelining the essential questions. Were nuclear weapons in-
tended to serve military or political purposes? If the latter, what level of punishment
was the Soviet adversary fundamentally unwilling to accept, or willing to accept
given its (hardening) perceptions of US intentions over the course of a nuclear
conflict?

Escalation Control: The Soviet Challenge in Europe

The challenges of evaluating US nuclear capabilities for deterrence were palpable
when soft warfighters turned to the European theater. Their efforts to boost the US
alliance commitment ill served soft-warfighting principles.

In the late 1970s, the United States and its NATO allies sought to answer the
Soviet deployment of (three-warhead) intermediate-range (SS-20) missiles in
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Europe. These missiles could quickly destroy NATO nuclear and conventional
forces across Western Europe.”® For NATO, the missiles created an “assurance”
problem. Absent an “equivalent” capability in theater, NATO’s European members
had to rely, for deterrence, on a US strategic nuclear force that might prove “unavail-
able,” or that the Soviets might believe was unavailable, if needed. The Soviets would
thereby calculate, or miscalculate, their way into a nuclear conflict.

For NATO members, a necessary response was the US deployment of Pershing
II land-based, ballistic missiles in Germany and ground-launched cruise missiles
throughout Europe. By the soft-warfighting logic behind NATO thinking, these
missiles allowed the United States to match the Soviets at their level of provocation
while implicitly threatening to bring the full weight of the US strategic nuclear force
to bear to increase Soviet costs in the conflict. Soft warfighters remained unclear
nonetheless about the purposes of the new weaponry.

Did the United States intend the missiles to show that the United States would
engage fully in a nuclear conflict? That is, did it intend these weapons as a visible
“trigger” to an all-out strategic nuclear exchange? As political instruments, these
weapons—placed in vulnerable positions on the front lines of conflict—could
signal to the Soviets that the United States had effectively tied its own hands. NATO
would employ its nuclear weapons early, then, rather than lose them to a Soviet
conventional offensive. It would do so with full knowledge that the use of nuclear
weapons in theater could trigger a strategic nuclear exchange. If that was the logic,
however, why were these missiles necessary for that purpose? For that matter, would
the availability of additional nuclear options, in theater, reduce the credibility of the
US threat to back NATO with US strategic nuclear weapons? After all, if the United
States had withdrawn all US nuclear weapons from Europe, it would have had no op-
tion but to answer Soviet aggression with US strategic nuclear strikes.”! US strategic
forces were more than equipped for that purpose.

Or did the United States intend these missiles, instead, to limit any nuclear war
to Europe?** After all, soft warfighters formulated their overall strategy with the
hope of controlling the spread and intensity of a nuclear conflict. Yet the capabilities
and placement of the weapons could easily have provoked an unlimited conflict.
The Pershing II missiles in Germany—Dby virtue of their accuracy, prompt-delivery,
and proximity—served, for all intents and purposes, as strategic nuclear weapons.
These missiles could hit Soviet strategic targets—most perilously, Soviet command
and control sites—quickly from their European positions.”* NATO’s European
members “believed that it was essential to hold Soviet, rather than Warsaw Pact,
targets at risk” with the goal of engaging the superpowers fully in the conflict
(Anderson and Nelson 2019: 94). The assurance these countries sought was that
they alone would not bear the costs of war.

The situation was thus ripe for an explosion. With Soviet plans to take the (nu-
clear) offensive if a NATO nuclear strike appeared imminent, and NATO’s plans
to take any nuclear conflict initially to the Soviet Union (Schulte 2012: 55-56),
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conditions could create a “first-strike” dilemma. Although neither side desired a nu-
clear war, both sides feared the implications of striking “second.” Inasmuch as the
Pershing IT and cruise missiles could evade Soviet early warning in a surprise attack
(Green and Long 2017a: 630), the NATO effort to “match” the Soviet deployment
could have inadvertently sped nuclear-weapons employment at the theater level
that could quickly expand to the strategic level.

In short, the United States made a political decision to placate US NATO allies.
Accordingly, the United States sent 108 Pershing II missiles to West Germany, on
the front lines of the conflict—to be paired with the 108 launchers for the Pershing
1A missiles that the new missiles would replace.”* (West Germany—alone—was
willing to accept the accompanying costs in political isolation and domestic re-
sistance that the missiles would invite.)?® The implications were significant. Soft
warfighters had explicitly rejected AD thinking for its hopelessness, automaticity,
and finality. Ironically, they had now extended its reach to encompass any, and all,
confrontations—conventional or otherwise.?® The search for advantages—and the
desire to neutralize them—brought them full circle. They sought to surmount AD
dilemmas but could not override them.

Schlesinger, himself, tried to straddle that debate. He conceded nonetheless that
the US weapons in Europe, apart from deterrence, were intended to contain a nuclear
conflict (Terriff 1995: 197). If that was his thinking, he was likely horribly wrong.

Hard Warhighting: Denial Strategies

It was left to the hard warfighters of the Reagan administration to put AD fully to
rest. It, like the Carter administration, sought to capitalize on increased missile ac-
curacy, upgraded warning, monitoring, and tracking systems, and command and
control systems. It, too, prepared, then, for a protracted nuclear conflict—as meas-
ured in hours, maybe days, not months and years—fought, at the very least, for
immediate military objectives. The two administrations differed, however, in one
important respect: under Presidential Directive 59 (PD 59), the Carter administra-
tion explicitly denied that a nuclear war was “winnable,” though that concession did
not make for a more coherent strategy.

Background

In the view of hawkish critics, alleged Soviet advantages—particularly in heavy
land-based missiles—made a mockery of the term “equivalence.” They had a point.
In embracing equivalence, the Carter administration failed to determine how much
military requirements mattered when sizing and configuring the US nuclear force
(Lebovic 2013: 93-94). Still, the criticism ran deeper. Hawks maintained that prior
administrations had left the United States dangerously unprepared to deter a Soviet
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attack or reduce the Soviet nuclear threat in the event of an attack: with their heavier
and more numerous land-based missiles, the Soviets could deliver more warheads
promptly on target once the Soviets acquired MIRVs (multiple independently tar-
getable reentry vehicles). With many warheads launched accurately against US
targets from single missiles, hawks feared that the Soviets would eradicate the US
land-based force in a first strike.

These critics were deeply troubled that the Soviets had deployed land-based
missiles at a much higher rate than expected through the 1960s and into the 1970s
(Wohlstetter 1974a, 1974b) and had not mimicked US deployments by distributing
nuclear weapons more evenly among air-, land-, and sea-based legs.”” That the
Soviets seemed unconcerned that their large, land-based missile force was vulner-
able to a US attack suggested, to these critics, that the Soviets planned to strike first
(Pipes 1977,1980).% Some hawks concluded, in fact, that the Soviets sought a “war-
winning” capability (Gray 1979a; Gray and Payne 1980). With the decimation of
the US land-based intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) force, the United States
would lack the counterforce capability to destroy, promptly, remaining Soviet land-
based missiles (that could threaten US cities) in their hardened silos.?

For these critics, arms control was now a dangerous farce: unlike US negotiators,
the Soviets saw arms control “as a means to gain strategic advantage and to restrict
U.S. programs that might deny them that advantage” (Van Cleave 1989: 33). Stated
in even starker terms, “the United States has been negotiating with a country which
not merely fails to share the orthodox American concept of strategic stability, but
has been working very energetically to undermine whatever stability now exists”
(Gray 1979b: 202). The Soviets recognized what US policymakers did not: “that
war at any level can be won or lost, and that the distinction between winning and
losing would not be trivial” (Gray and Payne 1980: 14).

The critics had vented their displeasure with the terms of the 1972 Strategic
Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) I Treaty, which essentially froze numbers of US and
Soviet weapon launchers in place, supposedly giving the Soviets a decided advan-
tage. They continued to press their case. An officially sanctioned, Team B exercise
permitted prominent hawks to critique the working assumptions of Soviet analysts
in the US Central Intelligence Agency (then directed by George H. W. Bush).> Key
participants subsequently pooled their efforts for domestic political influence. Paul
Nitze, Albert Wohlstetter, Richard Perle, and others united to form the Committee
on the Present Danger. Hawks descended in mass, then, to rally opposition to the
1979 SALT II Treaty.

The hawkish advocacy of major figures in strategic arms control—Paul Nitze,
Edward Rowny, and Senator Henry Jackson—featured heavily in the debate.’
With the treaty at center stage, and malign Soviet motives the common denomi-
nator of opposition, critics focused on imbalances and loopholes that the Soviets
had presumably crafted to their advantage and intended to exploit.** Although
the SALT II Treaty capped the number of MIRVs atop ICBMs, US treaty critics
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warned that the Soviets could double—maybe triple—the capabilities of their
land-based force by exceeding the SALT II limitations that were programmed to
expire in the early 1980s. A “window of vulnerability” would open then when the
Soviets could target their MIRVs against the considerably smaller number of US
land-based missiles.

The Reagan administration did not mute its displeasure. In the 1980s, it
decried the Soviet encryption of telemetry information—electronic transmissions
that could reveal the number of warheads the Soviets tested on missiles—even
questioning whether the Soviets were providing false information on open trans-
mission channels.® It read all Soviet violations of the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM)
treaty as evidence that the Soviets were building a nationwide defense to break
out from the ABM treaty. It stuck to its assessment though Soviet actions were far
too limited and the challenge of building an effective missile defense far too great
to position the Soviets to thwart a US nuclear offensive,** and though the United
States, too, had committed treaty violations.*® The failure to find evidence in ob-
vious places only reinforced hawkish misgivings. It suggested to critics that the
Soviets knew what they were doing: they were hiding illicit activities by feeding the
misconceptions of the US intelligence community (Katz 1979).

Hard warfighters, among the critics, were well represented in the first term of the
Reagan administration. They were unimpressed with soft warfighters’ fanciful logic.
The danger, for them, was that the Soviets, with their heavy, land-based missiles,
possessed superior warfighting capabilities. The high-profile advocates—Colin
Gray, Keith Payne, and William Van Cleave, to name a few—populated universities
and think tanks and influenced the thinking of strategists and practitioners (both
within and outside of the US government) about when and how a nuclear war
would (indeed, must) be fought.

Strategic Deficiencies

Hard warfighters prized US weapons for their capability (in numbers, accuracy, and
quick delivery) to destroy hard targets—specifically, the Soviet ICBM force—and
the ancillary capabilities for command, control, communications, and intelligence
(C%1) that would permit the expeditious delivery of these weapons against those
targets. Whereas some hard warfighters argued that a US—Soviet strategic nuclear
conflict was winnable, most hard warfighters maintained, at least, that the Soviets
believed victory in nuclear war was possible. In their view, then, deterrence required
that the United States prepare accordingly. The United States must establish—
through its military preponderance—that the Soviets could not gain from an at-
tack: They could neither disarm the United States nor cow it into submission. Their
arguments suffered, however, as guides to force deployment owing to (a) specious
targeting distinctions, (b) fragile command and control, (c) the neglect of Soviet
goals, (d) illusionary escalation “firebreaks,” and (e) the lack of an “end game”
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Specious Targeting Distinctions

In the abstract world, strategists could treat certain weapons—ICBMs in
particular—as force targets and cities as value targets. In the idealized version of
AD, then, each side targeted the other’s land-based missiles in a first strike, and
targeted cities in retaliation. With the hard-warfighting alternative, missiles fought
missiles, that is, their warheads destroyed adversary missiles in their silos. Yet the
distinction between force and value targets suffered in operationalization.

Radar installations and military command centers are force targets, perhaps,
but what about military bases, communication networks, and civilian govern-
ment installations, including facilities that housed top Soviet officials who would
presumably direct their country’s war effort? Were these force targets or value
targets? Attacking them, apart from the military effects, would weaken the Soviet
government’s control over its citizens, and its ability to provide for the needs of a
population suffering enormously post-bellum. Does that not suggest that these as-
sets held considerable value to Soviet leaders? Conversely, the Soviets could view
their missiles as value targets if they believed that missiles deterred US threats to
Soviet cities.

Even if targets differed in principle, they still overlapped geographically. The
high-altitude detonation of Soviet warheads—meant to impair US retaliatory
attacks by disrupting US radio communications—could produce widespread col-
lateral damage (Gottfried and Blair 1988: 19). Many “military” targets—command
posts and bases—were collocated with industries and cities. Attacks on hard com-
mand posts—in Moscow, for example—would have been “virtually indistinguish-
able from an attack aimed at the destruction of Soviet society” (Gottfried and
Blair 1988: 19). Even strikes on missile sites would not spare civilians. Whereas
the United States placed its missiles in rural parts of the country—including North
Dakota and Arkansas—the Soviets placed their silos (presumably for convenience)
closer to urban areas. Should cities survive the blast, they were susceptible nonethe-
less to the effects of radiation and fallout (Levi, von Hippel, and Daugherty 1987/
88), and the underappreciated effects of fire (Eden 2004).¢

The perversity of artificial target designations was painfully apparent in the
Reagan administration. It planned to target Soviet leaders at the outset of a nuclear
war when, in prior administrations, the lives of these leaders would be kept at risk
for bargaining purposes (see Bracken 1983: 88-89). Although the Carter admin-
istration intended to keep the Soviet leadership at “risk” initially in a nuclear con-
flict, with the idea of giving them “more to lose” to deter the escalation to full-scale
war, the Reagan administration removed these targets from the “withhold” list. The
targeting shift reflected growing concerns in US strategic circles that a US capa-
bility to eviscerate the Russian populace and industrial base would not deter Soviet
leaders.”” It also stemmed from ostensible military benefits in targeting the Soviet
leadership and military command. Why sever the tentacles of the monster when
one could disable or kill it by removing its head?



The Cold-War Nuclear Force Balance 33

The underlying logic begged for scrutiny. Clarity in thinking about these targets
was certainly not helped by hard warfighters who (despite their ostensibly singular
focus on force targets) argued for the prompt targeting of the Soviet leadership as
a “value” target with the assumption that Soviet leaders covet their own lives and
government above the survival of their citizenry. It was also hurt by the implicit as-
sumption that Soviet leaders placed little to no value on the preservation of Soviet
society. Even if we assume the Soviet leadership cared most about preserving the
Soviet system—its security apparatus, leadership, and so forth—what was the state
absent a society, that is people, industry, effective governance, and the trappings of
civilization? Put simply, could the head function without a body? For that matter,
did the head exist apart from the body? The Pentagon, in the Carter administra-
tion, had defined the Soviet leadership to include around 100,000 people around
the country (Ball and Toth 1990: 73).

Hard-warfighting logic collapsed under the weight of such questions. By making
the Soviet leadership an acceptable target, hard warfighters undermined their argu-
ment that the combatants could fight a nuclear war within constraints. What would
keep residual elements, with control of Soviet weapons—following standard oper-
ating procedures—from launching a ragged spasmodic attack against the civilian
US target set? Critics had consistently warned of that danger—with strong justi-
fication, it turns out. Unbeknown to US analysts at the time, the Soviets devised
an insidious answer to US targeting plans. As life imitates art, they constructed a
“doomsday device,” of sorts, that harked back to the Dr. Strangelove tale (Hoffman
2009). The Soviets automated a massive nuclear response should launch-control
officers lose contact with the command (and should sensors point to a US nuclear
attack).

If we look at the four categories in which SIOP targets were grouped by the
Cold War’s end (US GAO 1991: 2), we can easily see that moving from the first
to any of the next three—and especially the fourth—amounted to countervalue
targeting: (1) Nuclear Forces (ballistic missiles and their launch facilities and con-
trol centers; nuclear weapons storage sites; airfields supporting nuclear-capable
aircraft; ballistic missile submarine bases); (2) Leadership (command posts; key
communication facilities); (3) Other Military Forces (barracks, supply depots,
marshaling points; airfields not supporting nuclear forces; ammunition storage
facilities; tank and vehicle storage yards); and (4) War-Supporting Industrial and
Economic Factories (industrial: ammunition factories, tanks and armored per-
sonnel carrier factories, petroleum refineries, railway yards and repair facilities; eco-
nomic: coal, basic steel, basic aluminum, and electric power).

We could argue that “Nuclear Forces” are counterforce targets, but even that
distinction takes no account of their vast number, or locations proximate to urban
areas. Indeed, a counterforce strategy aimed “strictly” at nuclear-force targets would
require many more times the weapons needed to destroy Soviet cities (Lortie
2001: 23). Thus, the United States could not destroy military targets without
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imposing significant “value” damage through errant blasts, fallout, and the destruc-
tion of collocated targets (McKinzie et al. 2001). Although warfighters touted the
idea of counterforce exchanges that would “spare” urban targets, the indirect and
collateral effects on cities—ensuing, for instance, from the spread of fallout from
“surgical strikes” on nuclear missiles—would include the deaths of millions of
Soviet and US citizens. The destruction of roads, governmental facilities, communi-
cation links, vital industries, and so forth would destroy critical economic, societal,
and governmental nodes, with (cumulative) contagion effects that would, in turn,
destroy society as it previously existed.

Adding targets to the US strike list, from any of the three other categories—
despite a military rationale (“war supporting industry”)—would enormously
increase the human toll. The SIOP arguably served, then, as a blueprint for an in-
discriminate war: “When you're talking about thousands of nuclear weapons—and
the mass fires, fallout, and destruction that they can cause—the differences be-
tween counterforce and counter-value quickly begin to blur. Millions are going to
die—instantly or over time—either way” (Lortie 2001: 26).

Yet hard warfighters focused on the benefits of reducing Soviet nuclear might—
especially, hard-targeting capabilities—over the costs that US (and Soviet) hard-
ware could inflict in civilian damage and deaths. They assumed, then, that the
parties could avoid the liabilities of a punishment strategy by employing ever-more
accurate weapons against the adversary’s nuclear infrastructure. These costs, how-
ever, were “limited” only in a relative sense. What would keep the combatants from
thus unleashing their wrath fully on enemy cities?

Fragile Command and Control

Hard warfighters assumed that the United States could employ counterforce strikes
to control war outcomes. Yet the capability to control the conflict could quickly
evaporate with strikes on C°I facilities. The combatants would lose their capability
to assess the damage inflicted (by either side), and with it their desire to withhold
strikes on adversary (urban) targets of value. Indeed, the hard-warfighting emphasis
on the “offensive” promoted an exaggerated sense of first-strike advantages (and
second-strike disadvantages) that weighed toward a hair-trigger response to tactical
warning of an attack.*® The danger, then, was “that Soviet or American leaders, at the
height of a crisis that seemed likely to spill over into nuclear war, might grasp at the
straw of preemption precisely because preemption seemed to offer the only means
by which they might protect themselves and their country” (Lebow 1987: 54). The
distinction between launch-under-attack and launch-on-warning was already am-
biguous (as discussed in Chapter S), at best (Gottfried and Blair 1988: 58-59).
Forces could launch in retaliation, with initial evidence of an adversary attack, of
any scale, when the United States and Soviet Union were better equipped to de-
termine the fact of an attack than to assess its full dimensions (Gottfried and Blair
1988: 85).
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For that matter, the potential for restraint was only as strong as the warning and
assessment capability of the least capable of the parties. Impoverished Soviet sys-
tems, in that regard, preordained a spasmodic Soviet response (Bracken 1983: 108)
that would seemingly necessitate a US response (anticipatory or otherwise) in kind.
Justifiable fears that the capability to coordinate forces for an effective counterforce
attack would deteriorate quickly—and beliefs that a robust offensive could signifi-
cantly degrade the opponent’s retaliatory capability—could only fuel desires to lash
out, to inflict maximum damage, with first indications of an enemy attack. In short
order, misunderstanding and miscommunication in the fog of war would most as-
suredly consume the combatants—more quickly still if the parties targeted each
other’s command and assessment capabilities or a nuclear exchange involved some
combination of strategic, theater, and tactical nuclear forces (Bracken 1983: 123,
157-158).

Operating blind, and in the dark about their own residual capabilities, the United
States and Soviet Union might then have fired everything they had; the operative
logic being, “use them or lose them.” At that point, the parties might even have
lacked the capacity to control their own forces. With communication links severed
and the command disabled, military subentities might effectively have conducted
wars of their own, lacking the ability to see the big picture or, by then, to change
it. As Paul Bracken (1983: 99) concluded at the time, “each separated island will
then face its own individual assessment problem,” that is, “it will not only have to
estimate the damage it has sustained, but also the damage sustained by the other
separated units and the status of enemy forces.” Indeed, the continued actions of any
US or Soviet subunit could have fueled responsive salvos from opposing subunits.

The Neglect of Adversary Goals

Hard warfighters focused on military targets to the neglect of combatant goals that
would explain how the fighting started, and thus how it would end. Were the Soviets
out to destroy or neutralize the United States? If the former, why would the Soviets
settle for less than the destruction of US society? After all, by initiating a strategic
nuclear conflict, they had accepted the prospect of Soviet destruction. They thus
viewed the stakes as high. So why not see the “job” through to the end by destroying
US conventional-force capabilities and the US industrial base?

Hard warfighters sidelined questions of Soviet motivation by focusing on a trou-
bling scenario. They posited that the Soviets might do the unthinkable if their do-
mestic base were threatened. They feared that Soviet leaders, facing a loss in power,
would launch an attack on the United States—perhaps as a “Hail Mary” ploy (a
risky gambit lacking all other options) or a last-gasp effort to take the United States
(and its Western allies) down with them. The Soviets presumably at that point
would have nothing left to lose and perhaps something to gain (the destruction of
the West).
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Yet that scenario assumed Soviet leaders valued destruction, for its own sake,
over their personal survival, the survival of Russian society, and, indeed, their own
family members. No less problematic, the logic defied the very premises that hard
warfighters so ardently pushed. Put simply, what could the Soviets gain from mali-
cious destructiveness? Hard warfighters had always rejected the proposition that
the Soviets would kill and destroy because it offered benefits. The fading Soviet
leadership was, however, maliciously destructive; it apparently desired to inflict
damage because it could.

Soviet leaders could have intended their attack as a last-ditch effort to save the
regime. But why would they believe an all-out attack would help, rather than harm,
their efforts? An attack on US nuclear forces could not save the regime; and an at-
tack on US cities would only speed the demise of the Soviet leadership and kill all
that it valued along with it. Would these leaders not be better off keeping their nu-
clear weapons in reserve and hoping (perhaps to the very end) that, by threatening
to use them, they could forestall a change in regime? For that matter, would they not
be better oft fading away to plot and prepare for a return to power at some point in
the future?

Of course, the Soviets might have stumbled into war. For example, they might
have attacked Western Europe expecting an easy conventional victory and then
found themselves in a nuclear struggle that threatened their very existence. US
leaders, too, might have stumbled forward. These reasonable assumptions are diffi-
cult, however, to square with hard-warfighting rationality.

Illusory Escalation “Firebreaks”

Hard warfighters approached escalation in nuclear war by assuming the combatants
would recognize clear levels or rungs of escalation and know which side could
“win,” at each. If the United States could win a theater-nuclear war (in Europe), for
example, and no side could win a strategic nuclear exchange, a “firebreak” precluded
the escalation of a nuclear war from the theater to the strategic level. Deterrence
would prevail because the Soviets lacked viable nuclear options. As opposed to
the softer warfighting principle of “escalation control,” the United States would ob-
tain “escalation dominance,” which required the capability to defeat the adversary
at a higher level of engagement. The goal, then, was not just to exercise “control,”
matching the Soviets blow-for-blow, to convince them that further escalation was
deleterious. The goal, instead, was to dominate. If the United States could emerge
victorious at the higher level of escalation, the Soviets would have no rational reason
to continue fighting—or, for that matter, to go to war in the first place. The United
States would “win” because the Soviets could not rationally escalate to some higher
level to prevail.

For these warfighters, then, nuclear war did not amount to a race to oblivion as
the parties sought revenge or wildly unleashed their wrath on the opponent. Denial
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strategists offered a more “bloodless” scenario: in it, weapons fought weapons, and
people (cities) stood on the sidelines relatively unaffected. People would die—
perhaps in high numbers—but killing, for its own sake, was not the point, for it
served no real military (rational) purpose.

But could the conflict go as planned given the phenomenal levels of destruction
envisioned and the quickly dwindling capabilities of the parties to control their mil-
itary assets or determine which side was “ahead?” The challenges of ascertaining
dominance went on full display when the Reagan administration, despite its hard-
warfighting affinities, backed the deployment of Pershing II and cruise missiles
in Europe in response to the prior Soviet deployment of the SS-20 missile. The
United States was not seeking to match, let alone exceed, Soviet firepower, at least
by standards of escalation dominance. The upgraded US force of 572 missiles—
108 single-warhead Pershing II missiles, augmented by hundreds of cruise missiles
deployed in a handful of countries—simply lacked the firepower of the hundreds of
quick-strike Soviet (SS-20) missiles, with their three large-yield warheads: indeed,
the cruise missiles would take hours to reach their targets.

What would it take, though, to counter these Soviet weapons if no conceivable
US attack could neutralize them before they were fired? The United States could
certainly hit other targets, but could dominance be established, then, by a standard
other than which side ultimately suffered more military damage or human costs?
Moreover, once the focus shifted to which side inflicted more damage, what con-
ceivable firebreak could deter one or both combatants from employing the full
weight of their arsenals?

Lack of an "End Game”

Hard warfighters offered a “game” without a solution. The combatants had presum-
ably fought their hard-targeting battle until a “winner,” the side that still possessed a
residual force of superior weaponry, emerged from the exchange. But where would
the combatants go from there? Both sides could only threaten adversary targets of
“value,” with whatever air-, sea-, and land-based forces that remained. For that pur-
pose, the United States was not disadvantaged. For that mission, it did not require
land-based missiles, with their advantages in accuracy and prompt delivery. Any nu-
clear weapon that could explode—eventually—near a target would do. So, where
was the Soviet coercive advantage? Why would the Soviets assume the United States
would hold back when it possessed thousands of nuclear warheads for possible use
against Soviet cities?

Inlooking to how a nuclear war might end, hard warfighters need not have looked
further than Soviet nuclear strategy. Although they dismissed the “mirror imaging”
implicit in AD doctrine—the assumption that Soviet leaders, just like US leaders,
valued the lives of their citizens—they engaged in mirror imaging of their own.
They assumed that the Soviets would observe necessary restraint in war—escalating
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to their level of advantage—when, in the Soviet view, a limited nuclear war was a
contradiction in terms. In hindsight, post—-Cold War Russian annihilative military
strategies in Syria, Chechnya, and Ukraine make the Cold War—era assumption of a
Russian leadership respectful of limits seem more than naive.

In sum, no set of strategists—hard warfighters among them—were immune to
the challenges of developing consistent and well-grounded arguments. They fo-
cused on US weapons and Soviet targets, believing that a military resolution to a nu-
clear conflict was possible. Put simply, hard warfighters sought superiority in aiming
to deprive the Soviets of nuclear advantages at any foreseeable level of escalation.
They continued to provoke questions, then, about what military superiority meant
in practice, absent the capability to deliver a disarming attack.

The Ongoing Debate: Cold War Strategies, Weapons,
and Their Legacies

The Cold War survives in current debate. Old issues surface when policymakers
look to strengthen nuclear offenses and defenses and offer strategies to address con-
temporary nuclear challenges.

The Utility of Nuclear Offenses and Defenses

Both offenses and defenses can contribute to deterrence. If a defender can convinc-
ingly counter a challenge—through offense, defense, or a combination of the two—
a potential challenger has no incentive to attack.

A sports competition demonstrates the complementary effects of an offense
and defense, in support of deterrence (or some other objective). A team’s defense
assists the team’s offense by limiting the opponent’s gains (point total or field po-
sition) or forcing the opponent to expend energy for paltry gains. In turn, a team’s
offense assists the team’s defense by weakening the opponent, perhaps by creating
and exploiting vulnerabilities. Indeed, the offense might put the opponent on the
defensive. The opponent, in seeking to avoid loss, surrenders its capacity to take
offensive action. The basic principles apply more generally, for example, to counter-
terrorist operations. Fearing disruption and disclosure, terrorist groups must resort
to secretiveness, maintain elaborate cell structures, establish hierarchical control of
information, and engage in constant movement. Such action reduces the vulnera-
bility of the group only by also inhibiting efficient, timely, or large-scale operations.
Indeed, a terrorist group’s defensive measures might follow detectable patterns that
create openings for effective counterterrorist operations. These patterns include the
“bad habits” of a key operative, the recurrent use of a particular contact person, or
the employment of a decipherable code.
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How—and how much—offenses and defenses each contribute to deterrence is
controversial, however. Controversy occurs because offenses and defenses are in-
terdependent and because the offense—defense issue is inextricably linked to the
denial-punishment debate (see Chapter 1).

Damage Limitation (Counterforce Tactics)

Given the potential substitutability of offense and defense, many hard warfighters
viewed a US counterforce capability—that is, an ability to destroy Soviet missiles
in their silos—as indistinguishable in principle from a capability to defend against
enemy missiles. Some warfighters thus touted US ballistic missiles that could de-
stroy Soviet missiles in their hardened silos as effectively constituting a “boost-
phase” defense. US missiles could destroy unlaunched Soviet missiles to prevent
their warheads from landing on US territory, much like a missile defense might
knock out incoming Soviet warheads toward the end of their flight trajectory. In
fact, offenses and defenses could work synergistically: US missiles, protected from
attack, could then go on the attack to prevent further strikes on the US nuclear-
missile force.

On balance, counterforce targeting was more efficient than active defenses (as
discussed below). Offensive missiles were cheaper to build than defensive missiles
and far more likely to hit and destroy their targets (assuming the offensive-missile
targets had not yet launched). Defending against Soviet missiles was a phenomenal
challenge. Even a highly effective defense—say, with a 90 percent kill rate (Lebovic
2007: 91)—would still leave the United States open to damage from hundreds if
not thousands of Soviet warheads. By contrast, an accurate US (land- or sea-based)
missile could reliably destroy a larger number of (unlaunched) Soviet missiles—
with a good rate of return if each missile housed multiple warheads. A single offen-
sive missile armed with—say, ten multiple warheads—could conceivably destroy
one hundred adversary warheads if each adversary missile contained ten warheads.
That level of performance was hard to match with a hundred, or hundreds, of defen-
sive interceptors.

Denial-based reasoning—backing nuclear offenses and defenses—received new
life in the post—Cold War era as the United States confronted a world of smaller nu-
clear arsenals. Indeed, overwhelming US capabilities arguably place US adversaries
at a significant offensive and defensive disadvantage. US challengers must resort to
subterfuge and concealment to protect their small arsenals from attacks by a larger,
more capable US nuclear force. Indeed, their efforts to protect vulnerable missiles
could impair their capability to respond quickly to attacks. For instance, limiting
communications between command centers and submarines or mobile missiles,
to prevent disclosing their positions, also reduces their responsiveness to com-
mand authorities—and could isolate missile launchers entirely if communications
links were severed by an attack. Protective imperatives could force mobile-missile
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operations into a smaller radius—perhaps to capitalize on concealment—which
could increase their exposure to attack. Or else, defensive measures could provide
telltale signals—such as a large protective force—that would cue enemy offenses to
missile locations (Lieber and Press 2017: 47).

These assumptions invite controversy on technical grounds. Skeptics question
whether the United States possesses the range of capabilities required to detect and
destroy adversary missiles before they are launched. The debate thereby reduces to
a battle of assumptions about US force effectiveness including whether or not the
United States can depend on warheads with larger yields to compensate for the im-
precise locating of missiles. (See Lodal et al. 2010.)

Regardless, denial strategies deserve scrutiny in another respect. They downplay
the cost sensitivities of the combatants (see Chapter 3) and nonrational processes
that can take hold in a nuclear conflict (see Chapter S). By placing the focus on what
the United States could accomplish with force, they detract from what the United
States might not accomplish with force, that is, the probability that the weaker ad-
versary could still launch some number of weapons against their targets. The prob-
ability of surviving warheads requires that we consider the cost sensitivities of even
a superior party and how those sensitivities might change over the course of a con-
flict. Through their narrow focus, denial strategies thus exaggerate the US incentive
to act on alleged US advantages (a) by launching a preventative (first) strike on
a nuclear-armed adversary or (b) by relying on a second-strike counterforce ca-
pability to convince the adversary to concede because its bargaining position will
suffer after a nuclear exchange.

Missile Defense

AD advocates viewed defensive systems meant to thwart enemy offenses a bit more
favorably than offensive systems meant for defensive purposes. Unlike warfighters,
however, AD advocates still maintained a lukewarm to negative attitude toward ac-
tive defenses, that is, antiballistic systems that fire missiles at incoming warheads.
The underlying issues continue to fester in the post—Cold War period.

In the Cold War Years

AD advocates certainly recognized that passive defenses—the hardening of mis-
sile sites, the quiet mobility of submarines, bombers kept on alert, and so forth—
were essential to safeguard the US retaliatory capability needed to deter a Soviet
attack. These advocates were not alone in that view. Only unilateral-disarmament
proponents would reject the necessity of safeguarding military assets from attack.
For AD advocates, however, active defenses were problematic. If a party could ef-
fectively defend its cities, it could attack or coerce its opponent with impunity. In
the AD view, even the belief that a party is acquiring effective missile defenses could
destabilize deterrence. Soviet fears of improving US defenses could trigger a Soviet
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offensive buildup, increasing pressure on the United States to follow suit. Indeed,
the Soviets, if fearing their increasing vulnerability, might strike before US defensive
improvements closed the Soviet offensive window entirely.

AD advocates voiced particular concern over urban defenses. They might
concede that active (point) defenses that were meant to protect (stationary) US
land-based missiles (in their hardened silos), for retaliatory attacks, could stabilize
deterrence. In principle, these point defenses married easily to the basic principles
of deterrence: they helped ensure that some portion of the US land-based missile
force could retaliate for a Soviet attack. Indeed, defending hardened targets against
the pinpoint attacks necessary to destroy these targets was a less formidable task
than defending a big, vulnerable, and immobile city. To protect missiles in hard-
ened silos, a defense could selectively target warheads that posed a direct threat to
the missiles, when a warhead—one of thousands in the Soviet arsenal—that hit
off target, near a city—could destroy it. AD advocates feared, however, that even
hard-point defenses could feed grandiose (destabilizing) visions for a fullhomeland
defense.

AD advocates were not quite consistent in their claims. That was clear when they
argued, for instance, that a party might attack before its opponent’s defenses closed
an offensive window of opportunity. Why would that party effectively commit su-
icide “out of fear of death” They also invited criticism when arguing that defenses
are both ineffective and destabilizing. Why would the Soviets feel threatened by a
system that did not work? Although advocates could (and sometimes did) argue
that the belief that defenses might work contributed to instability, a focus on beliefs
was a departure for most AD advocates. Their emphasis, instead, was on assuring re-
taliation with some necessary level of nuclear capability.*® Yet AD advocates did not
hold a monopoly on inconsistent thinking. Denial strategists, well represented in
the Reagan administration, seemed unfazed by the prospect that the Soviets might
attack before the “window” closed, though Soviet offensive aspirations—and ag-
gressive intent—fueled their push for a US missile defense.*’

Fueled by consistent and inconsistent arguments, the issue of missile defense
was contentious in the late 1960s before the Nixon administration moved to deploy
a hard-target defense, prior to the signing of the 1972 Antiballistic Missile Treaty,
which severely limited such deployment. The Reagan administration then undercut
the agreement with its own creative interpretation of the treaty. It maintained that
the treaty permitted the United States to deploy a vast array of technologies to de-
fend US missiles and cities against a Soviet attack.

In the Post—Cold War Years

Controversy did not die with the Cold War. A decade after the Cold War’s end,
the George W. Bush administration abandoned the treaty altogether to realize the
promise of a defense. The administration spoke for policy hawks who saw opportu-
nity for a strong US defense against the smaller arsenals of a North Korea, or Iran.
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A layered defense—positioned in theater, and on US territory—could target bal-
listic missiles in their boost phase and warheads through their terminal phase. Any
such defense could gain effectiveness if a US offensive first thinned the adversary’s
arsenal. An effective defense would permit the United States to overcome the tra-
ditional challenges of extending deterrence to US allies. (See Chapter 3.) If fully
protected, the United States need not worry about trading Honolulu for Seoul or
Los Angeles for Tokyo.

Yet, the relationship to offense that made defenses attractive to US proponents
made them problematic to US adversaries, and thus for efforts to control nuclear
competition. US defensive aspirations complicated arms-control negotiations with
Russia and provoked a compensatory expansion in the size of the Chinese nuclear
force. Indeed, US hawkish defense advocates were placed in the awkward position of
challenging Russian protests that expressed the very logic that these same advocates
embraced to sell their offensive and defensive plans at home. Policy hawks in the
US Congress, fearing that the Obama administration might trade away US defenses
(or maybe allow the Russians offsetting offensive advantages) balked at the relevant
text in ratification hearings for the New START Treaty. The offending passages, in
the treaty’s preamble, stated, “Recognizing the existence of the interrelationship be-
tween strategic offensive arms and strategic defensive arms, that this interrelation-
ship will become more important as strategic nuclear arms are reduced, and that
current strategic-defensive arms do not undermine the viability and effectiveness
of the strategic offensive arms of the Parties. ... For treaty defenders, the preamble
stated the obvious. If offenses and defenses were not interdependent, why would
the United States even seek a missile defense? For treaty critics, the text hid an in-
sidious purpose. Presumably, once the United States had formally accepted this
principle, it would legitimize Russian claims that defenses gave the United States an
unfair offensive advantage.*!

Despite the more “modest” ambitions of contemporary missile-defense
advocates, aspirations for a robust defense never entirely abated.* To the contrary,
the unrealized promise of missile-defense technologies—against a large-scale nu-
clear attack—gave rise to wishful thinking. The push in the Trump administration
to expand US missile defenses to reduce the US vulnerability to attack—in Trump’s
vision, to shield the United States entirely from a nuclear attack—rested on their
hypothetical capability to protect US targets. The administration formally pressed
its goals then for a multilayered defense, with a vast system of land- and space-based
sensors and weapons that would move the United States closer to the Reagan-era
vision.® But proponents had still not shown that the economics of acquisition fa-
vored the defense or that defenses were effective even against a small number of
attacking warheads. The accompanying danger, then, was that the adversary would
simply build more missiles to overwhelm the defense which—ironically—would
only increase the threat to the US homeland.
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Other issues were neglected. If defenses and offenses were complementary
systems, might the appearance of effective defenses—or their repositioning—
exacerbate apparent threat in a tense conflict? Might the United States act incau-
tiously or precipitously against small nuclear adversaries with false confidence in a
porous defense? The intellectual focus was, instead, on the technological potential of
a defense, not its possible consequences within a broader political, social, and psy-
chological context. Even “in defense,” thoughts of advantage rang through.

Nuclear Strategy in the Post—Cold War Period

The Cold War’s end reduced the overall US concern with the US-Russian nu-
clear balance. US officials continued to highlight US nuclear advantages and
disadvantages. Although Cold War-era principles echoed in standards used to as-
sess the robustness of the US force, they were not embedded in explicit strategies
that could direct the course of a nuclear conflict.

The US defense community transitioned warily to a post-Cold War posture.
Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney’s targeting review, early in the George H. W.
Bush administration yielded studies and briefings that reportedly “appalled” Cheney
and Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Colin Powell, who were “purportedly struck
by the inefficiencies, excesses, and incongruities that were built into the plans”
(Lebovic 2013: 185-186).* Although the military would drop thousands of targets
from the SIOP, albeit mainly in the former Soviet republics (Nolan 1989: 31), the
military believed the resulting numbers constituted a floor level of necessary capa-
bility: given shrinking Russian territory and START I arms-control limits,* military
planners recognized that they could make do with a smaller number of weapons
(Lebovic 2013: 186). The numbers further declined through agreement: with the
Obama administration’s New START agreement,* the United States and Russia
each had around 1,500 deployed strategic-nuclear weapons.

The Push for Flexibility

The US military continued to resist force reductions. It feared compromising
target coverage in plans that enshrined “counterforce” targeting as if it amounted
to strategy.*’” But counterforce was not the Pentagon’s only nod to targeting’s Cold
War legacy. Soft-warfighting principles survived, as well, in the notion of “flexi-
bility” US policymakers focused, accordingly, on acquiring options, preventative
and otherwise, to address a world of diverse (even mercurial) threat. The Bush
administration’s 2002 NPR integrated conventional-strike capabilities into nuclear
war—planning—a change that would involve arming some ICBMs and SLBMs with
conventional warheads. The 2018 NPR, released early in the Trump administra-
tion, followed its predecessors in calling for the development of new US nuclear
capabilities to support “tailored deterrence” strategies, “designed to communicate
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the costs of aggression to potential adversaries, taking into consideration how they
uniquely calculate costs and risks.”*

Flexibility seems like an inherent good. A larger set of options increases our
chances of finding a useful solution if only by mixing and matching alternatives. But
the focus on flexibility—and force “diversity” to enable it (see Payne 2016 )—effec-
tively turns means into goals. Creating options becomes the end when policymakers
have no good options or lack the capacity (information and insights) to determine
how (or even whether) available instruments can serve policy objectives. The push
for flexibility is problematic, then, in various respects.

First, the flexibility argument wrongly assumes that adversary threats require tai-
lored solutions. Payne (2011: 24), for instance, connects the two when concluding
that “in each contingency, the details of leadership, personality, time, place, stakes,
culture, ideology, religion, and communication can shape the credibility opponents
attribute to US deterrence threats and the steps we might take to strengthen that
credibility and, thus, deterrence.” The linkage presumes, then, that solutions require
finding a “weapon option” that correctly fits a specifically defined problem.

Problem definitions are variable, however, which gives officials room to define
problems to allow for alternative approaches and intervention points. In seeking
option variety, then, we can easily understate the utility of option substitutability
for coping with threats. Big can substitute for small, imprecise can substitute for
precise, and the reverse—in part because problems allow for solutions at multiple
intervention points, which could better suit available capabilities. Just as Cold War-
era warfighters claimed that quick, accurate attacks could effectively substitute for
massive, indiscriminate targeting, the US military relied on the same logic, in re-
verse, to compensate for counterforce limits in the early post-war years. Either could
reduce the Soviet military threat. Yet even this assumes that adversaries pursue but
a single goal. Substitutability is also made possible because adversaries pursue a
variety of objectives, including those based on widely shared—and predictable—
aversions. Thus, targeting that is meant to punish an opponent can substitute for
targeting meant to deny an opponent its gains. Would Adolph Hitler, for example,
have considered his expansionist objectives viable had he known the price he would
pay in Germany’s destruction?

Second, the flexibility argument assumes too readily that US leaders can ob-
tain the knowledge necessary to tailor threats, or attacks, to counter the complex
and opaque influences on leader behavior. As Payne (2011: 24) concludes, “With
enough serious analysis and smart policy choices, we can and must establish de-
terrence strategies and related force requirements that can be adapted to diverse
opponents and contexts.” But the logic here is contradictory. It assumes that analysis
can deliver the proper recipe for deterring leaders who require special treatment be-
cause their reasoning is nontransparent and unpredictable—then, in a fast-moving
crisis, when US officials are least able to separate useful information from noise. It
assumes further that the recipe is found in some mix of physical ingredients—that
is, the right weapons against the right targets. Such thinking takes no account of
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(a) the potentially decisive role in a crisis instead of US promises of cooperation
or assurances (for instance, not to capitalize on adversary weaknesses); (b) rival
agendas within the opposing country’s leadership; (c) adversary goals, such as
status and prestige, that lack a clear material basis; (d) the disjuncture between ge-
neral adversary goals and the tangible (targetable) assets that serve those objectives,
and (e) the inherent bluntness of nuclear weapons despite their accuracy, speed,
evasiveness, and varying destructiveness. That Payne skirts specifics—in arguing,
instead, for good weapons, in large quantities—is telling.

Third, the flexibility argument assumes that military organizations will provide
US leaders with appropriately “tailored” options when advance planning favors
the general, practical, and routine. Standardized categories, technical criteria, and
organizational considerations will drive force movements, target selection, the
use or pairing of certain weapons, the timing and sequencing of attacks, and so
forth. Policy problems will effectively reduce, then, to preexisting option packages.
US leaders, themselves, are unlikely to consider options beyond a standard set of
“tools”—such as leadership targeting—to address the “peculiar” threat posed by a
given adversary.

Finally, the flexibility argument assumes that more options will increase the US
payoff from an attack. Yet nuclear options invite significant costs despite the “tai-
loring” The consequences of “unintended” damage and death—or a misapplication
of a “solution” to the problem—might influence the adversary’s reaction more than
the message that the United States intended to send with its “tailored” attack. That
was true, for example, of the Trump administration’s plan (under the NPR) to inte-
grate nuclear and conventional weapons in war planning. We can doubt its necessity
given other US conventional assets. More troublesome, “such integration actually
lowers the sharp distinction between conventional and nuclear weapons—a dis-
tinction that has existed since the Eisenhower Administration.”* It risks an errant
US nuclear response; it also increases the chances that an adversary will assume the
worst in combat and escalate in anticipation of a US nuclear attack.

Hlustrating the problem: the nuclear-armed cruise missiles that the NPR
proposed for US submarines (albeit canceled by the Biden administration) could
also carry conventional warheads. Perhaps an adversary would not assume that in-
coming missiles are nuclear-armed even in a heated conventional-military confron-
tation. But what if they saw other indications that the United States was preparing to
go nuclear? Or what if the adversaries had already exchanged nuclear fire (perhaps
on a distant battlefield)? If the United States launched the conventional variant of
these missiles, then, would an adversary not now assume that these weapons are
nuclear armed (see Acton 2020)—and respond accordingly?

Integration of that sort offers plausible deterrence benefits: if the United States is
prepared to go nuclear, as conveyed by the use of weapons that could carry nuclear
warheads, adversaries might choose to forgo their conventional or nuclear options.
Still, the NPR failed to acknowledge the relevant trade-offs behind the integra-
tion plan.
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The Allure of Matching

Soft-warfighting principles, for their part, seemed to undergird the concept of
“matching,” when Russia—under the leadership of Vladimir Putin—emerged
anew as a key US nemesis. The United States placed low-yield warheads on US
submarine-launched ballistic missiles to offset Russia’s employment of low-yield
warheads. Echoing Cold War—era arguments, the NPR justified acquiring these
weapons to match Russian employment at the (low) level at which it might occur.

The review did not embed matching, however, in the elaborate intellectual
structures of the Cold War period. With a nod neither to escalation dominance
nor escalation control, the review suggested only that low-yield weapons would fill
some niche between the extremes of conventional and high-yield nuclear weapons. If
deterrence failed, these weapons would somehow help the United States to “strive
to end any conflict at the lowest level of damage possible and on the best achiev-
able terms for the United States.” The review left unsaid why current US conven-
tional or nuclear forces were not up to the task and why the United States had to
mimic Soviet employment by responding in kind. After all, deterrence is arguably
enhanced if the United States has no option but to respond to a nuclear attack, of
any scale, with higher-yield weapons. Instead, it reduced escalation to a matter of
matching weapon types and capabilities, thereby ignoring factors that might lead
the United States or Russia to increase or decrease the intensity or scope of a con-
flict. These factors include the party’s (a) efforts to obtain or to neutralize a military
advantage, (b) attempts to signal resoluteness to press an opponent to back down,
(c) failure to appreciate red lines stemming from the opponent’s goals, values, or
concerns, (d) belief that they will lose at the current level of conflict, (e) desensi-
tization to the costs of war or desire for retribution or revenge, and (f) inability to
recognize the precise level or direction of the conflict in the “fog of war” Indeed,
President Biden appreciated the escalatory influence of (at least some of) these
factors when warning President Putin against using a nuclear weapon in the battle
for Ukraine: “The mistakes get made, the miscalculation could occur, no one could
be sure what would happen and it could end in Armageddon.”*

Thus, if the United States could match the Russians blow for blow on the bat-
tlefield, or beyond, would the Russians necessarily consider or appreciate US “re-
straint”? For instance, what would the Russians make of a missile, with a low-yield
warhead, launched from a US Trident submarine? Would they assume that the mis-
sile carried a low-yield (<10 kilotons) or a higher-yield (=100 kilotons) warhead?*!
If they await the blast to make the call, might they assume the low-yield warhead
was a “dud” or, regardless, whether it was the first salvo of a more punishing US
strike to come? Indeed, would the Russians focus on individual warhead yields or
the aggregate level of destruction—in kilotons (or megatons) but also in military,
political, economic, or psychological effect? The same applies to the United States,
as it surveys the scene of destruction. It might choose, then, to up the ante—with a
higher-yield response—whether possessing or lacking lower-yield alternatives.
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On this point, Bernard Brodie (1966: 69) lamented more than a half-century
ago that discussions about introducing nuclear weapons into conflict centered on
“mechanical phenomena, like the scale of hostilities reached or the rate at which ter-
ritory is being yielded.” His rejoinder: “One would rather expect the first consider-
ation to be: What is the enemy up to?” Perhaps, we should take as significant, then,
that Russia’s official response to the US deployment of low-yield nuclear weapons
was that it would lower the nuclear threshold and invite larger-scale Russian re-
taliation.*” Indeed, if Russia’s strategy were to “escalate to deescalate” the conflict,
hoping to press the United States to back down—why should we assume that a
“lesser” (more than a “greater”) response would impress the Russians? After all,
Russian leaders must have perceived the stakes to have been high to have employed
nuclear weapons in the first place. For that matter, why should the United States
play Russia’s game with a nuclear response when that could push Russia to esca-
late? Russia must recognize that, at some point—given the inflicted human toll
or the military effect—the United States will respond with (perhaps massive) nu-
clear force.

Ungrounded in the (maybe, changing) intentions of the parties, the logic
of matching is infinitely malleable. For instance, to boost the case for a weapons
system, US defense officials invoked the logic, in reverse, by assuming that adver-
sary weapons will perform down to the level of US systems. They justified US mis-
sile defenses by presuming that Russia or China would commit only some of their
missiles to a war in a regional theater.® Yet why would these countries use but a
small share of their nuclear capability to address a regional problem? If either Russia
or China deemed the issue insufficiently important to justify committing the full
weight of the country’s strategic nuclear force, why would they use nuclear weapons
in the first place? If they deemed the issue sufficiently important to justify nuclear
force, why would they devote only a portion of their nuclear weapons to the effort,
especially given expressed Russian concerns about effective US defenses?

Yet the Pentagon insisted, with its logic, that deterrence would strengthen under
the 2018 NPR.** Going further, Secretary of Defense James Mattis asserted that
US weapon plans would raise the threshold for a nuclear war.*® Bold claims such
as these require substantial support; they cannot stand on their own. The potential
costs of matching are significant if lowering the nuclear threshold, instilling the be-
lief that the United States is lowering the nuclear threshold, or fostering the illusion
that the United States requires weapons that the adversary possesses, conceding
opportunities for arms control.*

All That Remains: A Pretense of Theory

The Cold War bestowed the concepts that now inform contemporary thinking
about nuclear deterrence. These concepts are misleading, however, absent a broader
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understanding of how deterrence works, and how it might fail. The great nuclear
debates, which once dominated the study of international politics, now receive
little explicit attention in discussions of US relationships with nuclear powers, big
or small. Cold War-era ideas enrich the vocabulary of debate but not its analyt-
ical rigor.

Cold War-era strategies were deficient. Strategists battled relentlessly over the
consequences of various nuclear balances (or imbalances) and shortcomings in
arms-control agreements. Although they focused on offsetting advantages, treaty
loopholes and safeguards, retaliatory options, and so forth, they largely talked (or
shouted) past one another. They could not settle, or meaningfully address their
disputes, for they rested on unexamined assumptions about how Soviet goals might
lead to conflict and how US and Soviet goals might change in conflict. The ne-
glect begot fanciful thinking about escalation dominance and escalation control.
Escalation dominance assumed the parties would act rationally, under the worst
of conditions; and aspirations for escalation control were hardly more realistic.
Strategists offered both concepts with the false assumption that the dueling parties
would share similar views of operant firebreaks and thresholds.

Knowing the perils and pitfalls of Cold War—era strategizing, however, can help
us appreciate deficiencies in thinking about contemporary nuclear advantages.
These deficiencies—of the past and present—are as follows:

2.1: Strategists focus on the salient capabilities of protagonists at the expense of their
less-salient objectives.

2.2: Strategists focus on weapons in numbers, types, and locations to address
asymmetries, without regard for their actual significance or the range of available
options.

2.3: Strategists tend to view conflict escalation narrowly as products of weapon
attributes, deployment, and employment.

Notwithstanding their deficiencies, Cold War strategies at least presented ex-
plicit targets for intellectual scrutiny when, by contrast, post—-Cold War “strategies”
persist, grow, and change in an intellectual vacuum. Thus, vestiges of the Cold War
survive nonetheless in US nuclear plans. Current targeting categories—"military
forces,” “military and national leadership,” and “war-supporting infrastructure™—
still draw from Cold War terminology. To be sure, the Bush administration extended
war plans, after 9/11, to include preemptive (counterforce) strikes against regional
WMD targets; and war plans now permit a range of options, from large, preplanned
contingencies involving hundreds of warheads to more limited strikes adapted to
specific contingencies (see Kristensen 2010).% The changes register now in the
concept of “adaptive planning.” The (ironically labeled) “living SIOP” amounts
ostensibly to “a real-time nuclear war plan that could respond instantaneously to
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war-fighting commands.” As conceived, “during peacetime, the system would be
capable of making automatic target changes daily” (Kristensen 1997: 24). Yet the
question remains: How much should we value or fear nuclear “asymmetries” that
seem to favor one side or the other? The fact is that such advantages might matter
little given the nuclear aversions of the parties and the accompanying dangers
should either party seek to capitalize on “advantages” or mitigate “disadvantages”
with nuclear force.

2.4: Policymakers and planners look to flexibility and matching in force employment
to avoid hard questions pertaining to when, how, and where to use nuclear force.



Nuclear “Superiority” after the Cold War

“Nuclear superiority” is a loaded term. It suggests, at the very least, that a nuclear
edge yields coercive payofts. The superior party can supposedly achieve success,
when throwing its weight around, because it can better handle the consequences of
war—nuclear or otherwise.

Such cavalier thinking about the utility of nuclear threats requires that we step
back and pose fundamental questions. First, what constitutes nuclear superiority?
Answers emerge when assessing the point—and criteria by which—a state can es-
tablish superiority over others; the consistency of the logic backing claims of nuclear
superiority; and the mathematical calculations and quantitative models that purport
to reveal superiority’s effects. Second, does superiority matter, given the shared costs
of a nuclear conflict? Answers follow when examining the strength, and limitations,
of prohibitions—grounded in norms or traditions—constraining nuclear-weapons
use. Third, does nuclear superiority offer meaningful damage-limitation capability?
Answers come through exploring the obstacles to acquiring this capability. Fourth,
does alleged nuclear superiority offer actual deterrence advantages? Answers are
offered by exploring why China “settled” for nuclear “inferiority,” whether superi-
ority is required for “extended deterrence,” and the challenges of deterring “rogue
states” that are supposedly insensitive to cost.

What Is Nuclear Superiority?

For Cold War—era AD advocates, nuclear superiority was irrelevant when a country
with a relatively small nuclear arsenal could inflict unacceptable damage on a nu-
merically superior attacker. If the “inferior” country possessed sufficient capability
to deter an attack, the “superior” country’s excess destructive capability amounted
to overkill. It served no real purpose; the superior country was not “superior” in
a meaningful sense. Warfighting critics disagreed. As they saw it, a country’s nu-
clear or conventional capabilities must be assessed in relative terms. “How much
is enough capability?” is not a question answerable in the abstract. A single gun
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provides physical security against some threats but offers little defense, for instance,
against an invading army.

At what point can we say, however, that a country possesses nuclear superiority
over another? Various factors preclude easy answers. These factors include (a) the
elusiveness of the “threshold” value for judging superiority, (b) the illogic behind
superiority claims, and (c) the deficiencies of quantitative analysis meant to validate
measures of superiority through their empirical effects.

The Flusive Threshold

A country’s “superiority,” in nuclear capability, depends implicitly on an elusive
threshold value. To obtain superiority, a country needs to equal or exceed that value;
otherwise, a country must accept its equality or inferiority. But should we under-
stand that value in absolute or in relative terms? That is, can we say that possessing
X number of weapons more than an opponent constitutes superiority? Or should
we say, instead, that possessing X times more weapons than an opponent constitutes
superiority? Either way, the value is not static, leaving analysts to confront the
questions that challenged their Cold War—era predecessors. What targets do we
presume the warheads will strike, with what effectiveness, and for what purposes?
Then, should we assess nuclear capabilities before or after a nuclear exchange?

As we shall see, Kroenig’s (2018) explicit case for US superiority ignores these
questions. Yet even sophisticated arguments, which defer to the principle of damage
limitation, confront the same basic issues. We thus have strong reasons to question
the extent of—indeed, the fact of—actual US nuclear advantages.

Kroenigs Case for Superiority

Kroenig makes his case for US nuclear “superiority” with little deference to Cold
War-era debates. His “superiority” is insensitive to considerations of force de-
ployment, targeting, advance warning, command and control, pain acceptance,
and so forth. It relies, instead, on simple math—which, as it turns out, is also sim-
plistic. That is, it begs more questions than it answers. Should we assume that a
superior party simply has more weapons than a competitor? In other words, do we
set the threshold for superiority at the level of the opponent’s capability? By this
standard, we must recognize, then, that a one-warhead advantage counts the same
as a thousand-warhead advantage. Alternatively, should we assume that some ratio
of advantage constitutes superiority over an opponent? If so, why two rather than
three or four times the opponent’s capability? Then, can we ignore force sizes en-
tirely? After all, possessing two nuclear weapons when an adversary has one weapon
is a potentially useful advantage; possessing two-thousand additional weapons
when an adversary possesses one-thousand nuclear weapons might not constitute
an “advantage.”
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Convenient arithmetic becomes the fallback, then, to avoid difficult questions.
What do we miss, for instance, when we assume a competition limited to warheads
in the opposing arsenals? After all, nuclear advantages emerge from factors other
than types and numbers of nuclear weapons. Precision-guided conventional
weapons can now threaten land-based strategic nuclear forces or other targets
once vulnerable only to nuclear weapons; in turn, anti-satellite weapons and cyber
weapons can threaten the command and control of nuclear forces (Koblentz 2014).
Even if we were to assume a conflict confined exclusively to a nuclear battlefield, the
remaining questions challenge the analytical reliance on simplistic ratios. Can the
damage inflicted by any one side limit the damage that the targeted party can inflict
in return? How much damage would a party need to inflict, then, in retaliation for
an attack to deter an adversary from using its nuclear weapons?' In more specific
terms, saying that a party can land two or three blows for every blow it receives, or
can land two or three blows more than the opponent can, makes no allowance for
pain tolerance. Can we say with confidence, for instance, that a government would
willingly accept any nuclear destruction on its home turf, even if it wins the battle
of “blows landed™?

Without the specification of threshold values, based on discernable and mean-
ingful criteria—backed by viable absolute or relative logic—superiority remains a
nebulous principle that cannot yield operational standards. Superiority refers only
to some unknown point on an absolute or relative continuum at which the balance
shifts, slightly or decidedly, toward one of two parties.

Conceptual frailties do not stop analysts from tying superiority to various
concepts and numerical standards. For Kroenig, various relativist terms are synon-
ymous with superiority. These include a “favorable nuclear balance of power” and
“military nuclear advantages.” To give operational meaning to these concepts, he
references a “state’s expected cost of nuclear war,” which he defines metaphorically
(Kroenig 2018: 3-4). He assumes that, when a big and a small car race toward each
other, the driver of the big car obtains the coercive advantage. It will likely win this
game of “brinkmanship” because the driver of the small car has the most to lose
in a crash. Simply put, size differences matter—whether measured absolutely or
relatively.

Probing this vividly deceptive metaphor highlights the numerous conceptual
and operational deficiencies in Kroenig’s thinking about superiority. First, should
we assume that the two drivers will accept even some damage? The example ignores
the absolute value the drivers place on their bodies and vehicles. Under what
circumstances would most drivers willingly accept a broken arm or leg? For that
matter, a door scratch, for some drivers, is a burden too hard to bear; other drivers
might take comfort knowing they left their “nice car” athome. Second, should we as-
sume that the two drivers will evaluate the damage in relative terms? More directly,
under what extreme circumstances would a driver willingly accept bodily damage
knowing the driver of the other car will suffer more? Third, should we assume that
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the cars are otherwise unoccupied? If we do, we implicitly embrace the extreme
views of Cold War-era warfighters that adversary leaders put their own lives—and
the cause of government—above all else, including family or society. If we assume,
instead, that the cars carry passengers, whose lives the driver values, does the driver
of the large car obtain a coercive advantage knowing that, at most, a collision will
kill one or two passengers in the large car but three, maybe four, passengers in the
smaller car? Fourth, should we suppose that the drivers know, with certainty, the
outcome of the crash? The results of collision tests on vehicles vary depending on
speed but also the angle and point of impact. Some car drivers “miraculously” es-
cape horrific crashes with eighteen-wheel vehicles; other car drivers die in collisions
with motorcycles, even deer or farm animals. In these crashes, size was not the de-
termining factor. On this point, note that automakers engineer cars—of all sizes—
for greater safety (with airbags, seat restraints, metal reinforcement, and fuel-tank
relocation). Conversely, people could redesign their cars for increased lethality (as
we learned from the Mad Max movie franchise), with battering rams, tire shredders,
and the like. Thus, once probing Kroenig’s vague definition—through his compel-
ling metaphor—we cannot know a priori which of the two drivers necessarily holds
the advantage.

Of course, Kroenig (2018: 7) maintains only that the bigger-car driver will accept
a higher “risk” of damage, not the deadly consequences of a head-on collision. His
logic here seemingly allows him to escape the implication that a nuclear exchange is
anything but costly to all parties. But a willingness to incur risk, here, is but a sleight
of hand, for Kroenig requires, nonetheless, that we accept that relative damage in a
nuclear war determines the relative acceptance of risks. He insists bigger-car drivers
will win any battle of nerves (“resolve”) because they presumably will “win” any
resulting battle of actual cost. If both “drivers” regard a collision as catastrophic (and
thus cost prohibitive), however, the bigger-car driver is no more inclined than the
small-car driver to accept risk.

To his credit, Kroenig (2018: 25) recognizes that the risk acceptance of the
parties also depends on their payofts—the gains from a confrontation, not just the
relative costs.” But he must also acknowledge, then, that considering payoffs further
undercuts his argument. If the driver of the small car seeks vengeance, would that
not swamp relative-cost considerations in assessments of risk propensities? The an-
swer: maybe, maybe not. An answer, in the abstract, is impossible. We cannot know
whether payofts exceed costs, whether costs predict risk acceptance, or much else
that Kroenig accepts, by assumption, without reference to case specifics. Here as
elsewhere, specious arguments survive because the terms of reference remain re-
mote from view, and immune from scrutiny.

For that matter, specious arguments survive through redirection. Despite the
allusions to cost, risk acceptance, and payoffs, Kroenig’s operational definition
of superiority ultimately rests on an arbitrary threshold value. Kroenig (2013)
supposes that a party acquires superiority when it possesses one nuclear warhead
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more than an opponent. Should we assume that a leader—with a one-warhead
advantage—who anticipates the arrival of three-hundred enemy warheads sees the
dangers in quite the same way as a leader anticipating the arrival of three enemy
warheads? If we do, perhaps that undercuts the argument that superiority matters.
Conversely, why should we assume leaders would knowingly accept any nuclear
damage? Maybe, one warhead landing on national turf is one-warhead too many.
Kroenig (2018: 17) seems to concede that point: “Even a single warhead detonated
in the United States would be a tragedy of historic proportions.” We should re-
member that US policymakers implied, at least, that an attack of any proportion
was cost prohibitive when warning of the dangers of an Iraqi nuclear weapon be-
fore the 2003 US invasion of that country. In September 2002, National Security
Advisor Condoleezza Rice memorably pronounced, in her challenge to skeptics,
that the “smoking gun” evidence they sought (concerning Iraq’s WMD holdings)
might appear, too late, as a “mushroom cloud.” That was one cloud—presumably,
one cloud too many. President Obama publicly channeled that sentiment at a United
Nations Security Council summit on nuclear weapons. In his words, “Just one nu-
clear weapon exploded in a city—be it New York or Moscow; Tokyo or Beijing;
London or Paris—could kill hundreds of thousands of people. And it would badly
destabilize our security, our economies, and our very way of life.”

Maybe we can imagine a contingency under which leaders would willingly ac-
cept that cost. Given the high stakes, let us suppose they would tolerate the potential
destruction of a city, or even some number of cities for some larger good. Can we
reasonably argue, however, that each warhead landing constitutes a discrete event,
similar in effect to any other? The effect of any “small” set of attacks will resonate
widely courtesy of economic bottlenecks; overwhelming demands on available (na-
tional and local) governance; the vertical and horizontal interconnectedness of com-
munication, supply, transportation, and service networks; and the consequences
should uncertainty and fear prevail, social norms collapse, and people be forced into
survival mode. Even these considerations ignore the broad environmental effects of
fallout and climate change resulting from a nuclear exchange. These potential effects,
if anticipated, would certainly prove sobering for even a leader that possessed an
overwhelming warhead “advantage.” These effects underscore the limits of calcu-
lating winners and losers in a nuclear exchange from simple numbers of immediate
fatalities.* In this regard, we might remember a famous quote, often attributed to
Nikita Khrushchev. In his vision of nuclear war, “the survivors will envy the dead.”

To be fair, simple explanations can account for seemingly complex phenomena.
Kroenig establishes, for instance, that his statistical findings—showing the “supe-
rior” party achieving more favorable crisis outcomes—are insensitive to whether
he employs the binary or ratio variant of his central independent variable. That is,
his results do not change whether the analysis weighs a 5-1 more heavily than a
2-1 advantage over an opponent. But is this a convincing robustness test? If we buy
into the relative logic, the size of the relative “advantage,” as a precautionary hedge
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against risk, should influence crisis outcomes given the host of factors that will de-
termine damage inflicted in a nuclear conflict,® the margins of uncertainty involved,
and variance among leaders in their willingness to take risks.

The Implications of “Damage Limitation”

Even in the late Cold War period (see Chapter 2), some strategists accepted su-
periority as a theoretical possibility (Glaser 2014: 133), while others viewed it
as a viable aspiration. Now, of course, US advantages in intelligence, surveillance,
and nuclear-delivery capability give the United States a significant edge against
competitors in residual nuclear hardware—the “balance in capability” after a nu-
clear exchange. Under the right conditions, the United States could significantly
deplete—maybe even destroy—the adversary’s nuclear forces. By contrast, coun-
tries with lesser arsenals are unlikely to engage in damage-limitation strikes against
US nuclear forces: these strikes—against far-more numerous US targets—would
effectively disarm the attacker. In all scenarios, then, a nuclear exchange would leave
the attacker vulnerable—from a now weaker position—to US retaliation from all
legs of the US triad.

To be sure, superiority, primacy, and other such terms retain meaning if the
United States—under all conditions—could fully disarm its opponents with
assuredness. But what should we conclude if the adversary could still launch some
number of weapons against the United States or its allies?

Lieber and Press (2006a, 2006b) assert that the United States has approached the
higher standard. Their post-Cold War claims that the United States was pursuing a
first-strike advantage over Russia caused considerable consternation within Russia
and US defense-policy circles: “Today the United States stands on the verge of
attaining nuclear primacy vis-a-vis its plausible great power adversaries” (2006b: 7).
Critics contested their assertions of US force effectiveness. They questioned the
authors’ assumptions about US force capabilities, the likelihood of a catastrophic
Russian-force failure, and the political conditions that would permit the United
States to take Russia by surprise (see Blair and Yali 2006). Presumably, the United
States would not simply strike out of the blue, without a grave war threat. After all,
massive Russian retaliatory capability would still reside within the margin of error
in US attack calculations. If the United States allowed the conflict to build, Russia
would presumably bring its forces to a high state of readiness—and might even
strike first, given the logic underlying US plans to strike (that more damage limi-
tation is better than less). Critics also asked whether the apparent effectiveness of
US forces might therefore do more harm than good. It might even “backfire” on the
United States if it foolishly sought to capitalize on its alleged advantage militarily or
coercively: “The risks may outweigh the benefits if American pressure triggers reac-
tive nuclear alerting and escalation in a crisis—increasing the danger of accidental,
unauthorized, or hastily ordered nuclear attacks” (Blair and Yali 2006: 52).
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We are hard pressed, then, to find unilateral coercive advantages in the US—
Russia strategic relationship absent a US damage-limitation capability that permits
the United States to avoid, with certainty, the nightmarish consequences of a nu-
clear exchange. Lieber and Press (2006b: 9) concede as much in noting that a US
“counterforce strike would entail enormous risks and costs.” They argue, instead,
that their analysis demonstrates that “Russian (and Chinese) leaders can no longer
count on having a survivable nuclear deterrent [italics added].” But, as we shall see (in
Chapter S), even if the United States could secure a high probability of a successful
strike, the costs of failure, by the same standard, can weigh heavily against taking
the shot. In that regard, the key words here are deceptive. “Count on” suggests that
certainty is required to deter an attack, and then certainty on the part of the chal-
lenger rather than the defender; “deterrent” suggests, in turn, that the adequacy of a
nuclear force is assessed by some independent standard when deterrence rests on a
potential attacker’s sense of the risks. Put differently, is a 50-percent chance that one
Russian nuclear warhead will hit a US city a sufficient or insufficient deterrent? That
is not a question we can answer, devoid of context.

Lieber and Press (2017: 38) correctly conclude that “(t)here is no deductive
reason to believe that a country with a 95 percent chance of successfully destroying
its enemy’s nuclear force on the ground will act as cautiously as a country that has
only a 10 percent chance of success”—that “whether leaders exhibit equal caution
in these two very different situations cannot be deduced; it is an empirical ques-
tion.” But that is only one side of the issue. We also cannot conclude deductively
that additional capability reduces the possessor’s risks. To the contrary, capability
can feed temptations or induce fears that instigate the very wars that the capability
was acquired to deter.

In a similar vein, Austin Long and Brendan Rittenhouse Green (2015) hold
open the possibility that the United States, with its technology advantages, can ex-
ecute a disarming strike, especially against less-capable US nuclear adversaries, in-
cluding China. They assume that US relative capabilities, at least, give the United
States a coercive edge: “The key feature is asymmetry between the two parties and
some reasonable probability of success in limiting damage by one side. The other
side need only believe that, at the moment of ultimate desperation, its adversary
is more willing to gamble because it has some probability of limiting retaliation”
(Green and Long 2017b: 197). They admit that various factors influence a party’s
risk tolerance (Long and Green 2015: 66). These include fears of preemption and
perceptions of advantage. They assume nonetheless that a priori relative damage
assessments can—and likely will—work coercively to the United States’ benefit.
In their view, that conclusion follows logically from Cold War—era treatises which
attribute risk tolerance to the balance of interest and capabilities (Green and Long
2017b: 196-197).

Long and Green (like Lieber and Press) exhibit an impressive understanding of
the technical side of nuclear warfare, which leads them to discount the merits of
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calculating the balance using precombat, warhead counts.® But that does not bring
us closer to understanding the effects of any such “balance” on the likelihood or
course of a nuclear conflict.

The Logically Inconsistent Case for Superiority

The case for superiority rests on inconsistent logic. We cannot argue that superiority
matters when, for instance, we also argue that the mere capability to retaliate with nu-
clear weapons “allows states to guarantee their own survival” (Monteiro 2014: 85).”
Likewise, the term “superiority” loses meaning when we describe confrontations
between nuclear-armed states as “standoffs” or highlight the exceptional dangers
in confrontations between nuclear-armed states. Kroenig (2013: 142) does both
when he states that “a standoff between nuclear-armed opponents is a nuclear crisis
whether or not nuclear weapons are used, are explicitly threatened, or are the sub-
ject of the dispute, because the very existence of nuclear weapons and the possi-
bility that they could be used have a decisive bearing on bargaining dynamics.” That
he deems a confrontation between nuclear powers, despite their potential nuclear
asymmetries, as qualitatively distinct belies Kroenig’s argument that nuclear supe-
riority matters. If it did, why would the weaker party retain any coercive influence?

Superiority loses further significance when analysts accept that the behavior of
a country defies its position in a nuclear balance. If superiority counts, for example,
why did US policymakers voice concerns about US global challenges in the early
Cold War period when the United States enjoyed a large (absolute and relative)
margin of nuclear advantage? In turn, why should US adversaries assume they were
coercively disadvantaged in those years if US policymakers were unconvinced that
nuclear weapons would tip the military balance? And, given a disbelieving world,
why did the United States not use its nuclear weapons in various contests, regardless
of the stakes, to clear up misconceptions about US nuclear prowess? In other words,
why did the United States not become a bully, exploiting its alleged superiority, and
the accompanying timidity of inferior nuclear countries, to its advantage (Asal and
Beardsley 2007: 143)?

The behavior of nuclear-inferior countries is no less problematic. If nuclear su-
periority is decisive in crises, why do inferior states confront their superiors? If we
conclude that nuclear weapons helped the United States “win” the Cuban Missile
Crisis, we must also ask why the Soviets placed nuclear weapons in Cuba in the
first place. Should US nuclear superiority not have deterred them from threatening
US national security? We could argue, plausibly, that Soviet leaders sought to close
the nuclear gap surreptitiously to avoid an encounter before the Soviets could re-
spond from a position of greater strength. But the Soviet deployment of nuclear-
armed missiles in Cuba would not decisively alter the nuclear balance; the United
States would retain “superiority” by standard measures. We must ask, then, why any
state—including China and North Korea—would compete in a nuclear arms race
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that will guarantee a second-place finish. One answer is that they view it as a place
to stop before mobilizing national resources for a lurch across the finish line. If that
were the case, however, why would they not suppose the United States would antic-
ipate the move and leap ahead to pad its advantage?

Similar questions persist across time, and space. How can we explain China’s will-
ingness, in 1950, to join the fight in Korea against the world’s preeminent nuclear
power? Why did Saddam Hussein send his forces into Kuwait, inviting a possible
US response? Then, in the aftermath of the 1991 war, why did he refuse to coop-
erate with international inspections to determine whether he had disarmed under
the terms of successive UN resolutions? Indeed, why did US policymakers—given
overwhelming US nuclear superiority—even care about Iraq’s potential weapon
holdings?

One possible answer: nuclear superiority counts most in an actual confrontation.
That is, “inferior” states somehow “select into” conflicts but then yield inevitably to
nuclear realities. Yet that argument does not hold up to scrutiny. Why, then, was US
nuclear superiority a nonfactor in the twenty-year war in Afghanistan that ended
with the United States accepting an agreement with the Taliban, and a withdrawal
plan that set the stage for a Taliban victory—or why was US nuclear superiority a
nonfactor as well, decades earlier, in Hanoi’s decision-making over the eight years
(1965-1973) of active US combat in Vietnam? Despite nuclear realities, weaker
states, it seems, have abundant reasons to believe that stronger state “advantages” do
not hold. For instance, weak states “often seem to believe that international and do-
mestic political constraints will prevent Great Powers from intervening effectively
in limited wars or responding forcefully to provocations” (Wirtz 2012: 16).

Ironically, efforts by the strong to reinforce their preeminence can be counter-
productive. The Johnson administration’s strategy of gradually ratcheting up the
bombing against North Vietnam—and not engaging fully—could easily have re-
inforced Hanoi’s view that time was on North Vietnam’s side. Hanoi could have
concluded quite reasonably that, if the United States would absorb the costs neces-
sary to win in Vietnam, it would have done so. Thus, stretching out the war to slow
or prevent any US progress would test US perseverance and, for Hanoi, increase
the likelihood of a favorable outcome (see Lebovic 2019: 17-63). That the United
States might up the ante, by using nuclear weapons, figured “little” in Hanoi’s
calculations.®

The Deficient Quantitative Case for Superiority

The case for superiority cannot rely solely on mathematical reasoning, even when
analysts imply that numbers speak for themselves. Some analysts maintained, for
instance, that US preponderance in available measures of conventional capability
rendered moot questions about US global preeminence (unipolar status) in the
early post-Cold War period (see Wohlforth 1999). Still, depending on simple
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math to solve conceptual problems is a double-edged sword. If our vague sense
tells us that superiority is a relative concept, we must also concede that superiority
decreases rapidly once nuclear aspirants acquire but a small nuclear arsenal.

Figure 3.1 demonstrates this, with basic arithmetic. In the figure, the x-axis
indicates the number of warheads possessed by the inferior party, the y-axis
indicates the ratio of superiority held by the superior over the inferior party, and the
lines display these ratios for a superior party at given force sizes (50, 100, 200, 300,
500, and 1,000 warheads). Clear from the figure is that, regardless of the superior
party’s holdings, its relative advantage drops dramatically by the time an adversary
acquires but five warheads. Indeed, the bigger the superior party’s arsenal, the more
dramatic the relative decline. The point is not that these advantages are insignificant
politically or militarily. The point is that if advocates recognize benefits in the mag-
nitude of relative superiority, they must also concede that these benefits collapse
once an adversary accumulates a modest (absolute) store in nuclear weaponry. For
that matter, they must concede that the fact, itself, of a quick collapse in the relative
advantage of the superior party might also confer a bargaining advantage.

Arms-control experts have always drawn attention to the instability challenge
when contenders possess small nuclear arsenals—say, one warhead each. By unilat-
erally adding one, two, or three warheads to its arsenal, a party could double, triple,
and quadruple its advantage relative to the opponent. Under these conditions—
when a breakout from an arms-control agreement can give a state a quick and
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Figure 3.1 The fleeting advantage of relative superiority.
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arguably decisive advantage—states are disinclined to observe such agreements,
let alone negotiate them in the first place.” Yet the challenge, here, is from the smaller
nuclear arsenal. If ratios of advantage count for bargaining purposes, we must recog-
nize that, even with a large arsenal, states are vulnerable to challenges at the low end
from “inferior” states choosing to build up their holdings.

Of course, one way around inconclusive mathematics is to show that these
ratios of nuclear advantage have real-world impact. Accordingly, analysts ask
whether superiority, as defined, translates into “winning percentages.” They are
not wrong to do this. That superiority, as defined, predicts international outcomes
is a potential source of definitional validation. Yet, we must accept all such valida-
tion with extreme caution. For one thing, predictive capability constitutes a weak
form of validation. It rests on circular logic: researchers affirm a hypothesis, based
on questionable measures, and then use the same (thereby questionable) hypo-
thesis test to validate the measures.'” Tautological logic aside, validation depends
on a viable model, in all respects: specification, concept operationalization, and
case selection.

On these grounds, Kroenig’s quantitative models prove deficient. In predicting
historical conflict outcomes, with measures of US nuclear superiority, he inad-
equately controls for the impact of potential influences. Most problematically,
Kroenig measures a country’s conventional capabilities using standard Composite
Index of National Capability (CINC) scores, which combine a country’s global
share of steel production, energy consumption, troop levels, population, and mil-
itary expenditures in a single index. Analysts routinely employ the CINC measure
in quantitative analyses. See also Beardsley and Asal (2009). Still, the measure’s
components (individually and collectively) tell us little about a country’s ability to
project power, win battles, apply necessary force, and persevere, if necessary, with
adversity.

Take the Cuban Missile Crisis, for instance. To make a compelling case that
nuclear advantages explain the crisis outcome, we must convincingly account
for the expected outcome of a possible conventional military showdown in the
Caribbean—and perhaps even a showdown in Berlin, if the Soviets staged a retal-
iatory attack in a more favorable venue. Yes, the United States held an “advantage”
in deliverable warheads during the Cuban Missile Crisis. But the United States also
held a significant advantage in a potential conventional contest anywhere in the
Western Hemisphere. That the conventional capability measure is statistically in-
significant in Beardsley and Asal (2009), for instance, is telling. Why should we buy
their conclusion that superior nuclear capabilities influence crisis outcomes when
they fail to show that conventional capabilities matter? Does it mean that countries
that can build nuclear weapons should not waste resources on conventional armies?

Kroenig recognizes, to be fair, that the “resolve” of the parties could affect
outcomes. As we shall see (in Chapter 6), the term invites analytical problems of its
own. Kroenig hardly addresses (much less remedies) these deficiencies, however,
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when he reduces the resoluteness of the parties to their relative physical distance
from the location of the conflict. Why should geographical proximity matter in
a nuclear-armed world in which states can eviscerate one another, in a matter of
minutes, regardless of where they are located? Then, why, in evaluating the stakes,
should we privilege geography over topography, demography, political alignment,
economic development, military basing rights, and various other factors that play
into a country’s strategic calculations?

Ultimately, we should recognize the models offered by Kroenig, and others,
for what they are: stylized depictions. These models conform to the strictures of
the data, disciplinary conventions, and requirements of statistical analysis and can
thus disclose relationships between standard indicators and crisis outcomes. Yet, as
currently constructed, they provide few clues to how nuclear superiority, conven-
tional capabilities, resolve, and other factors (singularly or jointly) affect outcomes.
Indeed, the crisis data set used in Kroenig’s analysis treats crises as single temporal
units, such that a party’s resolve and capabilities remain constant throughout indi-
vidual crises.

Even if we accept “resolve” as a plausible source of bargaining advantages, we
must concede its complicated relationship to capabilities. Whereas leaders are pre-
sumably more resolute when they think they can accomplish their goals, they can
also become resolute, perhaps, when they encounter opportunities to overcome
their capability deficiencies. If so, weakness—under some conditions—could induce
resoluteness. On this point, evidence suggests that a weaker party might seek to pro-
long a conflict to secure a better bargaining outcome (Pillar 1983; Wagner 2000).
Its resoluteness stems directly, then, from its weakened position. The Vietnam
War offers testimony in that regard: as battle conditions moved in its favor, Hanoi
appeared more willing to negotiate with the United States but nonetheless adopted
a hardline stance (Lebovic 2019: 53-61).

Similarly, the effects of a nuclear balance likely vary with conventional capabilities.
A country with relatively weak conventional capabilities might compensate by
trumpeting its nuclear might (as NATO members did, fearing that they could not
halt a Soviet attack on Europe employing conventional forces alone). If a crisis re-
solved to that country’s favor, we might conclude that nuclear superiority deter-
mined the result. Yet a somewhat more complicated interpretation is warranted.
Nuclear leverage stemmed from conventional weakness: short on options, the
state posed a credible nuclear threat. If so, nuclear capabilities and conventional
capabilities are not competing explanations for the crisis outcome, as assumed when
analysts pit these variables against one another in regression equations. Instead,
weak conventional capabilities constitute a necessary condition in accounting for
the influence of nuclear capabilities. Nuclear capabilities mattered more because
conventional capabilities were weak.

Quantitative analysis serves a valuable function in the discipline. It can disclose
patterns that go unrecognized in the intensive (qualitative) analysis of individual
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cases. But we must retain a healthy suspicion of findings that defy our understanding
of decisional criteria in individual cases. These include what should be “easy” cases
for verifying the superiority thesis. Although the United States alone possessed nu-
clear weapons, that fact had no discernible effect on the behavior of North Korea,
North Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan in the US wars with these countries.

We must also recognize that even cases that fit the apparent pattern look different
under scrutiny. True, a nuclear superior—the United States—arguably “won”
the Cuban Missile Crisis. Yet where is the evidence that Soviet decision-makers
greeted the prospect of nuclear war with greater sobriety than did their American
counterparts? After all, Kennedy supposedly calculated a 1:3 probability of a nuclear
war erupting—presumably, because he thought the Soviets would initiate it. Rather
than capitalize on his ostensible nuclear advantage, Kennedy conceded it, perhaps,
by establishing a naval quarantine line around Cuba. The effect was to shift the
burden of the “first move” to the Soviet Union. The status quo would prevail, then,
until the Soviets challenged it by escalating or withdrawing. Why did Kennedy—
backed by an allegedly superior nuclear force—not simply attack Russian vessels
and dare the Soviets to retaliate?

For that matter, why was he so willing to “deal?” He ultimately agreed to a quid-
pro-quo in the form of an agreement to remove US missiles from Turkey if the
Soviets would remove their missiles from Cuba, despite the potential domestic
political fallout. Kennedy meant the implementation delay—the months that
passed before the US held up its end of the bargain—as political cover for the US
concession.

Sechser and Fuhrmann (2017: 210) ultimately conclude that the Cuban Missile
Crisis amounted to well less than a “nuclear victory”—a category of “hard cases” for
doubting the coercive impact of superior nuclear-weapon holdings. In assessing the
historical record they find, more generally, that “the weight of the evidence shows
that nuclear weapons provide states with little coercive leverage. Nuclear arsenals
may be good for self-defense, but they do not allow countries to dominate world
politics.”

Does “Superiority” Matter Given the Shared Costs
of Nuclear-Weapons Use?

To say that a country possesses superiority requires that we ask, “Superior capability
to do what?” We cannot say that a country’s edge constitutes superiority unless it
helps the predominant party achieve its objectives. Our valuation of superiority
thus requires an understanding of the nuclear benefits that the preponderant party
will receive in return—either in coercive gains, damage limitation, or cost imposi-
tion on an adversary.
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Yet our net-value assessment also requires that we appreciate the costs to the
party should it employ—or threaten to employ—nuclear force. Thus, as posed
above, the question is incomplete. We should ask, “Superior capability to do what,
at what price?” The initial question is no more useful than asking, devoid of con-
text, “How much would you pay?” For superiority to provide a party a physical or
coercive edge, then, the inferior party must believe that, for the superior party, its
benefits from using, or threatening to use, nuclear weapons exceed the costs.

Even then, a central question remains. How do we calculate these costs? As we
saw (in Chapter 2), AD advocates simplified their answer by offering an arbitrary
standard of inflicted damage that the Soviets presumably found unacceptable. They
had little to say, however, about the amount of damage that US policymakers would
accept, in turn, in pursuit of US goals. At least in theory, they assumed that US
policymakers for some purposes would accept national destruction.

Contradictions thus hobbled AD logic. AD advocates implied, and sometimes
explicitly stated, that any nuclear damage on the United States was unacceptable.
Still, they sought to deter the Soviet Union by threatening its destruction if attacked
by the Soviets knowing that the United States, if acting on its threat, must accept
its own destruction given the Soviet capability to retaliate. Indeed, by building up
the US nuclear force, US policymakers raised the bar for the Soviets, in their quest
to—at least—match US nuclear force capabilities. The inevitable consequence was
that the United States sought security through force increases that reduced the se-
curity of the US populous in the event of an all-out US-Soviet nuclear exchange.
The US forces that ostensibly reinforced deterrence, to increase US security in times
of peace, would (inadvertently) make the US populous less secure (in terms of po-
tential damage) in the event of nuclear war.

Apart from its deficiencies and arbitrariness, the AD standard was narrowly one-
sided. The standard was indifferent to the US acceptance of the costs that US forces
could inflict. Yet these costs mattered, if only in considering the international outcry
that might ensue from taking the lives of innocent civilians, wherever they might
live.!! After all, costs also come in the less tangible form of a political backlash or
moral discomfort stemming from violating normative prohibitions.

Of course, mainstream deterrence theorists ignore these costs.'* As a group,
they largely assume, instead, that war costs are private (inflicted on one side by
another), not shared (incurred by both regardless of who first struck whom). The
roots of such thinking lie in realist theory. Realists often downplay—even deny—
the decisional influence of such shared costs. They insist that states do what they
must to protect and promote their own critical interests. Still, suppositions about
the shared physical costs of war—concerns about nuclear winter, the spread of
radiation, and so forth—complicate lethality considerations immensely."* So do
potential costs from violating a nuclear prohibition either in the form of a “taboo”
or nonuse “tradition.”



64 ASSESSING NUCLEAR CAPABILITY

A Nuclear Taboo?

At the critical moment, would a leader “push the nuclear button,” knowing the in-
evitable human cost on both sides of the conflict? In answering that question, Nina
Tannewald (2007) compellingly argues that a “nuclear taboo,” by which nuclear
weapons became “stigmatized and delegitimized” (Tannewald 2007: 54), gradually
took hold in US policy deliberations in the decades after the atomic bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Although the taboo grew slowly, that US policymakers
had trepidations at all about using weapons is the important story. US leaders, who
could not justify failing to use atomic weapons, when they promised victory against
Japan in World War II, were increasingly reluctant to capitalize on US nuclear
advantages. Indeed, the bomb went unused in the early postwar years, though the
United States had not yet faced a chorus of criticism from NGOs, grassroots groups,
and an international public seeking to end the nuclear arms race.

Believing that an “exceptional” weapon necessitated exceptional controls,
President Truman seriously hoped to turn nuclear technology (and weapons) over
to an international authority. He even kept nuclear weapons out of the hands of
the US military."* His much-cited attempt at nuclear coercion—sending what were
widely assumed to be nuclear-armed B-29 bombers to Britain during the 1948
Berlin Crisis—did not actually involve bombers equipped to drop nuclear bombs.
Indeed, Truman could not bring himself to drop atomic payloads on North Korea
or China, during the Korean War when intervening Chinese forces sent US-led
forces into retreat or when the war settled eventually into a stalemate. He held stead-
fast despite strong US military pressure—including repeated requests from General
Douglas MacArthur, the commander of the US-led United Nations force in Korea
(Paul 2009: 46-47)—to employ nuclear weapons against Chinese strategic targets
for potentially decisive effects.

To be sure, both the Truman and Eisenhower administrations seriously
considered using nuclear weapons in Korea. Truman transferred atomic weapons
to the Pacific for possible use against enemy targets, and the Eisenhower admin-
istration deliberated over whether to use the bomb to bring the enemy to terms
(Tannenwald 2007: 125). Moreover, official hesitance in using nuclear weapons
in the Korean War had an apparent strategic logic. US officials disagreed over
whether North Korea offered good aerial targets; the Air Force remained unenthu-
siastic about employing nuclear weapons for tactical purposes, which would hurt
the political case for strategic bombing, the service’s core mission; and US civilian
and military officials, alike, voiced concerns over depleting the still “undersized”
US nuclear arsenal, potentially leaving NATO vulnerable to a Soviet attack. Using
nuclear weapons might also require—or, at least, invite—an expansion of the war.
Policymakers tied atomic weapons use, in debate, to extending the war to China,
and some worried that targeting North Korea with nuclear weapons would provoke
Russian or Chinese escalation—even undermine deterrence globally should nu-
clear weapons fail to yield desired effects (Tannenwald 2007: 115-154).
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President Eisenhower was not opposed, in principle, to employing nuclear
weapons. He viewed them as cheap and effective replacements for conventional
armies. Along with Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, he explicitly sought to
“conventionalize” nuclear weapons to remove psychological and political barriers to
their use (Paul 2009: 54). For various reasons, however, we should not discount ev-
idence that norms (increasingly) influenced US decisions to forgo use of the bomb.

First, evidence that casts doubt on norms mattering to deliberations of the period
can support alternative conclusions. Concerns about the bomb’s provocativeness, for
example, underscore the point that US policymakers viewed atomic weapons as ex-
ceptional in their “un-usability” If not, why did US leaders not fear that a potential
US conventional win in Korea would provoke Soviet or Chinese escalation? That
policy makers engaged in exhaustive deliberations, constantly revisiting the same
question, suggests, moreover, that the decision was not easy. Why so? We could
imagine such hesitance were the administration considering the use of poison gas.
Would the administration have shown equal hesitance in capitalizing on the US ad-
vantage in any conventional weapon of the period?

Second, US leaders stood their ground despite reasons, backed by strong and
persistent military pressure, to employ nuclear weapons. During the 1958 Taiwan
Straits crisis, when China shelled islands controlled by Taiwan, the US military
sought authority to use nuclear weapons in any US military conflict with China,
even if limiting initial strikes to Chinese airfields. Eisenhower resisted, however—
preferring, instead, to first rely on US conventional forces—even though he relied
on nuclear weapons to limit military spending, sought to avoid another conven-
tional war in Asia, and believed that the United States would eventually need to use
nuclear weapons if China continued its assault."®

Third, policymakers deferred to practical (political) constraints that had a
normative basis. Practical considerations were arguably behind the heightened
concerns of US leaders that using nuclear weapons would “regularize” them, cause
untold numbers of civilian deaths, and provoke discomforting accusations of ra-
cial bias when Asians, again, were targeted. But do these considerations not also
speak indirectly to concerns about violating a norm of nuclear nonuse, whether US
policymakers had internalized that norm or not?

Fourth, norms mattered to policymakers even when they chose not to employ
the language of “right” and “wrong.” Policymakers tend not to sell their preferences
in internal deliberations in the language of “good” and “bad.” The reasons are partly
psychological. We expect a person who thinks the first use of nuclear weapons un-
acceptable on its face to assume that civilized majorities in the world share that
view. The reasons are also political. Rejecting the option on its face as wrong, even
evil, would lack persuasive appeal. That the use of nuclear weapons was even up
for discussion indicates that some policymakers deemed them a credible military
option. Those who rejected the nuclear option as wrong were already convinced.
To change minds, nuclear opponents required arguments short of insinuations that
proponents were somehow immoral or complicit in evil.
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Fifth, the absence of evidence of a nuclear debate is itself evidence of growing
resistance linked to strengthening norms. Indeed, the decreasing attention, in pri-
vate debate and public pronouncements, to nuclear weapons as usable policy
instruments makes nuclear weapons less usable policy instruments: “later decisions
to refrain from nuclear use were based, in part, on previous decisions to desist and
a desire to continue the practice” (Paul 2009: 2). More generally, “the longer a con-
vention persists, the more difficult it is to kill it” (Kier and Mercer 1996: 92). With
time, US policymakers effectively put nuclear weapons on the shelf; that is, they
tended to look to nuclear weapons less often, as viable policy instruments. That
could only harden resistance to their use.'® By choosing to forgo nuclear weapons in
favor of diplomatic, economic, or conventional-military options, the United States
reinforced its own reluctance—and ethical aversion—to using nuclear force.

Finally, contrary evidence should not overshadow an imposing fact: although
the United States possessed the most formidable weapon the world had known, suc-
cessive administrations chose nonetheless to forgo using these weapons. They did
so during the Korean War, largely absent fear that the Soviets would tap their lim-
ited nuclear stockpile to retaliate for a US nuclear attack (Tannenwald 2007: 128—
129) and despite a prevailing belief that nuclear weapons gave the United States a
decisive edge to defend against a Soviet attack on the (main) European front. Even
the Eisenhower administration revealed reticence to employ the bomb, as conveyed
backhandedly by a legendary event. In July 1953, Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles allegedly passed the message to China, via the Indian Prime Minister, that
the United States would employ nuclear weapons if the current talks failed. Indeed,
Eisenhower gave his approval in July 1953 to using nuclear weapons should China
break the armistice (Tannenwald 2007: 148). By that point, however, the parties
had effectively settled the armistice terms. Then, the message came only as a threat
potentially to “expand the war”"’

By the end of the Cold War, a prohibition on nuclear-weapons use was arguably
implanted. It seems telling, then, that the George H. W. Bush administration only
“hinted” to Saddam Hussein that the United States would employ nuclear weapons
if Iraq used biological or chemical weapons in the 1991 Gulf War. In Secretary of
Defense Dick Cheney’s words, “It should be clear to Saddam Hussein that we have
a wide range of military capabilities that will let us respond with overwhelming
force and extract a very high price should he be foolish enough to use chemical
weapons on United States forces.” Once war began, Cheney repeated the threat in
somewhat different terms: “were Saddam Hussein foolish enough to use weapons
of mass destruction, the US response would be absolutely overwhelming and dev-
astating.”'® We can reasonably conclude that Cheney threatened nuclear retalia-
tion. Yet the verbal circumspection, here, is revealing. Cheney did not explicitly
threaten nuclear retaliation. We need to infer that from the context and rely upon
our own assumptions about the gravity of a chemical weapons attack, as judged by
the administration. We still might wonder if Cheney meant any, and all, adversary
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uses of chemical weapons. We could certainly construct scenarios where US nu-
clear retaliation to a chemical-weapons attack would constitute a gross overreac-
tion. No less telling is that Cheney felt it necessary to send the message. Despite
US nuclear superiority over Iraq—by any conceivable standard—the fact of US
superiority did not speak for itself. Cheney had to do the talking—and then in
veiled terms that gave the administration wiggle room. Whereas his furtiveness
arguably served to reinforce the gravity of the underlying threat, it also conveyed
US inhibitions in threatening to employ nuclear weapons in retaliating even for a
grave threat.

Over a decade later, in 2003, the George W. Bush administration used Iraq’s al-
leged possession of weapons of mass destruction to justify the invasion of Iraq. Still,
the United States prepared for war with no intent of attacking Iraqss illicit weapon
sites—preemptively or preventatively—with nuclear weapons. Even under these
dire circumstances, US policymakers sought to rely on US conventional power to
bring down the Iraqi regime, ostensibly to allay a potent WMD threat. The potential
reason: nuclear weapons were becoming effectively “unusable,” as Secretary of State
Dulles, a half-century earlier, feared they would (Tannenwald 2007: 150-151).

The “usability” of nuclear weapons was dealt a further blow when, in 2013, the
Obama administration issued nuclear weapons employment guidance that tied US
nuclear weapons use explicitly to the laws of armed conflict. These laws establish
the distinction between civilian and military targets,'” and require military neces-
sity in the use of force, the minimization of collateral civilian deaths and destruc-
tion, and proportionality to military gains in the inflicting of harm to civilians and
their property. The laws arguably impose a significant constraint, then, on the use
of nuclear weapons given their inherent destructiveness. That the administration
would formally concede its nuclear options—and that the Trump administration
would not reverse course in the 2018 NPR—were perhaps important indications
of changing global norms pertaining to nuclear weapons employment. Indeed, we
could read the change to indicate that global conditions had already constricted
these administrations’ latitude for choice.

Whatever the strength of formal guidance and prohibitions, we must acknowl-
edge that the US failure to employ, or even threaten to employ, nuclear weapons
against nuclear and nonnuclear adversaries is strong evidence of a nuclear taboo
that limits the advantages of ostensible nuclear “superiority.” US adversaries must
believe that the United States will employ these weapons if they are to confer coer-
cive influence.

A Tradition of Nonuse?

Yet we must acknowledge limits to the prohibition on nuclear weapons employ-
ment. For four main reasons, discernable hesitance to use nuclear weapons might
not reflect a taboo at all.
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Fading Memories

The impact of the Hiroshima bombing has faded from public consciousness with
ever-smaller numbers of people alive who experienced that war. The war is now
the subject of memorials and commemoration that testify to the sacrifice and “her-
oism” of those who fought it and risked, or gave, their own lives for the greater good.
Itis appropriated, then, to celebrate the patriotism and sacrifice of those who fought
on the winning side and not generally to remember the evils of war, much less to
remember the indiscriminate killing on the Pacific front, from a US (nuclear and
incendiary) bombing campaign that helped bring the war to a close.

In response to public opinion surveys, people are far more likely to rate, as
momentous, the effects of the atomic bombing on “recall” than through “remem-
brance,” that is, they rate its effect far higher when questioned specifically about
the bombing than if required to volunteer the bombing when asked to list crit-
ical events.® Unsurprisingly, opinion polls continue to reveal—multiple decades
removed from the events—high levels of US public support for the atomic bombing
of Japan. Respondents tilt more negatively when asked whether they generally “ap-
prove” or “disapprove” of the decision.* Yet when people are explicitly asked if the
decision to drop the bomb was morally wrong*—indeed, if they are asked whether
the United States owes Japan an apology—public opinion turns decidedly nega-
tive.”> Americans apparently have difficulty separating the rightness of the cause for
war with Japan from the rightness of US wartime actions against that country.

The Cold War “nuclear threat” has also faded from view and, along with it, the
specter of a cataclysmic nuclear war that could consume humanity. Although we
can, in principle, separate laws of “consequence” and laws of “appropriateness™—
rules based on the negative returns, in a cost-benefit analysis, from those based on
the “rightness” or “wrongness” of behavior—the two bind together in our thinking,
Our judgments about the evils of using nuclear weapons are most certainly effected
by an awareness of their potential effects.

Substantial Wiggle Room

Evidence supporting a nuclear taboo also exposes its weakness. The Obama
administration’s efforts to align nuclear weapons policy with the laws of armed con-
flict paradoxically demonstrate this. True, the administration accepted principles
that ostensibly limit the uses of nuclear force. But the administration still accepted,
as legal uses of force, options—of large scale and indiscriminateness—that remain
in US targeting plans.*

Notably, the administration—like its predecessors—still accepted the long-
established principles of nuclear deterrence that peace resides in a threat of over-
whelming destructiveness in the event of nuclear war (Lewis and Sagan 2016: 63).
These principles were accepted despite prohibitions (with the standing of customary
international law) on the conduct of “reprisal attacks” against civilians (Sagan and
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Weiner 2021: 153-160). Like its predecessors, the administration also chose not to
renounce the “first use” of nuclear weapons as a general principle. Indeed, in tying
US nuclear weapons policy to the laws of armed conflict, it nonetheless omitted
reference to military “necessity,” a principle that proscribes the use of nuclear force
when conventional force would suffice (Lewis and Sagan 2016: 68-69).

Obama’s changing guidance arguably speaks to a disinclination to employ
nuclear weapons and to confine nuclear strikes, if necessary, to select military
targets—as does the reiteration of these principles in the 2018 NPR of the Trump
administration. But history tells us that abstract principles prove infinitely malle-
able. The Nixon administration proscribed the targeting of population centers per
se, but planners still found abundant justifications for hitting urban areas by “re-
ducing” cities to nonhuman assets, such as industries, found in and around cities.
The Obama administration appeared to straddle the same line in stating that “the
United States will not intentionally target civilian populations or civilian objects
[italics added].”* The term “intentionally” creates allowances for inadvertent de-
struction, but it also absolves the attacker of responsibility—perhaps, through cre-
ative target designations—for inflicting such destruction. An often-heard refrain in
war—"the strike was not intended to kill civilians”—has dual meanings. It refers to
the accidental but also the collateral deaths that constitute the accepted price for
accomplishing a given military objective.

The challenge of devising meaningful, workable standards presumably
confounds the interpreting of legal constraints on permissible civilian damage.
By what standards do we assess the “minimization” of civilian casualties? Is it the
damage that nuclear weapons could potentially inflict if greater in power or if arriving
in larger numbers? Even a “small” nuclear explosion could produce a humanitarian
disaster. “Proportionality” is no less problematic a concept given its ties to the
slippery notions of “military advantage” and “military necessity.” After all, Cold
War—era analysts disagreed over whether, and how much, attacks of varying scale
offered a military advantage or would yield a useful effect. The dispute rested on
competing views of the efficacy of employing nuclear force and, more fundamen-
tally, on diverging views of the rationality of the participants, their control over their
nuclear forces, and the dynamics that could overtake the participants in a nuclear
war. In the end, what US officials deem proportional will undoubtedly reflect their
assumptions about their own intentions and those of a nuclear adversary. One im-
plication is clear: if “the contribution of a nuclear attack is to limit nuclear damage
to the U.S. population or to maintain the United States as a viable society after a nu-
clear war, then almost any degree of collateral damage could be deemed acceptable
under the proportionality principle” (Lewis and Sagan 2016: 67).

In that context, we should reflect on the text of the 2018 NPR, which reads
as follows: “If deterrence fails, the United States will strive to end any conflict
at the lowest level of damage possible and on the best achievable terms for the
United States, allies, and partners. U.S. nuclear policy for decades has consistently
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included this objective of limiting damage if deterrence fails.” We might wonder
about the considerations that influence assessments of the “possible” in times of
great stress. We should also wonder about the implicit trade-off between limiting
damage and ending conflict “on the best achievable terms” and, more specifi-
cally, whether fears that limiting damage to an adversary might yield a deficient
resolution—short of offering “the best achievable terms.” We should wonder, no
less, whether maintaining options for a full-scale nuclear war—for the most ex-
treme scenarios—has the effect of normalizing or sanctioning indiscriminate
targeting in less extreme scenarios.

An Incomplete Prohibition

The nuclear prohibition is incomplete. Nuclear powers have publicly pledged not
to use nuclear weapons but only against non-nuclear states. Although some nuclear
states have pledged not to use nuclear weapons first in any confrontation with an
adversary, such pledges are conditional. Whereas the Soviet Union had pledged not
to use nuclear weapons first, when NATO relied on these weapons (if needed) to
push back a Soviet attack, the Russian government—with its less formidable con-
ventional military—now retains the first-use option. Indeed, Russian President
Putin issued a veiled threat to use nuclear weapons against NATO countries for
hindering his military aspirations, then in Ukraine (in his words, it would suffer
“consequences that you have never encountered in your history”).** More impor-
tantly, all nuclear-armed governments accept, as justifiable, nuclear retaliation for a
nuclear attack.

Such a conditional prohibition is less easily maintained than an absolute one,
for “conditionality” grants even potential violators (some) power to determine
whether their behavior is right or wrong. Even Cold War—era hawks who thought
the United States should prepare to fight (and win) a nuclear war maintained that
the underwriting principles were consistent with just war doctrine (Gray and Payne
1980). Conditionality thus reduces the potential offensiveness of the behavior by
instilling doubt over whether it constitutes an allowable exception. If two parties
can interpret the same act differently, we can question whether the prohibition has
been violated but also whether it existed in the first place. As Elizabeth Kier and
Jonathan Mercer (1996: 93-94) observe, precedent—the constraining effect of
past rules and behavior—rests on “conspicuousness” which “means a simplicity, a
clarity, an absence of discretion that make the violation of the convention unambig-
uous.””” The implications are straightforward.

Simple and unambiguous conventions are better than complex and
nuanced ones. A convention against using nuclear weapons in combat
is better than one permitting occasional use of these weapons in specific
circumstances. “Never” is better than “sometimes,” because it is clear,
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allows no discretion, and can in time acquire a symbolism that strengthens
the convention. (Kier and Mercer 1996: 94)

Conditionality is even more damaging to a prohibition’s standing as a “taboo.”
If parties believe that some uses of nuclear weapons are justifiable, even legit-
imate, attributing nonuse to a “taboo” is problematic. A taboo is not situational.
Cannibalism—a frequently cited example of a universal taboo (Quester 2006)—is
thoroughly rejected by virtually all societies. Even those who resort to cannibalism
for survival remain stigmatized for their actions. We judge the participants even
if we struggle to understand what we would do under similar circumstances. The
prohibition—that is, the “taboo”—is so strong that we viscerally reject comparisons
to seemingly similar social actions. We routinely give blood for transfusions. We
harvest human organs: eyes, skin, ligaments, hearts, lungs, livers—and even hands
and faces—for reuse by other humans. We still cannot fathom the consumption
of human flesh for nutritional purposes. Indeed, as Tannenwald (2007: 367)
recognizes, “a taboo is an absolute prohibition that is not necessarily disrupted
by a violation, and does not permit reciprocal behavior in response to violation.”
A taboo, so understood, would prohibit the resort to nuclear arms even in response
to a nuclear attack. Moreover, a taboo—unlike a normative prohibition—would
not seem to erode gradually or fragmentally, as was the case, for instance, with the
strategic bombing of cities in World War II (Gibbons and Lieber 2019).

Thus, in allowing for qualifications and exceptions—or thinking about nuclear
weapons in conventional terms—we must acknowledge that the nuclear “prohibi-
tion” falls short of a taboo.”® For that matter, as long as society—publics as well
as elites—fail to embrace the prohibition, we cannot correctly deem it a “taboo.”
Experimental evidence suggests that the general US public supports the US use of
nuclear weapons—for their greater military effectiveness—in various non-nuclear
contingencies (see Press, Sagan, and Valentino 2013; Sagan and Valentino 2017).
For them, it seems, the use of nuclear weapons is neither abhorrent nor unthinkable.

A Better Label

The apparent taboo against nuclear use can reasonably be understood more as a
“tradition” of nonuse (Paul 2009: 25-37). The fear in violating a tradition is setting
“precedents” that could provoke further uses of nuclear weaponry. Viewed accord-
ingly, “the most important reason for nuclear non-use is the expectation of leaders
that using nuclear weapons today will result in other states being more likely to use
them tomorrow, potentially against one’s own country or that of allies” (Gibbons
and Lieber 2019: 34). Although a tradition might rest in normative influences, it
can draw strength, as well, from the “logic of consequences” (Press, Sagan, and
Valentino 2013: 189). If so, existing practices survive because abandoning them
could prove costly.
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Thus, the notion of a tradition takes on additional significance when viewed as
established beliefs about the likely consequences of the first (post-war) use of nu-
clear weapons. Leaders might fear the reprobation of allies, and more neutral leaders
and publics, should they violate a tradition of nonuse, which has held now for more
than three-quarters of a century. They might also fear that any such action will con-
vince other states that the threat of a nuclear attack is real (maybe imminent) and
requires the precipitous, even preventative, use of nuclear weapons against potential
threats. Conversely, they might fear that others will conclude that nuclear weapons
are useful for limited military purposes. If used initially, without catastrophic social
or economic effects, they might wonder whether the illusion of a nuclear war limited
to surgical nuclear strikes will invite catastrophe.

We might conclude, then, that a tradition of nonuse gains strength through un-
certainty. After all, most who write about the tradition tie its influence to concerns
about the long-term consequences of nuclear weapons employment (see, e.g., Pauly
2015: 442). In that sense, the tradition fits comfortably with rational theory. Yet a
tradition can also reflect the customs and beliefs that societies transmit from one
generation to the next. It can thus rely on untested assumptions that here pertain to
whether parties can control a nuclear conflict, whether nuclear conflicts will beget
other nuclear conflicts, whether precise attacks that limit collateral damage are pos-
sible, and so forth. The danger, then, in the violation of a tradition (in settinga “prec-
edent”) is that the first use will become the definitive use. In nuclear warfare, it could
inspire the unfounded or premature “learning” of lessons; provoke a contagion of
fears based on a new “understanding” of how nuclear temptations might spread;
and spark precipitous or preemptive weapons employment, with the assumption
that those “who hesitate are lost.”

The main point nevertheless deserves emphasis. Whether by reason of norms or
tradition, states have raised the bar when defining conditions that would require or
trigger a nuclear response. Nuclear weapons thus became “weapons of last resort,”
reserved for extreme contingencies. Why else would the United States commit
its resources and efforts to diplomacy, or incur the human and material costs of
conventional conflict, rather than push its nuclear weight around? Such behavior
provides an answer. Social and political constraints offset expectations of gain from
the threatened or actual use of nuclear weapons. Whether these constraints directly
affect US conduct, an adversary’s beliefs that these constraints hold could limit the
coercive influence of US nuclear-employment threats.

Superiority Meets “Damage Limitation”

What if one nuclear-armed state could conceivably prevent another from inflicting
unacceptable damage, with nuclear weapons to spare? Must we then concede
its “superiority”? After all, it would seem to have “nothing” to lose in a nuclear
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confrontation. To the contrary, it would apparently benefit from a nuclear exchange
by vanquishing a nuclear adversary while retaining a residual force to obtain coer-
cive benefits. Yet that “damage-limitation” capability offers illusionary rewards. The
nuclear “inferior” retains options; and the nuclear “superior” must confront a prob-
abilistic challenge.

Damage Limitation Is Not Necessarily Damage Prevention

Analysts who refer to a damage-limitation capability typically suggest that a state
can reduce its damage to acceptable levels in a nuclear exchange. In the early 1960s,
the McNamara-era Defense Department thus flirted with damage limitation as a
US nuclear option; it soured on the concept when the numbers of Soviet systems
that would survive a US attack made a mockery of the term. Now, however, US
capabilities—pitted against relatively small adversary arsenals—make damage-
limitation a potential reality. A party that possesses this capability can protect itself
from harm and, with residual nuclear might, could coerce an opponent into submis-
sion. Perhaps, then, it could even coerce the adversary into relinquishing its nuclear
capabilities without firing a shot.

Unconditional superiority requires such a damage-limitation capability. That
is, it requires that the superior party have the capability (a) to reduce the damage
it incurs to acceptable levels if it strikes first or second or (b) to always get in the
first, disarming, blow, given available intelligence, weapons capabilities, proximate
basing, and so forth. Yet what if the stronger party can only limit the damage that an
adversary can inflict? Obviously, less damage to one’s country is better than more
damage, all things being equal. The stability of deterrence—and assessments of “su-
periority”—partly depend, however, on whether the lesser (absolute or relative)
levels of damage are acceptable to the stronger party. We cannot obtain answers
from pure math, or physics. The answers lie in the messy world of politics, societal
values, and individual psychology.

Physics plays a part. A big bully can physically dominate a smaller person. The
bully might even push the smaller person around—acquiring concessions without
a fight. The smaller person knows that, with a size disadvantage, fighting is a losing
cause. Yet, by resorting to coercion—a threat to impose punishment—the bully im-
plicitly confesses that the costs of fighting are such that the bully would rather not
fight. After all, the bully could have punched rather than pushed or talked. Even
Hitler recognized benefits in negotiating rather than fighting to achieve his goals.
He did so when he obtained the Sudetenland from Czechoslovakia more “cheaply,”
through bargaining, not fighting, in his dealings with British Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain.”®

What happens, however, if the smaller person stands their ground, and maybe
fights back? They might do some damage—perhaps even land a lucky punch. They
might even break the bully’s nose. Who is to say whether the bully is willing to pay
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that small price for a victory? If the “weaker” party is just that—not the helpless or
hopeless party—the fact of usable or meaningful superiority, or capability to limit
damage, is in question. Even the lesser punishment that the smaller person can in-
flict might deter the bully from fighting. The balance of costs alone cannot decide
the outcome if one side is more willing to absorb pain given the stakes at issue. The
weaker party need not emerge without a scratch from a potential fight. It need only
inflict some unacceptable level of hurt on the stronger party.

The weaker party can further capitalize on uncertainty. The stronger party might
exaggerate the harm that the weaker party can inflict if the weaker party flexes its
muscles. After all, fears that the Soviet Union, despite its gross military inferiority,
was winning the arms race fueled infamous strategic scares of the Cold War period.
In the mid-1950s, fears of a “bomber gap” afflicted the US strategic community. The
ill-founded concern was that the Soviet Union had produced long-range bombers
in qualities and quantities that would render US aircraft vulnerable in Europe and
threaten the US homeland. Likewise, the Soviet Union appeared to grab the lead in
missile technology, in 1957, with the launch of the Sputnik satellite. John Kennedy
rode the resulting “missile gap” scare to the White House. The United States, with
an enormous head start, anxiously built up its arsenal out of concern for US infe-
riority. Conversely, in the 1970s and 1980s, Soviet leaders feared that the United
States had acquired a nuclear knockout punch precisely at the time US hawks
argued that the Soviets had acquired, or would soon acquire, a disarming first-strike
capability (Green and Long 2017a). Then, in 2003, the Bush administration went
to war with Iraq ostensibly to neutralize its nuclear-weapons program and destroy
its alleged stocks of biological and chemical weapons based on an exaggerated view
(boosted by US intelligence) of the Iraqi weapons’ threat. Of course, Iraq ultimately
suffered the consequences; but the point remains that uncertainty about a country’s
capabilities could compensate for weakness under different circumstances.

Yet even viewing the problem as a “contest of wills,” between two identifiable
opponents, oversimplifies the problem. Personifying the combatants—endowing
states with human qualities—is a useful heuristic tool. It is also potentially dan-
gerous, for it assumes that the combatants control their own fate. We should not
assume that the weaker party will retain the flexibility to avert catastrophe as re-
quired for the stronger party to win without firing a shot. By predelegating launch
authority to subordinates, adopting a launch-on-warning strategy, and so forth,
leaders can multiply the military effectiveness of their forces and increase their
probability of use. For that reason, US presidents in the 1950s and 1960s approved
the predelegation of US nuclear-launch authority under defined circumstances.®
Ironically, states with the smallest nuclear arsenals, which play to US damage-
limitation capabilities, are arguably the most tempted to limit their own flexibility,
in time of war, to ensure the “effective” use of their weaponry.*

These facts can override strict military considerations. Savvy leaders, who possess
an ostensibly superior force, must still appreciate their own inability to control crisis
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outcomes. With strong incentives not to test their “damage-limitation” capabilities,
then, they concede a coercive advantage.

Statistical Uncertainty in “Damage Limitation”

Analysts can benefit from evaluating damage limitation in probabilistic terms and
acknowledging, nevertheless, that uncertainty clouds even these assessments. The
United States can rely on its larger numbers of warheads, weapon accuracy and re-
sponsiveness, and vast intelligence and reconnaissance network to detect and iden-
tify targets and assess damage for additional strikes. But the damage that the United
States can inflict is still best understood as a probabilistic result. The probabilities
reflect the physical challenges of disarming even a grossly “inferior” state that, on
defense, can employ concealment, redundancy, hardening, and evasiveness. The
probabilities also reflect the “political and strategic context” (Lieber and Press
2017: 27). For instance, the dominant party might withhold some of its nuclear
might out of concern for inflicting civilian casualties.** The probabilities become
more favorable to the inferior state as the superior state withholds more of its nu-
clear capability from the fighting.

A small probability that even a small number of the inferior state’s warheads
would reach their targets gives the weaker party coercive influence. As Glaser and
Fetter (2005: 102) observe, “even relatively little credibility is sufficient when the
costs of retaliation are so large.” For one thing, the threat of a US attack increases
the possibility of an accidental weapons launch “simply because, under tense and
demanding conditions, there would be more individuals who were capable of
launching a nuclear attack” (Glaser and Fetter 2005: 121). Even with the eviscera-
tion of its missile force, the weaker party possesses potential delivery options. “If the
United States does not gain control of these weapons, the adversary might be able
to deliver them via unconventional means, or the government might lose control of
them, creating the possibility that the weapons will fall into the hands of terrorists”
(Glaser and Fetter 2005: 106).

An inferior country can realize benefits—deterrence and otherwise—then,
if it has some probability of retaining a small number of nuclear warheads after
enduring an attack. Figures 3.2a and 3.2b show this to be a realistic expectation
even for a grossly outmatched country. In these graphs, the x-axis represents the
number of warheads possessed by the inferior party, the y-axis displays the proba-
bility that at least one (3.2a) or three (3.2b) warheads will survive the attack, and
the five lines indicate the relative effectiveness of the attack, that is, they display
the predicted results of attacks that could destroy 25, 50, 75, 90, and 95 percent
of the inferior party’s warheads, respectively.®® These kill probabilities reflect the
combined effects of a full complement of influences including the inferior party’s
defensive capabilities (and possible predelegation of launch authority) and the su-
perior party’s target-detection capabilities, weapon reliability and accuracy, attack
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timing (whether the attack came in waves, phases, or all at once), warhead fratri-
cide, retargeting capabilities, and attacks on adversary command, control, and intel-
ligence (C®I) capabilities.

The figure reveals a significant probability that even a grossly “inferior” adver-
sary will retain the capability to respond to an attack. Figure 3.2a shows that, with
roughly a six-warhead arsenal, the inferior party has around a fifty-fifty chance, from
an attack of 75-percent effectiveness, of retaining at least one warhead to deliver
against the adversary. The probability that at least one warhead will survive an at-
tack increases dramatically for that same six-warhead arsenal when on the receiving
end of a less-effective (damage-limiting) attack. In fact, with an attack of SO-percent
effectiveness, an arsenal of five warheads stands around an 80-percent chance
of surviving the attack to deliver at least one warhead against the attacker. More
sobering still, Figure 3.2b shows that that same attack produces over a one-in-three
chance of leaving the adversary with at least three warheads for a retaliatory strike.

Furtherimplications of these probabilistic simulations are revealed in Figures 3.2¢
and 3.2d. They restructure the prior graphs so that the x-axis presents the problem
from the superior party’s perspective, where the lines show the survival probabilities
for inferior-party (pre-attack) arsenals of five, ten, fifteen, twenty, twenty-five, and
fifty warheads. Here, the question is, “What effectiveness is required of a damage-
limiting attack to degrade the inferior party’s capability to respond?” Clear, now, is
that attack outcomes are far more sensitive to attack effectiveness than to the size of
the inferior-party’s arsenal. Note the dramatic downturn in the survival probability
of a single warhead as the attack approaches 90-percent effectiveness. Still, a point
bears repeating. The superior party must accept a sizable risk that at least one war-
head will survive even a highly effective attack. Indeed, with an arsenal of around fif-
teen warheads, roughly an even chance exists that at least one warhead will survive,
and a one-in three chance exists that at least three warheads will survive, to threaten
(and potentially harm) the attacker.

Figure 3.3 provides a final look at the competition between the two arsenals. It
retains the x and y-axis dimensions from Figure 3.2. The distance between the lines
in each set, however, now reveal the change in survival probabilities of the desig-
nated number of warheads (twenty or more, ten or more, or five or more) with an
increase in the inferior party’s arsenal size from fifty to one hundred warheads, for
the given superior-party (offensive) kill ratios, as displayed along the x-axis. The
message is clear. By doubling the size of a relatively small arsenal, the inferior party
has greatly increased the challenge for the superior party. The size of that arsenal
after an attack is highly sensitive—only at the extreme—to the superior party’s kill
ratios. Absent an extremely effective offensive campaign, the inferior party—by
modestly building its force size—can greatly increase its chances that some number
of warheads (varying by kill ratio) will survive to retaliate for an attack.

Take, for instance, the point at which the probability equals .50 that the given
number of warheads will survive the attack. If the inferior party increases its force
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from fifty to one hundred warheads, it can secure a S0-percent chance that (a) at
least twenty of its warheads will survive an attack if the superior-party’s offensive ef-
fectiveness improves from a kill ratio of roughly .60 to .80, (b) at least ten warheads
will survive an attack if the superior party’s offensive effectiveness improves from
a kill ratio of roughly .80 to .90; and (c) at least five warheads survive the attack if
the superior party’s offensive effectiveness improves from a kill ratio of roughly .90
t0.95. Of course, the more modest the retaliatory ambition of the inferior party, the
more effective the offensive attack that the party can endure.

The main point requires emphasis. Unless its kill ratios approach .90, the supe-
rior party’s offensive has virtually no effect on the survival probabilities of a mod-
estly sized retaliatory force—say, around ten warheads—regardless of the size of
the inferior country’s initial force (fifty versus one hundred warheads). That is, the
superior party requires an extremely high effectiveness level (kill ratio) to prevent
the inferior party from launching a significant number of warheads in retaliation. If
the superior party seeks assuredly to disarm its adversary, even these effectiveness
levels might prove insufficient.

True, increasing the size of the inferior party’s arsenal offers rapidly diminishing
returns, should the superior party’s offensive capabilities improve beyond a .90
kill ratio. Whether offenses promise 93, 94, 95, or 96 percent effectiveness might
seem not to matter. It is easy to dismiss the effects of a 1-percent marginal change,
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especially with the uncertainties surrounding these statistics. But these small
differences are quite significant. The accompanying probabilities that at least five
of one hundred warheads could survive the assault is .71 for an offense with 93 per-
cent effectiveness but .56, .38, and .21 for offenses with 94, 95, and 96 percent ef-
fectiveness, respectively. A 4-percent difference in offensive effectiveness translates
into a .50 drop in the probability that at least five warheads will survive the attack.
Still, these levels make for a demanding standard of effectiveness that will still not
solve the attacker’s problem. Even with 94-percent effectiveness, over a 5S0-percent
chance remains that at least five warheads will survive the attack.

Admittedly, these numbers simplify the strategic problem in numerous respects.
First, attacks on adversary missiles are not “independent” events. By attacking a
command center, blinding a radar, destroying communication links, and so forth,
an attacker can neutralize many enemy missiles; and failures in the inferior party’s
launch capabilities—caused, for example, by a critical bottleneck—might disable
multiple missiles. Second, a superior party—Tlike the United States—possesses
abundant technological advantages that would help it track, locate, identify, and ulti-
mately destroy adversary missiles. These advantages produce synergistic effects that
will significantly boost the overall performance of attack systems. Third, a superior
party might reap advantages from missile defenses. They can work in synergy with
offenses to boost kill ratios—hypothetically, at least—to reduce residual adversary
capability to some “acceptable” level. Finally, these very capabilities could force an
adversary to rely on defensive measures—for mobile missiles, for example—that
increase their exposure to attack. They might curtail communications with the com-
mand to avoid detection, which might leave them unable to respond to an attack.
Mobile missiles might employ camouflage from local topography, or operate less
conspicuously on certain road networks, but only by constricting their operating
radius, easing the detection challenge for the offense. They might rehearse deploy-
ment patterns, to thwart an offensive, but thereby cue likely missile locations in the
event of a conflict.

Certainly, these factors could combine to increase the effectiveness of a US of-
fensive and thereby reduce the damage the inferior party could inflict in return. In
that sense, the United States could reap a significant payoff. After all, “there is no
magical threshold beyond which the ability to limit damage in a nuclear war ceases
to matter” (Kroenig 2017: 200). We must remember, however, that all such effec-
tiveness estimates are speculative, which matters given the high effectiveness rates
required to reduce the retaliatory threat. Thus, the main issue remains: the concept
of damage limitation is deceptive. It overstates the capability of a superior state
and understates the capabilities—coercive and otherwise—of an inferior party.
Ironically, the superior party’s actions—borne of confidence in its capabilities—
could induce offsetting actions, including growing its arsenal, that further weaken
the superior party’s position.
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Does Deterrence Require Superiority?

The case for establishing superiority assumes, obviously, that it gives the possessor
clear political or military advantages. But evidence and logic bely claims of any such
advantage. Useful perspective, in that regard, emerges when examining China’s ac-
ceptance of its nuclear “inferiority”; the overstated challenges of “extending deter-
rence” to US allies; and the exaggerated dangers posed by fledgling nuclear states
that are supposedly unbound by the rules (and restraints) of the past.

Settling for Nuclear “Inferiority”: The Case of China

Given the limited benefits of superiority, competitors can viably choose not to com-
pete in relative terms with the superior nuclear state. China serves as an example, in
that regard, for it currently defines its nuclear security around the requirements of
a limited but viable retaliatory force. Its approach implicitly challenges the assump-
tion that the United States obtains military or coercive advantages from an alleg-
edly superior arsenal. The Chinese position assumes, instead, that the US-China
nuclear balance is stable. Given the relatively low stakes for the United States in
any conflict that would pit the United States against China, and the damage that
nuclear weapons could inflict on US targets, only a small, survivable Chinese force
is required to deter the United States from employing its nuclear weapons, even co-
ercively, against China.

China’s nuclear strategy is fittingly termed “assured retaliation,” a phrase
that faintly echoes the formal doctrinal position of the McNamara-led Defense
Department.** The somewhat less menacing undertone of “retaliation,” compared
to “destruction,” speaks revealingly to China’s security objectives. That is, China
seeks to retain some minimum level of capability that, after a US first strike on
the Chinese nuclear infrastructure, falls short of assuring the destruction of the
US adversary. Expert dissensus exists on the precise labeling of Chinese nuclear
strategy—whether it edges closer to “minimum deterrence,” “assured retaliation,” or
some other alternative (Bin 2007: 4). Although that is itself a source of uncertainty
that could deter a US first strike (on this, see Chase 2013; Rigiang 2013: 579-580),
the labels speak nonetheless to the finite purposes and capabilities of the Chinese
force. In current Chinese parlance, the Chinese force is both “lean and effective”
(Heginbotham et al. 2017: 20).

China’s nuclear deployment preferences, and its willingness to tolerate a nu-
clear arsenal—undersized relative to US weapon holdings—might seem sur-
prising given China’s economic prowess, large and growing military budget, and
global political ambitions.** The United States and Russia each possess warhead
stockpiles maybe dozens of times greater in size than the current Chinese stock-
pile. Rather than close (or reverse) the “gap” with a dedicated (Soviet-style) push
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to build up the Chinese force, China has accepted its nuclear “inferiority” rela-
tive to the United States in numbers of warheads, varieties of basing modes, and
damage-limitation capability.

To be sure, China is currently engaged in the unprecedented buildup, modern-
ization, and diversification of the country’s nuclear forces. It has moved with con-
siderable rapidity—and visibility—to construct—now over one hundred—silos
for ICBM s in each of three missile fields.*® Even that development understates the
nature and rate of China’s force improvements. China is closing the gap with the
United States (and Russia) in warhead totals; improving their accuracy, range, and
penetrability; and growing a nuclear force that can deliver its payloads by land, sea,
and air—perhaps to constitute more than a “nascent ‘nuclear triad’” (Office of the
Secretary of Defense [OSD] 2021: VIII). Indeed, these nuclear developments ac-
quire additional menace viewed in the broader context of China’s major conven-
tional force improvements, aggressive moves in the South China Sea and toward
Taiwan, and push internationally for recognition as a global power. Yet China largely
depends, for deterrence, on its still undersized, land-based missile force of silo-
based and road-mobile (MIRV-capable) missiles.

China has focused its concerns on maintaining sufficient retaliatory capability,
as US offensive and defensive capabilities improve, not on conducting damage-
limitation strikes. Given the heavy US investment in a less vulnerable SLBM force,
China recognizes the inefficacy of disarming strikes against the US nuclear force
(Denmark and Talmadge 2021). Although the increasing size of the silo-based force
is a worrisome development, in a Cold War context—if taken to signal China’s pre-
paredness for a first strike (given the vulnerability of fixed-site missiles)—the rela-
tive size of the force, and its vulnerability, suggest that even the expanded silo-based
force is intended to reinforce deterrence. The additional silos could absorb more
US attack capability and complicate US planning which could give China added as-
surance to adhere to its declared “no-first-use” policy. Indeed, some of China’s new
silos are possible decoys (reminiscent of the shell-game strategy once considered by
Cold War—era US force planners to reduce the vulnerability of the US land-based
missile force). US planners would have to prepare their attack not knowing which
silos contained missiles—preparing, then, as if all the silos contained missiles.
Even this assumes that China interprets “no-first-use” to proscribe a “launch-on-
warning” posture (as discussed in Chapter 5). That strategy, which the US Defense
Department fears China is moving to adopt (OSD 2021: VIII), would require that
China fire some number of its (presumably more vulnerable) weapons against US
targets on warning of a US attack, which—of course—would invite an unbridled
US response.

Presumably, China’s large land mass, and its lag in technologies for countering
US anti-submarine warfare capabilities, will have China relying on its land-based
missiles into the foreseeable future. Thus, China’s mobile missile force is central to
the rough calculations employed by Chinese decision-makers to scale the Chinese
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force. Reflecting early American thinking about a “minimum-deterrence” force—
the presumption that even one surviving US submarine was sufficient to deter the
Soviet Union—China seeks to get some relatively small number of warheads—not
hundreds or thousands—on US targets in retaliation. In force planning, China is
especially concerned about growing US capabilities in missile defense—both at the
mid-course stage, with the deployment of US interceptors in Alaska, and in theater,
with US defense systems in the Pacific ostensibly meant to thwart a North Korean
missile attack. China (like Russia) fears that the US integration and upgrading of
these defenses will neutralize the capability to respond to a US attack. That would
open the door to US preemption and coercion and weaken the constraints on US
conventional options in the region. In response, China has sought evasive hyper-
sonic glide vehicles, with their unpredictable flight trajectories, has likely pegged
the size of its force to the number of US (defensive) interceptors, and has relied
more generally on assuring the survivability of sufficient warhead numbers, through
platform diversity, to achieve penetrability.

Although any rule of thumb owes to underlying calculating assumptions, for
instance whether or how it accounts for defensive system reliability, numbers of
interceptors on target, the effectiveness of defensive countermeasures, and so forth,
the main threat to nuclear deterrence from China’s perspective lies less in the rela-
tive balance and more in conditions that might prompt nuclear-weapons use. China
exhibits some fear that the United States might engineer the logic of the stability—
instability paradox to its advantage. If, in fact, nuclear deterrence is secure, the
United States might employ a full range of conventional options, including conven-
tional weapons meant to destroy China’s nuclear forces, with the belief that China
would not then launch its missiles.

Admittedly, the dilemma—so conceived—turns the traditional paradox on its
head. Cold War-era theorists recognized that the stability of the nuclear balance
opened the protagonists to conflict at “lesser” levels (though what constituted a
lesser level was a matter of opinion). But the concern now is that the United States
might try to nibble away at China’s nuclear might under the cover of a “conven-
tional” strike. China’s response is to maintain some ambiguity about how it would
respond to such an attack, that is, whether it would treat a US conventional strike
like a US nuclear strike on those missiles. What this means, however, is that China
remains committed to nuclear deterrence. In seeking to deter US transgressions with
a numerically “inferior” force, China undercuts claims that superiority—in quanti-
tative and qualitative terms—gives the United States a practical edge.

Of course, China might someday try to match—or might even match—US
nuclear capability. But what would that say, then, about the practical, or dis-
suasive, utility of US nuclear “superiority”? For that matter, might it say only
that China sought to close a gap that fed a false US sense of military or coercive
advantage?
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The Challenges of Extending Deterrence

Even if the United States could solve a “basic deterrence” problem—that is,
dissuading adversaries (rogue state or otherwise) from striking US home territory—
can the United States deter nuclear strikes on a US ally? The end of the Cold War
did not reduce interest in the underlying issue of “extended deterrence.” Stretching
the deterrent commitment to include other states—that is, placing them under
a country’s “nuclear umbrella”—arguably imposes tough deterrence demands.
A challenger has good reason to doubt the credibility of the accompanying deter-
rent threat. Why would a country invite horrific devastation against its own terri-
tory and citizenry to retaliate for enemy attacks on some third country?

Nuclear “superiority” arguably offers the possessor additional security to address
the challenge. Even if falling short of a damage-limitation capability, a large quan-
titative and qualitative edge might help convince an adversary that its gains from
attacking a US ally with nuclear weapons involve significant risks of a devastating
US response. If anything, a larger edge is arguably required to assure allies more
than to dissuade adversaries (on this, see Tertrais 2010: 8). US policymakers “knew
that without the assurances provided by a robust nuclear umbrella, countries such
as Germany, Japan, South Korea, and a host of others might deploy their own nu-
clear weapons, a development that would be inimical to America’s strategic interest”
(Gavin 2020: 61).

‘We have reason to doubt whether the capability to deter attacks against the United
States is sufficient to deter attacks on US allies or to reassure them. US policymakers
have been more equivocal about their likely response to a nuclear attack abroad than
to an attack on the US homeland. Although the United States remained firm in its
Cold War—era nuclear commitment to Europe—building up the NATO nuclear
stockpile and dedicating some US nuclear forces to the European theater—the
United States repeatedly fed concerns about whether it would seek to confine nu-
clear weapons use to Europe (in hopes of avoiding Soviet retaliation against the US
homeland). In the 1960s, French President Charles De Gaulle posed a reasonable
question. In a nuclear encounter with the Soviet Union, “Would the United States
trade New York for Paris?” De Gaulle thought he knew the answer, perhaps be-
cause he implicitly asked another, “Would France trade Paris for New York?” France
responded by constructing its own nuclear deterrent force and withdrawing French
forces from NATO’s integrated military command.

The question, as posed, suggests an uncertainty that could undermine the cred-
ibility of extended deterrence, as President Kennedy himself recognized. He asked,
if a close ally could feel that way, might Khrushchev also question US firmness?*’
Perhaps, such questioning is inevitable. At the very least, it persists. It remains a net-
tlesome issue in US relationships with nuclear-armed, post—Cold War challengers.
But should it?
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Whether US extended deterrence challenges grew or abated with the Cold War’s
end remains unclear for two main reasons. First, the answer depends on whether
the United States holds a decisive nuclear advantage over its post—Cold War nu-
clear adversaries. Although growing US offensive and defensive capabilities, against
smaller adversary arsenals, better position the United States to limit damage to the
US homeland in a nuclear exchange with China or North Korea than with Cold
War-era Russia, US policymakers might still refrain from retaliating to a nuclear
attack abroad, fearing that the targeted country might launch one or more warheads
against a US city. Second, the answer depends on whether US stakes in foreign
conflicts—in which the US nuclear “umbrella” is at issue—declined with the Cold
War’s end. Because US policymakers tend not to view China, North Korea, or
Russia (despite its capabilities) as posing a Cold War-level, existential threat to the
United States, they might not believe that activating the US deterrent threat—for an
ally—is worth the potential cost.

Thus, those who doubt the robustness of extended deterrence presume that US
adversaries will question both the US capability to deter a nuclear attack on an ally
and the US willingness to accept nuclear retaliation against the US homeland as
the price of retaliating with nuclear weapons to any such attack. In this, they as-
sume an implacable US nemesis, an adversary that will take high risks or absorb
high costs. They conclude—too easily, then—that the US retaliatory threat is not
up to requirements.

But is that conclusion based on reasonable assumptions about the adversary’s
intentions? After all, skeptics assume that extended deterrence will fail with an at-
tack on a US ally that spared the United States. Such an attack strongly suggests,
however, that the adversary prefers to keep the United States out of the fight. Indeed,
if either China or North Korea does not view the United States as an essential party
to the disputes with Taiwan and South Korea, respectively, they might not risk a nu-
clear attack, whatever the target, that might pull US nuclear forces into the conflict.

To be sure, US adversaries might still question the US willingness to intervene
given the adversary’s retaliatory threat. However, the robustness of nuclear deter-
rence lies not in the probability of a response but in the potential enormity of its
cost. That is, the costs that the United States could inflict on a small nuclear power
like North Korea more than compensate for the doubts North Korea might have
about the US deterrence commitment to South Korea. North Korea’s “risk,” here, is
a function of the likelihood of the United States imposing costs and North Korea’s
willingness to tolerate them. Thus, a lower probability of US action is offset by the
higher cost potentially inflicted. Even a very small probability that the United States
would retaliate could deter an adversary when the costs are prohibitive of “guessing
wrong.”

In the film Dirty Harry, Clint Eastwood’s character recognized the favorable
mathematics when he pointed a .44 Magnum at a “punk” who thought the gun
might be out of bullets. His legendary question—"Do you feel lucky?”—sent a
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convincing message. The enormity of the potential cost to the target, if the gun was
loaded, should weigh far more heavily in the target’s calculations than (even strong)
suspicions that the gun was empty.

These costs achieve importance because the adversary’s risk of a US response is
non-negligible. The probability of a US retaliatory response would only increase if
large numbers of US troops were to die in the attack or if US leaders were to believe
that the attack fundamentally threatened US security. After all, US leaders would
need no longer to wonder whether the enemy would use its nuclear weapons for ag-
gressive purposes. They might now believe that they must respond to what amounts
to an existential threat to US security.

The “Rogue-State” Threat: Are Inferior States Necessarily
Insensitive to Cost?

The options available to inferior nuclear states are useful to keep in mind as hawkish
analysts trumpet fears of unprovoked nuclear attacks on the United States, or its
allies, by small nuclear contenders. By their reckoning, the leaders of North Korea
or Iran might attack the United States when capable of landing but perhaps only a
single nuclear warhead on US territory. At the very least, these leaders could sub-
ject the United States to nuclear blackmail. These concerns drive the case for a US
damage-limitation capability. It would presumably allow the United States to en-
gage in preventative strikes to neutralize the nuclear threat. But US policymakers
must weigh the benefits from acting on alleged US nuclear capability advantages
against the attending risks and costs. Any such assessment must give considerable
weight to the unlikelihood that even an allegedly risk-prone adversary would strike
out with nuclear weaponry—unless preemptively or in retaliation—given a pos-
sible US nuclear attack.

With fears of such a risk-prone or cost-indifferent adversary, however, the term
“rogue state” gained currency in the George W. Bush administration. US officials
voiced concerns that leaders of such states would pay an unfathomable price to ac-
complish their destructive goals. The perceived threat from these states grew dra-
matically in the wake of the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center in New York
and the Pentagon outside Washington, D.C. The concern was that outlaw states
would use their weapons or pass nuclear technology to terrorist groups, whatever
the consequences. Preventative action thus became a US strategy of choice. Once
US forces excised the Saddam Hussein regime from Iraq in 2003, and NATO coun-
tries backed local forces in overthrowing Libya’s Muammar Qaddafi in 2011, US
nuclear angst came to center on the Iranian and North Korean nuclear programs.*

Although Iran’s nuclear goals remained suspect (even when limited by negotiated
agreement in the Obama administration), North Korea’s leader, Kim Jong Un,
emerged as the poster boy for those who feared nuclear-armed and irrational state
leaders. Reclusive, unfashionable, power hungry, and sadistic, he seemed perfectly
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cast for the role of a leader with irrational or, at least, indecipherable goals. Either
presented a grave challenge to US security: “If you do not know what he wants, how
can you deter him?” Often lost, however, in the accompanying policy debate is that,
by all accounts, the North Korean leader seeks to hold on to power, and that (like his
predecessors) he employs means, though brutal, that serve that objective. Nothing
in the history of a Saddam Hussein, Muammar Qaddafi, or Kim Jong Un suggests
that they would concede power they so ardently sought, savored, and defended by
opening their countries to US nuclear retaliation.*

True, roguish leaders might try to have it both ways, escaping justice by using
terror groups surreptitiously to do their bidding. But that would require that these
leaders do what they seem incapable of doing—surrendering their power (and
ability to control their own fate) to another group. Yes, North Korea repeatedly—
even recklessly—escalated the conflict with the West, in pursuit of its nuclear
ambitions. Yet, despite North Korean bluster, missile launches, and nuclear tests,
and nonnuclear military options, the 1953 armistice agreement that ended the
Korean War has held, now, for almost seven decades. That fact alone suggests that
North Korea’s leaders do not pursue their goals at any, and all, cost—rational or
not. Even irrational people do not typically place their lives at risk. In fact, irrational
people often unjustifiably fear self-injury or death. Rather than wandering out
into traffic, their homes become fortresses to protect against the real or imagined
dangers of the world.

Certainly, conditions can reach the point where a power-hungry party willingly
commits suicide. Hitler ultimately did. His grand vision in shatters and his igno-
minious fate secure, exiting the world on his own terms seemed to him the viable
alternative. Yet Hitler was a true exception. Even Saddam Hussein and Muammar
Qaddafi did not choose death over dishonor and a loss in privilege. They preferred
a life on the run to capture, and death. Hussein was found living in a cramped, cov-
ered hole in the ground, and Qaddafi was flushed out of a drainage pipe. When
captured, Hussein fell back on his claim to power. He announced to his captors, as
he emerged from the hole, dirty and disheveled, “I am Saddam Hussein the presi-
dent of Iraq and I am willing to negotiate.”*® Qaddafi pleaded for his life, appealing
unsuccessfully to the humanity of his captives. Both former leaders did what they
thought they must to survive.

The point is simple: the exception—no matter how glaring—is not the rule.
Indeed, by most accounts—including its own—the North Korean leadership looks
to nuclear weapons to ensure regime survival. These weapons potentially pro-
vide an effective “veto” against foreign-imposed regime change. On this score, we
should remember that Qaddafi gave up his veto, when he transparently conceded
his WMD stocks and production capabilities. His effort to normalize relations with
the West—and avoid the fate of the Saddam Hussein regime—ironically paved the
way for the Western-supported operation that overthrew him. What lesson do you
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think that the world’s ruthless leaders learned when they saw the widely circulated
videos of Qaddafi and Saddam Hussein, in their last earthly moments?

Even those who make much of the adversary’s irrationality sometimes engage in
reasoning that belies their claims. That was certainly true when the Trump admin-
istration proclaimed that it would not accept a North Korean capability to deliver a
nuclear warhead against the United States. In stating repeatedly that “all options are
on the table,” the administration indicated it preferred war—perhaps, a disarming
nuclear strike against North Korea—rather than open US security to the whims,
impulses, and drives of North Korea’s mercurial leadership. Indeed, the National
Security Council, under the direction of National Security Advisor H. R. McMaster
considered a “bloody nose” strategy, among the options.*' The idea was to inflict
pain on critical targets to send the clear message that the United States would not
allow North Korea to obtain intercontinental nuclear-delivery status.*

The proposed strategy failed a logical consistency test. The administration
“constructed” a foe that was selectively irrational, that is, irrational only when it
served the administration’s policies.*® It supposed that irrational North Korea’s
leaders would undertake a nuclear-suicide mission against the United States but
would rationally back down with a US show of force. Would a North Korean leader,
seeking—despite the cost—to inflict destructive damage on the United States,
change his plans due to a bloody nose? The (implied) affirmative response certainly
invited skepticism. Would a North Korean leadership dedicated to US destruc-
tion, for its own sake, seem more inclined, instead, to up the ante—maybe attack a
neighbor—than to concede to the US threat?*

We gain much, then, by placing the “rogue-state” threat in historical perspec-
tive. We should remember that the aspirations and actions of the Russian and
Chinese governments gave rise to the same overriding concerns. US policymakers
feared what these governments might do: first, if acquiring a nuclear-delivery capa-
bility; then, in the case of the Soviets, if their internal power of control were to be
threatened. They now voice these same concerns, again, in assuming that we cannot
rely on the sound judgment of US Cold War-era adversaries. We should not forget
“in 1964, when the PRC tested its first nuclear device, China was perhaps the most
‘rogue’ state in modern history” (Gavin 2009/10: 15).

Conclusions

By various criteria, the United States possesses nuclear capability advantages over
all nuclear contenders. But the convenient standards that scholars and strategists
employ to determine superiority, much like Cold War—era standards of advantage,
rely on specious logic—here, presented in the form of recurrent perils and pitfalls.
We should question the utility of analyses that rely on measures derived from
simple math, ignoring the targets that warheads will strike, their effectiveness and



88 ASSESSING NUCLEAR CAPABILITY

purpose, and the complexities of assessing outcomes before and after a nuclear ex-
change. Yet even the most rigorous analysis suffers if it downplays the potential re-
taliatory destructiveness of small nuclear arsenals and the reticence of ostensibly
“superior” powers to employ nuclear force.

3.1: Simple math is insufficient for assessing relative nuclear advantages given
the complexities of determining outcomes, with different force sizes, usages, and
capabilities, over the course of a nuclear conflict.

3.2: A focus on relative capacity to inflict damage ignores the relative cost acceptance
and shared aversions of the conflicting parties.

Some contemporary scholars flirt with the notion that the United States possesses
a “damage-limitation” capability, against some competitors. That capability exists
clearly if the United States can assuredly destroy an adversary’s nuclear forces
without fear of retaliation. That capability overrides the constraints of mutual deter-
rence, however, only should US decisionmakers believe the United States (and its
threatened allies) are immunized fully from nuclear retaliation.

3.3: Superiority, primacy, and other such terms override deterrence constraints
only if the advantaged party believes it could fully disarm its opponent with
assuredness.

Apart from deterrence concerns, the historical record of the Cold War and post-
Cold War period reveals great reluctance by nuclear-armed states to employ nu-
clear weapons coercively against adversaries, despite their nuclear holdings or the
conditions of conflict. The United States, for one, has consistently acted as if its
nuclear arsenal conferred no definitive military advantage. Moreover, the record
provides scant evidence that the targets of conventional US military action—North
Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan—acted out of concern that the United States
would use nuclear weapons. Adversaries have initiated conflict and, in some cases,
pushed the US military to its limits without fearing the nuclear consequences.

3.4: The historical record is unconvincing that alleged US nuclear advantages gave
the United States a coercive advantage over US nuclear or nonnuclear adversaries.

Evidence abounds that the nonuse of nuclear weapons has rendered nuclear
weapons unusable, except under extreme conditions. That the United States and
its key competitors continue to modernize their nuclear arsenal, of course, suggests
that existing prohibitions fall short of a taboo. But even a “tradition” of nonuse,
which invokes fears of unknown effects with the breaching of the nuclear threshold
in conflict, significantly constrains the “casual” use of nuclear weapons.
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3.5: US administrations, through their rhetoric, action, and inaction, have
strengthened a “tradition” of nuclear nonuse which constrains behavior through fear
of bucking the tradition.

The good news, then, is that nuclear deterrence is more robust than hawkish
critics appreciate. China did not seek to match US nuclear forces, in numbers and
capabilities, in that the country’s “inferior” capabilities nonetheless provided neces-
sary deterrence benefits. Even North Korea has sought to avoid the high costs of war
in seeking nuclear capability sufficient to deter a US nuclear attack and US efforts to

impose regime change.

3.6: States with relatively small nuclear arsenals can still obtain deterrence benefits
from even the small chance that they could explode a single warhead on the
adversary’s territory.

3.7: The practical impact of nuclear “superiority” is impugned by evidence that
rivals settle for ostensible inferiority.

3.8: The enormous risk to a US adversary should it use nuclear weapons against a
US ally weigh decisively in the adversary’s cost-benefit analysis.

3.9: The behavior, and incentives, of even “rogue-state” leaders suggest that they
reject the potentially devastating costs of attacking the United States or its allies with
nuclear weapons.

The bad news, nevertheless, is that the dangers in military confrontations between
nuclear-armed states are great. Deterrence is fragile if the “superior” party considers
shedding its reserve to capitalize on its alleged capability advantages or if the “in-
ferior” party contemplates striking first, fearing that a better-armed opponent will
do just that. In other words, deterrence will likely prevail among nuclear-armed
states because the parties’ intentions serve as a stabilizing influence. But threats,
and counterthreats, can spark harmful conflict dynamics. The parties might, then,
act out of fear or temptation, with consequences they both would otherwise have
sought to avoid.






PART II

COERCIVE TACTICS

Boosting Credibility to Signal a US Willingness to Act on
the US “Nuclear Advantage”

How might US leaders seek to compensate should adversaries doubt the fact,
or utility, of a US nuclear advantage? Put differently, how might these leaders
convince a disbelieving opponent that the advantages are “real” or, at least,
that US leaders believe they are real and might use nuclear force to avoid the
costs of inaction? A plausible answer: They can boost the credibility of the
US threat to employ nuclear force. Through appropriate tactics, US leaders
can supposedly convince adversaries (and allies) that the United States will
follow through on its threats because US nuclear advantages increase the US
payoft from employing nuclear force.

Credibility became central to US Cold War—era strategic thinking with
the growth in Soviet nuclear retaliatory capability. The United States had to
convince the Soviets that, should it transgress with nuclear force, the United
States had both the “will” and the “capability” to respond. Credibility is po-
tentially fragile, however, because it rests on perceptions. That is, the rela-
tionship between credibility and power is like that of credit to cash. Our
creditworthiness reflects our liquid and material assets (our cash, stocks,
bonds, business holdings, and property) but also various intangibles, such
as our payment history, earning potential, general reputation, and stake in
our community. A state’s credibility in international politics arguably owes to
similar factors, which include a state’s perceived adherence to commitments,
relative risk acceptance, apparent resolve, and reputation for decisive action,
as discussed in the following chapters.



92 COERCIVE TACTICS

Deterrence analysts tend to focus, however, on how “defenders” seek
to boost their credibility, not how “challengers” process and interpret
the defender’s actions. In much of the relevant prescriptive literature, the
“challenger’s” expectations—as shaped deleteriously by efforts of the de-
fender to boost its credibility—fail to receive due consideration.



Commitment

So how might US leaders boost their “credibility”—and the credibility of US nu-
clear threats—for coercive effect? Following works in international politics theory,
and a long-held “wisdom” of policy practitioners, leaders can stake their turf with a
firm and visible “commitment” to uphold the status quo if challenged.

The term “commitment” is sometimes used to suggest a willingness to act on a
promise or threat, that is, to persevere or reveal intensity of effort.! So understood,
the term can take the form of a verb—as in “I am committed”—to describe a strong
expression of intent. Commitment is routinely employed in the deterrence litera-
ture, however, strictly as a noun—as in “I made a commitment.” There, it highlights
whether a defender communicates, with clarity, that threats to certain interests will
prove costly to a challenger.

Through word and deed, leaders can thereby bolster their credibility to act, that
is, their apparent capacity and willingness to meet potential challenges. A well-
designed commitment—words or deeds—will presumably leave opponents with
no reason for doubt, or experimentation. Neither words nor deeds are neces-
sarily better than the other for that purpose: both involve risks that are frequently
downplayed or ignored. Policymakers might reduce these risks with ambiguous
commitments, which arguably bring risks of their own.

The Value of Explicit Commitments

Commitments are strengthened through word and deed. Yet which more than the
other? Verbal and physical commitments each offer distinct benefits.

Verbal Commitments

Words allow a sender to convey messages quickly to deflect potential challenges.
Contrary to a prevailing wisdom, however, they are not always cheap; and they can
work effectively in the form of a verbal “red line.”

The False Promise of Superiority. James H. Lebovic, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2023.
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197680865.003.0004
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Are Words Necessarily Cheap?

7

Words have advantages. Making a speech—or sending out a “tweet”—is simply
quicker and easier than sending an aircraft carrier halfway around the world to
deliver a warning. Words also permit the sender to respond to unanticipated
circumstances without necessarily binding the government by investing resources
in a particular course of action. Yet leaders can still make firm verbal commitments.
They can make a speech, or issue a statement, to set the stage for concrete policy
steps to follow, whether economic sanctions, the withdrawal from a treaty, or the
deployment or use of military forces.

Words here permit leaders to commit to a general course—as when the public is
demanding action or agencies of government, or allies and adversaries abroad, de-
sire signals to guide their own policies—though the policy specifics remain elusive
or contentious. Soon after the 9/11 attacks, President Bush delivered a powerful
speech outlining the US “global war on terrorism” before Congress. The speech
was necessary because the United States had no standing plan to address that kind
of threat yet recognized the imperative of committing the United States to a de-
cisive, broad-based response to an unprecedented attack against civilians on US
territory.

Of course, if saying something is too easy, a challenger might doubt that the de-
fender possesses the will or the capability to back their talk with action. Likewise, a
challenger might dismiss words if they seem no more than pointless bluster. A case
in point: Donald Trump’s musing to reporters in 2019, before a meeting with
Pakistan’s Prime Minister, that “I have plans on Afghanistan that if I wanted to win
that war, Afghanistan would be wiped off the face of the earth, it would be gone,
it would be over in literally ten days.”> Should the challenger dismiss such talk as
“cheap” (easy to say, but unlikely to do), the defender would be at a disadvantage.

But we should not assume that actions speak louder than words in the making
of effective commitments. A second case in point: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu'’s speech, in 2012, before the UN General Assembly. Netanyahu punctu-
ated his address by drawing a literal red line on a cartoon graphic of a bomb to un-
derscore his point: Israel would not permit the Iranian nuclear program to progress
to some final stage of readiness.?

If leaders say something clearly, or often enough, they can create impactful
realities. They can alter expectations, tie their reputations to following through
on those commitments, and convince themselves, other leaders, and the broader
public that living up to those commitments is the only course (even the “right” thing
to do). These possibilities weigh against the alleged “cheapness” of a defender’s talk
about its commitment. Threats are not entirely cheap if, through firmness or repe-
tition, they increase the risks for a challenger. That was the philosophy behind con-
sistent public deference to member Article S obligations under the North Atlantic
Treaty Alliance: an “armed attack against one” member “shall be considered an
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attack against them all.” The less cited portion of the same article, however, reads as
follows. Members are obligated to “assist the Party or Parties so attacked by taking
forthwith, individually and in concert with the other Parties, such action as it deems
necessary, including the use of armed force, to restore and maintain the security of
the North Atlantic area” Obviously, “as it deems necessary” allows members con-
siderable wiggle room to decide their course of action. For that reason, US leaders
constantly reiterated the US pledge to stand by NATO allies if attacked. This is also
why Donald Trump’s failure to restate the US Article S commitment at the May
2017 NATO meeting in Brussels was significant, and why Trump’s belated commit-
ment to the principle in a public statement the following month fell short.* Other
members wanted more than a reluctant general commitment; they wanted to hear
words that spoke to a strong and unerring—indeed, automatic—commitment.

US allies recognized, obviously, that words tip priorities and precede plans and
action. To be sure, US policymakers have backed their NATO pronouncements
by sustaining a permanent alliance structure, holding frequent meetings of high-
and low-level officials, stationing troops and deploying equipment in Europe,
maintaining forward military bases, conducting joint military exercises, and
deploying nuclear weapons in theater to blunt a potential Russian attack. Yet the
“wrong” words, here, suggested to US allies and adversaries that the US commit-
ment to NATO had softened.

Identifying Red Lines

The term “red line” is of relatively recent vintage: its relevant use dates back less
than a half-century (Tetrais 2014: 7). It nevertheless became a go-to term in the
coercive diplomatic vocabulary for delineating the bounds of acceptable behavior.
Through word (and action), a defender can set a red line, which—when crossed by
a challenger—will trigger potential consequences.

Red lines are possibly advantageous in removing a challenger’s residual uncer-
tainty. A potential challenger might test an uncertain commitment rather than forgo
lucrative opportunities for gain. The challenger might guess wrong in doubting the
strength of the commitment, resulting in conflict. Or the challenger might guess
right, and the defender might concede ground, with a whimper, not a fight. A suc-
cessful probe, of that sort, might embolden the challenger. Heartened by its gains,
it might push forward—there, or elsewhere—at the risk of stumbling into a major
conflict. For just that reason, the defender might hold firm. It might fear that, by
failing to rise to the challenge, challengers might doubt the commitment of the de-
fender to protect its more vital interests. Contemporary evidence might support
such concerns. Historians will likely debate whether US decisions to pull out of the
Syrian and Afghanistan conflicts helped convince Russian President Vladimir Putin
that he could subsequently send his military forces into Ukraine, in 2022, uncon-
tested by the United States.
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By establishing a red line—bright and shiny—a party leaves no doubt, however,
where its interests lie. The underlying philosophy is simple: the clearer, the better.
Effective red lines are not arbitrary, imprecise, incomplete, or unverifiable. Instead,
they are salient and easily identified. Crossing them will yield uncontestable signs
of a violation, that is, visible and indisputable evidence of a transgression. Red lines
thus proscribe surreptitious or circuitous crossings. Challengers cannot capitalize
on a critical omission, or ambiguity, that gives wiggle room to offending behavior
that can undercut the prohibition. (On these characteristics, see Altman and Miller,
2017; and Altman, 2021.)

Effective red lines draw, then, from both the material and nonmaterial worlds.
They can rely on “focal points,” that is, socially constructed or palpable environ-
mental features around which the expectations and beliefs of the competing
parties converge. Viewed accordingly, the notion of a red line fits comfortably with
Schelling’s (1960: 67-77) work on tacit bargaining. Schelling addressed the chal-
lenge that ensues in bargaining from the absence of a mathematical (equilibrium)
solution. Lacking a payoff offering the best return to each party, in light of the other
party’s strategy, the parties take cues from a “lumpy” reality: seemingly obvious or
conspicuous attributes of the social or material world that beckon, as meaningful,
significant, and maybe even equitable solutions, to both parties. These features
include geographical attributes such as rivers and mountain ranges that seem to
constitute a “natural” boundary; a meaningful temporal separation, such as the
beginning of the new year and then at the stroke of midnight; a qualitative rather
than quantitative distinction; splitting the difference between bargaining positions,
rather than a 51/49 solution (even if a cut down the middle advantages one party
more than the other); or an absolute prohibition rather than exclusions that allow
for exceptions. Indeed, as we shall see (in Chapter 8), a challenge in combating nu-
clear proliferation is disagreement over permissible and impermissible nuclear ac-
tivities given the absence of a clear threshold that signals that a country constitutes
a proliferation threat.

Physical Commitments

Leaders can reinforce the status quo by saying they will defend it. But, by “saying,”
not “doing,” they might fuel suspicions that the commitment, or the capability to
defend it, is weak.

Indeed, talking is potentially counterproductive. Governments generally un-
derstand, for instance, that territorial land grabs violate international law and will
encounter forcible resistance. Thus, stating a commitment to use force in defense
of one’s territory is hardly necessary. If anything, it could weaken the apparent com-
mitment. By acknowledging illegitimate claims, the defender gives these claims
strength and credibility: it concedes that these claims are worthy of discussion and
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standing as issues. If the challenger has no chance of succeeding or no legitimate
claim, there is no issue—and no reason for a verbal commitment.

Talking also sacrifices “plausible deniability” A US president can send an aircraft
carrier to hostile shores as a warning to a foreign leader while preserving the ruse
that the fleet was sent to handle a potential emergency or any number of possible
contingencies. If its purpose remains inexplicit, the foreign leader is not placed on
the spot, pressed to respond forcefully to save face. The impact of the presiden-
tial action is felt nonetheless, for the foreign leader likely knows why those forces
are there. Likewise, the president is not trapped by the commitment (as discussed
below): the president can preserve the option of redeploying the force, should it fail
to achieve its intended objective. Of course, a firm presidential statement, tying the
force to an explicit demand, could add heft to a military demonstration. But, for the
reasons above, a president might demure: Words, here, might prove costly.

Spelling out a commitment—making it explicit when potential challengers un-
derstand it in its implicit form—can thus make matters worse. Israeli leaders cer-
tainly thought so, in adopting a “bomb in the basement” strategy. They have not
publicly admitted that Israel possesses nuclear weapons, much less hundreds of
warheads and a robust delivery capability, to act on the country’s commitment to
address existential threats. Israel’s possession of these weapons has spurred acri-
mony, with accusations of Western hypocrisy for giving Israel a proliferation “pass”
and refusing to concede similar “nuclear rights” to Iran. The question, though, is
whether—despite the open Israeli “secret”—political conditions would improve if
Israel declared its nuclear holdings. Likely not.

Deeds hold advantages over words beyond the deficiencies of articulating a
commitment. By acting, instead, the defender can strengthen its position in var-
ious ways.

First, the defender can increase its stakes, reinforcing the importance of the rel-
evant interests. Despite its dependence on nuclear forces, the Eisenhower admin-
istration placed US conventional forces on the front lines of a potential East-West
conflictin Europe. There, they would serve as a “tripwire,” meant to reinforce the po-
litical significance of those borders. These troops were too few to hold the line mil-
itarily; they were perfectly capable of fighting, and dying, in the initial Soviet assault
to impose “private costs” on the United States. A Soviet attack on Western Europe
would certainly violate international law and threaten the security of Europe. But
now it would also kill Americans—which would undoubtedly place the United
States—politically and emotionally—squarely in the conflict.

Second, the defender can increase the costs to those who challenge the status
quo. A challenger cannot suffer the illusion that it can escape without consequences
or easily accomplish its objectives. Routine actions that reinforce the status quo
speak loudly in this context. By patrolling its borders, or keeping forces on alert, a
defending country signals that its commitment is “real”—it will back up its implicit



98 COERCIVE TACTICS

threat to defend national territory. The accompanying NATO message, then, to
invading Soviet troops was that they would suffer a toll should they attempt to seize
Western European territory.

Third, the defender can tighten the link between the challenge and retaliation,
perhaps by making retaliation virtually automatic. Automaticity serves to “tie the
hands” of a leader (Fearon 1997), strengthening deterrence by making a strong re-
sponse to challenges more likely. The undersized NATO force—its potential ina-
bility to blunt a full-scale Soviet conventional attack—was the NATO message. The
conflict would “go nuclear” sooner, not later. Any such message gains strength when
the act of signaling also reduces obstacles to acting on the threat. These obstacles
include the costs of responding to the threat. By mobilizing forces and closing the
distance to adversary troops, the defender “sinks costs” (Fearon 1997). With forces
in place, the defender can ease its physical burden—and respond more rapidly—
should the adversary attack. For just that reason, counterinsurgency opponents in
the traditional US army tried to limit its unconventional capabilities. They feared
that, because it possessed these capabilities, the service would be required to engage
in future Iraq- or Afghanistan-style nation-building operations.®

Fourth, the defender can increase its own costs should it seek to avoid conflict.
By placing the country on a war footing, leaders who fail to rise to a challenge risk
charges that they exaggerated the threat, backed down in the face of threat, or wasted
an opportunity to take decisive action. Such thinking informs the scholarly identi-
fication of “audience costs” (Fearon 1994). The underlying principle is simple. In
arousing (public) sentiments and creating expectations, leaders essentially paint
themselves into a corner. Commitments, made publicly, thus assume an importance
beyond the interests (and related cost-benefit analyses) that undergird them. Astute
leaders can manipulate these costs to their advantage by making commitments that
limit their own negotiating flexibility. Presumably, an adversary will recognize the
limited bargaining space for what it is—and compromise, to make a deal.®

Whether these leaders sought only to engineer conditions to obtain a bar-
gaining advantage, they must still live with the positive or negative consequences of
their strategy. Indeed, that is the point of the bargaining strategy. Barack Obama’s
failure to follow through on his red line in Syria—when, in 2012, he warned its
government not to employ chemical weapons—backhandedly makes the point. He
opened himself to charges that he undercut US credibility in Syria, and beyond,
when he failed to respond forcefully, then, to evidence that the Syrian government
had used chemical weapons. Critics could ask, “Will allies and adversaries know the
difference, then, between a viable and a nonviable US commitment?”

Of course, a party might justify its failure to act by pointing to unique or unusual
circumstances that militated against acting. But will others buy that explanation?
Although Obama received a Russian-backed pledge from the Syrian government to
allow the removal and destruction of Syrian chemical weapons stocks, the conces-
sion did little to quell hawkish criticism.
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Fifth, the defender can hold its ground to prevent the challenger from seizing a
coercive advantage. Through an affront or assault, the challenger might otherwise
establish that it is willing and capable of challenging the defender’s commitment.
The challenger might also gain ground physically, which means that returning to the
status quo ante—as the defender will demand—would require an open concession.
The “defender” would now encounter a difficult compellence problem (as discussed
below). The challenger might even hope that its actions will create a “new normal”
against which further transgressions are compared, and discounted. Each addi-
tional transgression—think Russia’s 2014 assault on Crimea or China increasing
its air and naval activities closer to Taiwan—will lack the urgency of the first. That
Hitler violated the Versailles Treaty by militarizing the Rhineland, without resist-
ance from other treaty parties, hurt their position to deflect further challenges. That
is the strategy behind “salami slicing”—nibbling away at an understanding, pro-
posal, or agreement, little bits at a time. Once the United States tacitly accepted
North Korea’s standing as a nuclear power, able to deliver a weapon somehow against
a target (e.g., by ship), it could not easily establish red lines (including the North
Korean acquisition of a nuclear intercontinental delivery capability) that, from the
US perspective, constituted an unacceptable development.

Thus, physical commitments offer versatile and potentially effective means for
strengthening the defender’s commitments. Through its actions, then, a defender
can boost the credibility of its threat to employ force, when words might prove pro-
vocative or cheap.

The Liabilities of Explicit Commitments

Despite the reputed benefits, both verbal and physical commitments have an un-
pleasant downside. They are often ineffective, even counterproductive; they are
permissive by implication; and they can bind the committing party, to its eventual
regret.

The potency of red lines—and firm commitments more generally—is fre-
quently exaggerated. True, observers often blame diplomatic failure on perceived
softness or weakness. Whereas Donald Trump, as president, appeared to blame
every US challenge in the world on the weakness of his predecessor(s), and was
hardly a pillar of strength in his dealings with US adversaries, Trump is not alone in
highlighting the virtues of strength and determination. Observers often attribute
the onset of the Cuban Missile Crisis, for example, to Khrushchev’s perception (in
their early meeting in Vienna) that the young John Kennedy was weak. Conversely,
they frequently attribute Kennedy’s success in the crisis to the president’s willing-
ness to stand up to Khrushchev. We now know, of course, that Kennedy’s response
in the crisis did not depend entirely on tough talk and action. Kennedy offered
Khrushchev concrete concessions in return for pulling Soviet missiles from Cuba.



100 COERCIVE TACTICS

He also took measures to head off a military confrontation (as discussed in later
chapters).

The mythology surrounding the benefits of “brinkmanship” persists. But even
seemingly firm commitments often prove to be deficient signaling devices, for
various reasons: (a) challenges are often unanticipated; (b) challengers view
commitments conditionally; (c) policymakers speak without clarity and preci-
sion; (d) commitments are lost to contradictory signals; (e) challengers might
view commitments as provocations; (f) commitments can foreclose acceptable
exits; (g) commitments can trap the defender; (h) commitments can imply
concessions; and (i) commitments can require challengers to make unacceptable
concessions.

Challenges Are Often Unanticipated

Challengers and defenders often share different understandings of a situation. If
realists are correct that the intentions of states are opaque, states cannot always
know how and where their interests will be challenged. How often is a foreign
leader’s saber-rattling—preceding a military offensive—dismissed initially as bluft
and bluster, or as theatrics meant to assuage criticism or bolster support at home?
We should remember the dismissive reaction of the Israeli leadership to Egyptian
military activities in the prelude to the 1973 Middle East War (Shlaim 1976), and
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky’s concerns that President Biden was
overhyping the war threat in early 2022 with his claims that Russian forces were
about to invade Ukraine.” If leaders can misjudge the actions of a key adversary,
why should we suppose that US leaders perform better in addressing a vast array
of potential threats on multiple global fronts? They might understand the extent of
their commitments, and their limitations, then, only when these commitments are
challenged.

Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait serves as a prominent case in point. April
Glaspie, then US ambassador to Iraq, is often vilified for her supposedly weak mes-
sage to Saddam Hussein concerning his dispute with Kuwait—in a 1990 meeting,
shortly before he seized control of that country. The Iraqi president sought the
meeting, looking presumably for evidence that the United States would not derail
his plans. He found evidence in Glaspie’s (subsequently maligned) response: “we
have no opinion on the Arab—Arab conflicts, like your border disagreement with
Kuwait” (quoted in Stein 1992: 152). Perhaps Glaspie was insufficiently suspi-
cious of Saddam’s motives in seeking a meeting with the ambassador. After all,
Saddam’s designs on Kuwait were long-standing (he would soon claim it as Iraq’s
19th province). Only in hindsight can we surmise, however, that she gave Saddam
a green light—from his perspective—to move the Iraqi border to Saudi Arabia.
Glaspie, like most of the US policy establishment, was blindsided by the Iraqi
offensive.
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But we need not look back that far in history. US policymakers did not respond
to the Russian occupation of Crimea, in 2014, anticipating future Russian efforts to
consume all of Ukraine.

Challengers View Commitments Conditionally

Defenders make commitments based on an understanding of underlying conditions
that challengers might not share. Thus, challengers might dismiss claims that a for-
eign “audience” will rally for reasons of necessity, honor, or revenge, in response to a
challenge, believing perhaps that any such response will come too late to matter (on
this, see Reiter and Poast 2021). Note, for example, that Vladimir Putin supposed
(falsely), it seems, that NATO countries would divide in response to his invasion of
Ukraine (as discussed in Chapter 8).

Indeed, a challenger might expect that, over time, the defender would down-
grade the interests behind the initial commitment as the defender came to un-
derstand (and experience) the actual costs of a military burden. Dan Reiter and
Allan Stam (2002) regard that as a proclivity of democracies, like the United
States. The Johnson administration committed early to uphold the sovereignty of
South Vietnam. Changing US stakes and the rising political and material costs of
fighting the Vietnam War nonetheless weakened the US commitment. Likewise,
the Reagan and Clinton administrations exited Lebanon (1983) and Somalia
(1994), respectively, when the going got tough for US forces in these countries.®
Indeed, the lengthy—but eventually complete—US withdrawal from Afghanistan
in 2021 hauntingly echoes Vietnam in its final chapter. As in Vietnam, the United
States exited the conflict hardly optimistic that the host government could carry the
burden (Lebovic 2019).

Although US adversaries might not read these episodes to impugn US stead-
fastness (see Chapter 6), some anecdotal evidence suggests they might. In 1991,
Saddam Hussein—drawing from the last two cases—figured that history would
repeat itself, and that time was his ally in a military confrontation with the United
States. He knew the toll that Iraqi forces had withstood, and exacted in turn on
Iranian forces, in their lengthy war of the prior decade. He did not believe that the
United States would tolerate bloodletting on that scale.’”

Policymakers Speak without Clarity and Precision

Clarity and precision are often casualties when US leaders articulate a commitment.
The reasons are well appreciated: policymakers speak extemporaneously; they opt
for generalities to preserve their policy options; and they respond to events based
on current information and current understandings of a situation.

For critics, at least, President Obama offered a tutorial, then, on how not to lay
down a red line when he warned the Syrian government, in 2012, about its use of
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chemical weapons in the ongoing Syrian civil war. Obama’s awkwardly phrased
red line left much to the imagination, and potential adversary exploitation: when
“we start seeing a whole bunch of chemical weapons moving around or being
utilized . . . if we start seeing movement on the chemical weapons front or the use of
chemical weapons.” The result “would be enormous consequences.”

» «

Terms like “whole bunch,” “movement,” “enormous consequences,” and even
“chemical weapons” were strikingly open-ended. In chemical weapons units, what
constitutes a “bunch”? Then, what constitutes weapons “use”? Will the adminis-
tration judge it by Syrian actions (the quantities involved) or by their effects (the
innocence or numbers of victims)? Does movement mean preparation for use, or
physical movement—indeed, does the prohibition apply to chlorine given its dual
military-civilian use? Moreover, if the United States were to conclude that Syria had
crossed the red line, who would right the wrong, and who would pay the price? The
Syrian government or military? Would the response involve denying the Syrian mil-
itary its chemical-weapons capability, punishing the Syrian government to change
its cost-benefit calculus, or—at the far end—the decapitation of the Syrian gov-
ernment? For that matter, would it produce any reaction at all? Obama promised
that it “would change my calculus; that would change my equation.” Even with a
chemical attack, then, his math might not support US intervention. Such lack in
clarity left the Syrian government with significant wiggle room. When the govern-
ment took actions that appeared to challenge the red line, it might have correctly
understood the administration’s lack of commitment to its words; but it might also
have misunderstood the prohibition."

US leaders are not uniquely culpable in this regard. That was apparent when
Russian President Vladimir Putin pushed back, in 2021, against increasing NATO
support (military missions, exercises, aid, training, overflights, and naval oper-
ations) for nations bordering Russia that sought to defend against its territorial
encroachments. In Putin’s words, “We regularly express our concerns about this,
we talk about red lines, but of course we understand that our partners are very idio-
syncratic and—how to put it mildly—they treat all our warnings and conversations
about red lines very superficially”'! Undoubtedly, these words were given punch
and urgency by Russia’s military maneuvers which included force buildups, unusual
troop movements, and drills along the perimeter of Ukraine."? Yet red lines require
loudness and clarity for impact. They fade and invite challenges, by comparison,
when communicated “mildly,” “regularly” in response to consistent encroachments,
and deferentially in acknowledging the challenger’s understanding (or “misunder-
standing”) of the situation.

Given Russia’s eventual invasion of Ukraine, we might conclude that Putin’s red
line existed. If so, however, Putin arguably buried it by feeding NATO’s misunder-
standing with his soft, circuitous, and equivocal articulation—indeed, its shifting
location (as discussed below) in the prelude to the invasion.'?
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Commitments Are Lost to Contradictory Signals

Although leaders imagine they speak for the nation, the voice of any single
individual—even a US president—competes with a cacophony of intended and
unintended signals. Then, outsiders might not assume that the leader’s position
will triumph in internal debate—or, as regards the Trump administration, that the
president’s voice is the most authoritative on matters of policy. How others will inter-
pret words is hard to predict given the influence on policy of numerous interacting
variables. Whether and how words matter depends specifically on whether they are
(a) uttered by concordant voices, outnumbering the discordant ones; (b) backed
by actual political influence; (c) consistent with political realities or principles long
observed by prior administrations; (d) voiced privately but not publicly, or publicly
but not privately; (e) reinforced by noticeable actions; (f) believed to apply only
under restrictive conditions or in a specific context; and (g) contradicted by the
same speaker on other occasions, whatever the intent.

To be sure, government leaders make much of the need to send clear messages.
Yet they spend too little time thinking about whether the intended signal will stand
above the noise or other statements and actions by those same leaders. We do not
need to dig deep into the Cold War to detect these signaling problems. Donald
Trump, in accusing Obama of a weak response to Syria’s chemical weapons use,
implicitly established his own red line in 2017, when the United States employed
cruise missiles to crater the runways of the airbase from which the Syrian military
hadlaunched a sarin attack that killed scores of civilians. Should the Bashar al-Assad
regime have been impressed that the United States imposed costs on that govern-
ment for having flagrantly violated the Chemical Weapons Treaty and committed
crimes against humanity? Or, instead, that US retaliation was limited to facilities that
the United States tied directly to the attack—and then that the damage was repa-
rable in relatively short order?

The mixed messaging continued. When the administration joined Britain
and France in retaliating for a second chemical attack in April 2018, the damage
was more severe and widespread. Nevertheless, might the Assad regime have ex-
pected a more punishing blow—that targeted more than Syrian chemical weapons
capabilities—considering that it crossed the implicit red line, set by the 2017 retal-
iatory attack? Certainly, Trump diminished the persuasive weight of the second re-
taliatory strike by failing to respond, the same year, to over half a dozen prior Syrian
chemical weapons attacks and by elevating expectations. He announced that Syria
will pay a “big price” for the attack and (via Twitter) that “nice and new and ‘smart’”
missiles would be coming soon to Syria.'* For that matter, did he not undermine
the intended message entirely by his earlier announcement at a campaign rally that
“We’ll be coming out of Syria, like, very soon,” his order to the military to begin
preparations for an exit, and his freezing of hundreds of millions in dollars earmarked
for stabilization activities in the country? All told, might his signal of “strength” have
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simply reinforced the message that the Trump administration, with an ISIS defeat,
no longer considered this “our war” and wanted to extricate the United States from
the fighting?'® By pronouncing “mission accomplished!” (via Tweet, again) with the
completion of the retaliatory attack, he might well have punctuated that point.'¢

The challenges of consistent signaling did not end, of course, with the Trump
administration. The Biden administration had to navigate these challenges, even
before confronting Russia over Ukraine, in sending what amounted to a message
that the US red line for responding to Iranian militia attacks in Iraq and Syria had
changed subtly from that of the prior administration. Whereas the Trump admin-
istration enforced a red line that necessitated a US military response when militia
attacks inflicted American casualties, the Biden administration initially responded
to such attacks whether or not they inflicted such casualties.'” In lowering the bar
on retaliation, the Biden administration also muddied the nature and location of
the red line. The line now stood in some vague middle place between actions that
inflicted casualties and any, and all, militia attacks. Questions would inevitably re-
main concerning what kinds of Iranian actions would bring a US response, and what
form it would take. For instance, would the United States respond to Iranian attacks
against non-US targets? If so, what would constitute an offending target? That US
officials announced the policy shift could strengthen the message by requiring that
the United States stand by its stated “commitment.” But a firm pronouncement,
followed by equivocal or ambiguous action, could do more harm than good for de-
terrence purposes.

The challenges of signaling obviously increased enormously when the United
States confronted Russia over its 2022 invasion of Ukraine. The Biden administra-
tion recognized the virtues of drawing clear red lines—both by ruling out direct
combat support for the Ukraine military and by reinforcing the US commitment
to defend the territorial integrity of any, and all, members of the NATO alliance.
The question, however, was whether that seemingly clear red line would fade as
NATO sought to boost its indirect support for Ukraine or battlefield conditions
changed in Russia’s disfavor. Biden understood that establishing a “no-fly-zone”
over Ukraine territory would require that NATO fighters fire on intruding Russian
helicopters and planes—in clear violation of the stated red line—but, at some
point in the conflict, Russia could view NATO supplies of military material or
actionable intelligence (“active real-time targeting”) to the Ukrainian military as
such a violation, more so if either effort placed NATO personnel in Ukraine. For
that matter, the red line could fade if confrontations, encroachments, and near
misses, on land, in the air, or on the sea, elsewhere in Europe, stretched the def-
inition of “permissible” behavior; if the borders of Belarus and Ukraine became
the new front lines of a potential East—-West military confrontation; if Russia came
to regard supply centers, bases, transit points, or staging areas in adjacent NATO
countries as unacceptably complicit in Ukraine’s war defense; if Ukraine went on
the offensive and started hitting military targets in Russia;'® or if Russia viewed its
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exposure to punishing economic sanctions as an attack on Russia or its govern-
ment and thus an “act of war” (of more gravity than implied by Putin’s claim that
sanctions are “akin to declaring war”)."

Other red lines were obscured by the complexities of the issues. Even as NATO
members declared that “all options are on the table” should Russia use chemical
weapons in Ukraine, they necessarily equivocated in recognizing the liabilities of
a broad commitment that made no distinction by type, quantity, or purpose. As
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson cautioned, “It’s important to recognize that
there are all sorts of ways in which these things could be used, from the use of tear
gas which is effectively a riot control measure all the way through to utterly devas-
tating lethal chemical weapons systems . .. so I don’t think it’s helpful to be too bi-
nary about the situation because these are highly nuanced.”*® Effective red lines are
inherently binary: you either cross them or you don't.

Commitments Can Foreclose Acceptable Exits

In times of conflict, a party might play to its opponent’s worst fears by putting the
opponent in a “no-win” situation that leaves it “no way out” of the conflict. If a com-
mitment is intended for influence—that is, to get an opponent to change its goals or
ways—the party must convince the opponent that it is better off respecting (rather
than ignoring or defying) the commitment. If, however, the party promises to de-
liver the “worst” to an opponent, whatever it chooses to do, the commitment is in-
effective or counterproductive. For instance, when in 1998 President Bill Clinton
signed the Iraq Liberation Act—elevating regime change in Iraq to US govern-
ment policy—the United States lost potential leverage over the Iraq government
by threatening to impose the “ultimate sanction” on Saddam Hussein—whether
or not he opened his country to international inspectors. Attempting to harness
available leverage, then, domestic opponents sometimes extend brutal dictators a
“golden parachute” (or “golden retirement”), allowing them to flee the country or
to avoid prosecution for acts committed while they were in power (Escriba-Folch
and Krcmaric 2017: 562).

To his credit, Joe Biden, in his early management of the conflict in Ukraine,
seemed conscious of the dangers of leaving Putin without an “off ramp.” He ini-
tially resisted demands to hold Russian troops—and, by implication, their leader—
accountable for “war crimes” in that country. He conceded, when questioned, that
Russian troops intentionally targeted civilian areas. But, when asked if they were
committing “war crimes,” he responded, “We are following it very closely. It’s early
to say that.”?! He apparently recognized the consequences of squeezing Putin to the
point where he had nothing left to lose by continuing his fight. He relented, how-
ever, with the mounting Russian-inflicted carnage in Ukraine, calling Putin a “war
criminal”—]later, a “butcher”>—before advocating what amounted to regime
change in Russia,** and condemning Russian war conduct as “genocide.”>
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Before invading Ukraine, Vladimir Putin showed even less appreciation for the
dangers of foreclosing the adversary’s options when he issued his set of demands.
He insisted on signed assurances—"“precise legal, judicial guarantees”—that NATO
would not expand to include Ukraine and Georgia but would also restrain its mil-
itary activities adjacent to Russia.?® He claimed, in fact, that Russia’s red lines were
violated by the flying of strategic bombers near Russia,”” before Russian officials
followed with a list of demands: NATO must abandon its military infrastructure
in Eastern Europe, NATO must forgo military exercises in Eastern Europe and the
former Soviet republics, and the United States must forswear bilateral military co-
operation with the former republics. In effect, Russia set a red line that amounted
to NATO’s acceptance of a Russian “sphere of influence” that encompassed Eastern
Europe and the former Soviet republics, denying sovereignty to countries in the
region.

Of course, NATO members could justifiably wonder whether Russia had drawn
an actual red line or, instead, had publicly committed to demands that NATO would
surely reject, as a pretext for a Russian invasion.?® They would have to act, and pre-
pare, accordingly.

Challengers Might View Commitments as Provocations

The identity of the “challenger” and “defender” is frequently a matter of opinion.
Challengers might see themselves as the aggrieved party, especially when the
contested interest is a subject of longstanding dispute or is linked somehow to other
issues the challenger judges of vital concern.

We would likely agree that stealing another’s property is a criminal act. But what
if the supplies in a grocery store were the only food source available to the penniless
and homeless after some natural catastrophe? If storeowners chose to defend their
food supply (or to charge monopoly prices for it), we might well see them as the
challengers. If we believe that everyone has a right to eat, or that a need to survive
trumps all other interests, the immediate defender—here, the grocery owner—has
challenged a foundational societal principle, leaving the poor in the community to
act in their own defense.

It is not far-fetched to think, then, that aggressive leaders would similarly see
forces conspiring to deprive them of their “rights.” For instance, Russian leaders
could easily have viewed the Cuban Missile Crisis as a US attempt to deprive the
Soviets of “equal rights.” After all, the United States had deployed intermediate-
range weapons in NATO countries that could hit targets in Eastern Europe and
Russia. Thus, Russia sought a quid pro quo in the form of removing US missiles
from Turkey in exchange for removing Russian missiles from Cuba. Three decades
later, Saddam Hussein justified his stance vis-a-vis Kuwait, in his meeting with the
US ambassador, by denouncing efforts to make his people “relinquish their rights”
(quoted in Stein 1992: 178). Likewise, Vladimir Putin’s forces invaded Ukraine on
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various defensive pretenses. They included combating a Nazi regime in Ukraine
bent on genocide against Russian ethnic groups in the country, a preventative war to
thwart Ukrainian aspirations to acquire nuclear weapons, and countering aggressive
NATO moves along the Russian border that jeopardized Russian security. In his
words, “We didn’t come to the US or UK borders, no, they came to ours.””” As Russia
lost ground in Ukraine, Putin thus unleashed a barrage of invectives: “The purpose
of the West is to weaken, divide and ultimately destroy our country”—*cultivating
hatred toward Russia” and employing Ukraine as an “anti-Russian beachhead.”*

Certainly, we can dismiss Putin’s justifications as rhetoric meant to sway do-
mestic and foreign audiences. But Putin might still possess a strong sense of griev-
ance, rooted in Russian (or personal) victimhood, whether a result of NATO’s
geographical encroachments, perfidious Russian leaders who surrendered rightfully
Russian territory, or a “cancel culture” that negated and rejected Russian culture,
personalities, and achievements.!

We thus see how easily ambiguity hampers efforts to distinguish the defending
from the challenging party—and thus how easily ostensible challengers might see
themselves as targets of illegitimate demands, even extortion or blackmail. From
their perspective, the demanding party seeks to deprive them of what is actually
“theirs”—a well-deserved reputation, a fair share of something of value, or the
means to pursue their legitimate goals (livelihood). They will hold the line to re-
tain what they should rightfully possess.* Appreciating this dynamic affords an-
other perspective on Saddam Hussein’s fateful decision to hold the line in Kuwait in
1991. He was the defender, not the challenger, despite his seizure of that country. As
Janice Stein (1992: 148) concludes, “he was unstoppable because of the strategic
judgment he made, late in 1989, that the United States was determined to under-
mine his regime through economic sabotage and covert action. Once he developed
a strong image of an enemy bent on his destruction, he was almost immune to any
evidence that challenged the conclusion he had drawn” How could he stop? The
status quo ante was an untenable place; returning to it now—backing down in the
face of threats—could only make his position substantially worse.

Whetherornotapartyseesitselfasthe “challenger,” it mightstill read provocations
into defensive actions. It can easily exaggerate the decisional discretion available to
the opponent; misunderstand the stakes from the opponent’s perspective; show far
too much concern for its own reputation and too little concern for the opponent’s
sensitivities; or fail to appreciate that words and actions meant to reassure or convey
restraint can threaten an opponent who fears the worst (“we will only attackif .. ).
The potential for untoward reactiveness only increases as a conflict intensifies. The
worsening of conflict can increase the parties’ fears, stakes, and activity levels, even
as it reduces the parties’ capability to process information and compresses the time
frame for intelligence gathering and processing. Leaders, under stress, might suc-
cumb to the various frailties of human decision-making: overconfidence, a failure
to recognize trade-offs (the negative consequences of preferred actions), tunnel
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vision, a tendency to fit new information to existing beliefs (rather than use infor-
mation to inform beliefs), wishful thinking, avoidance behaviors (as leaders shrink
before disquieting intellectual challenges), and dysfunctional group dynamics (by
which deference to preserve group harmony induces premature consensus).**

Commitments Can Require Challengers to Make
Unacceptable Concessions

Commitments, by their nature, vary in effectiveness, and their potential negative
impact. Notable, in this regard, is the difference between compellence and deter-
rence commitments. Whereas deterrence relies on threats to keep a party from
doing something, compellence relies on threats to induce a party to do something.

We might think these two concepts offer a distinction without a real difference—
another example of academics creating typologies for their own sake. Patrick
Morgan (2003: 3) suggests some sympathy for that position when he concludes
that perhaps “we should put less emphasis on the distinction between deterrence
and compellence and instead treat them as interrelated components of coercive di-
plomacy, the use of force or threat of force by a state (or other actor) to get its own
way.” Doing so imposes significant analytical costs, however, should compellence
present exceptional challenges. Owing enormously to the seminal contribution of
Thomas Schelling (1966), international politics scholars widely assume that the
challenges of compellence exceed those of deterrence. (See also Snyder and Diesing
1977: 25.) They typically highlight three challenges.

First, targets are reticent to make concessions to compellence demands, which
are necessarily “public” That is, it requires the target visibly to concede ground.
Consequently, the resulting political costs—in damage to the target’s reputation,
bargaining power, prestige, and honor—add to the target’s material costs from a
concession. A deterrence demand, by contrast, offers the target the politically palat-
able recourse of not acting to placate the coercive party: it can pretend, for instance,
that it had no intention of acting in the first place.

Second, targets are loath to relinquish what they already possess, as required to
satisfy a compellence demand. Prospect theory leads us to conclude that parties
will take greater risks, and incur greater costs, to retain possessions—a reputation
for firmness, for example—or to recover losses than to obtain new benefits (Levy
1997; McDermott 2001). If compellence demands place a party in the “domain of
losses,” then, we should expect it to react by accepting these higher costs and risks.

Third, targets more easily appreciate deterrence demands than compellence
demands. Deploying forces along a disputed border sends a clear deterrence mes-
sage, much like a blazing house fire communicates unmistakably that straying
close to the flames will cause burns. The message is arguably implicit in the signal.
That same fire can certainly send compellence messages: bystanders might move
into action, as a precaution, knowing that the fire could spread. But these signals
are weaker, for they require assumptions about wind speed, the flammability of
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adjacent structures, the volatility of the fire, and impediments to controlling the
fire should it spread. Bystanders are likely to view these various factors differently;
some might flee, others might remain behind, and still others—to defend life or
property—might try to douse or contain the fire.

Although obvious analytical advantages accrue, then, from viewing deterrence
and compellence as distinct influences, the differences between deterrence and
compellence admittedly muddy in practice.

The consequences are not entirely negative. Deterrence and compellence can
usefully combine in strategy to soften the negative consequences of a compellence
commitment. When the Soviets clamped down on all land traffic into Berlin in 1948
to weaken the Western hold on the city, the Truman administration responded
with an around-the-clock airlift of supplies into Berlin. Likewise, the Kennedy
administration established a blockade (a “quarantine line”) around Cuba to pre-
vent the transfer of military materials to the island. Both administrations success-
fully turned the tables on the Soviets. They sought to compel a change in Soviet
behavior by transforming the compellence—tactically, at least—into a deterrence
problem. By establishing a “line” in the skies (Berlin) and on the sea (Cuba), they
required that the Soviets “cross” it to continue their actions: to accomplish their in-
itial goals, the Soviets would have to initiate violence by shooting down the planes
or confronting US ships at sea.’* Given the risks of challenging the US “line,” and
the costs to the Soviets of the status quo, the effect—with additional US assurances
(see Chapter 8)—was to compel a Soviet retreat. Indeed, deterrence—in the post—
Cold War period no less than in the Cold War period—offers opportunities to
make compellence work. As we will see (in Chapter 8), deterrence could serve as
the leading edge of a compellence strategy intended to get countries like Iran from
acquiring nuclear weapons.

Still, a danger remains should policymakers confuse the two and treat a difficult
compellence challenge as a deterrence problem. US Cold War—era analysts wrote
volumes, for example, on an “intra-war deterrence” challenge. They assumed that
the United States could tailor its nuclear attacks to deter the Soviets from going
“all-in” with their nuclear forces should Soviet forces invade Western Europe. But
was this an actual “deterrence” problem? Was the United States not also seeking to
compel the Russians to renounce their gains by exiting Western Europe?*

Conflating the two is likely when (as previously discussed), actors and targets
do not possess the same reference points. What the actor defines as a “deterrence”
problem, the target might define as a “compellence” challenge. Thus, where a party
might view its actions as an “innocent” effort to preserve the status quo, its oppo-
nent might view the accompanying threats—“do this or else”—as “blackmail” (Betts
1987: 4). From the Soviet perspective, arguably, the 1948 Berlin Crisis stemmed
from a US compellence campaign. US-supported efforts to absorb West Berlin
into the Federal Republic of Germany (by integrating the three western sectors of
the city and introducing West German currency into the combined zones) meant
that the United States, not the Soviet Union, was challenging the status quo. By its
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actions, the United States had effectively renounced efforts to achieve a permanent
settlement, reinforced the sovereignty and independence of the West German re-
public, and set the stage for incorporating West Germany (and Berlin) into NATO.
Likewise, the Soviets could easily have read the US effort to get Soviet missiles out
of Cuba as a compellence challenge. Whereas US leaders viewed Soviet missiles in
Cuba as a threat to the status quo (that could undermine deterrence), the Soviets
could view their acceptance of geographic restrictions as a capitulation to US efforts
to preserve Soviet nuclear inferiority.

Commitments Can Imply Concessions

The story of Secretary of State Dean Acheson—in the opening chapter to the
Korean War—comes with a potent lesson. Acheson famously left South Korea
out when identifying areas of US vital interest on a map (Snyder 1961: 34). He
meant to send a clear message about areas of the world that the United States
deemed essential to defend against Communist encroachments. In June 1950,
with an ostensible US “green light,” North Korean forces streamed across the 38th
parallel, which separated the two Koreas, intent on unifying the Korean penin-
sula. This story is deceptive, however, in historical respects: North Korea had long
pushed Soviet and Chinese leaders to back an invasion; the speech did not allay
their concerns that the United States might intervene; and the Truman admin-
istration, through other means, had signaled its desire to support a South Korea
that could stand on its own (Matray 2002). The story is told, nevertheless, with
this implicit message: if you let the adversary know what you intend to defend,
you also communicate what you choose not to defend. In marking your turf, you
concede the rest.

The principle is familiar in the practice of law, where “detail” in a permissive or re-
strictive provision “invites the maxim, expresso unius est exclusio alterius (to express
one thing is to exclude the other)” (Chayes and Chayes 1995: 11). A sign that reads
“No smoking in this area” implies that people can smoke in adjacent areas, or in areas
where signs do not expressly prohibit smoking. What was the implicit message,
then, when President Biden informed Russian President Vladimir Putin, in their
June 2021 summit, that sixteen US sectors (as identified by the US Department of
Homeland Security) were “off limits” to cyberattacks? Was it, as Biden’s critics were
quick to point out,*® that Russian hackers could assail all but these sectors without
fear of penalty? Likewise, what was the implication, with Russia’s 2022 invasion of
Ukraine, when NATO drew its defensive red line at the borders of member coun-
tries? That Russia could grab former Soviet territory in nonmember countries,
including Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia, and not trigger direct NATO interven-
tion? Unsurprisingly, then, splits emerged among NATO members, with some
expressing concern about US public messaging that, from their perspective, placed
too much focus on “what NATO will not be doing” in response to further Russian
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aggression.”’ Thus, even firm commitments create a gray area of exclusion that could
prompt probes, claims, and actions that the defender finds disconcerting.

In international politics, the temptation to capitalize on apparent permissions is
potentially great when challengers harbor doubts about the defender’s preferences
and willingness to enforce them. North Korea certainly had motive to test the limits
of the US defensive commitment: after all, Acheson left out the Korean peninsula
for a reason. He obviously believed it was of “lesser value” to the United States than
Western Europe and held too little value (a priori) to warrant inclusion within the
US defense perimeter. Tellingly, Truman initially thought the Communist attack a
feint: Stalin, Master of the monolithic Communist empire, had orchestrated the at-
tack, mindful presumably of “bigger” gains than Korean unification.

Unintended permissiveness is inherent in any commitment to a red line: it sig-
nals to challengers how far they can take their challenge without resistance. That
is, it tacitly gives them permission to snuggle up to the line. A less appreciated as-
pect of Obama’s red line in Syria—much like the Trump administration’s retaliatory
aerial assault on a Syrian airbase—is the implicit permission it granted challengers
to do everything short of crossing the line. The Obama administration was thus
backhandedly expressing indifference to the hundreds of thousands of civilian
deaths through other means in the Syrian civil war and extending “permission” to
the Syrian government to continue its violent campaign. Viewed accordingly, re-
taliation highlighted how little the administration cared, in fact, about quelling the
violence or punishing the Syrian government for its abuses.

Thinking strategically, then, the challenger might do anything, or everything,
short of crossing the red line (Jervis 2013: 110). It might seek to normalize its
extraordinary behavior, hoping to change the defender’s thinking about what
constitutes acceptable behavior. Indeed, an adversary might “embark on a delib-
erate strategy of gradual escalation in order to blur the line and make it politically
more difficult for the defender to justify retaliation” (Tertrais 2014: 13). China has
worked that strategy well to lay claim to the disputed waters of the South China Sea.
It has literally “created realities” in these waters by building “Chinese” islands to jus-
tify control over adjacent waters. North Korea, of course, has used that strategy to
gain acceptance of its missile and nuclear programs. Encountering US threats of re-
taliation should North Korea fire missiles over Japan or hit Guam, North Korea fired
missiles with a steep upward trajectory (to mimic distance flight) while (mainly)
staying clear of potential territorial prohibitions. For that matter, by making the ag-
gressive testing of long-range missiles “the issue,” North Korea took the heat off its
nuclear program.

Commitments Can Trap the Defender

Defenders make commitments for a reason: even the United States, despite its mil-
itary power, cannot be everywhere and do everything, let alone all at once. So, a
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defender might choose to stake its vital interests with a visible commitment. Or
else, it might stake its claims more broadly, hoping to deflect challenges in “gray
areas” of less vital interest. That practice opens it to another problem—the so-called
commitment trap (Sagan 2000). A defender binds itself to a response a priori and
remains bound to it when deterrence fails, despite the prohibitive costs.

Policymakers might count on such stickiness. Theyunderstand that commitments
are “sticky” in that they create “realities” by shaping expectations, directing re-
sources, and sending signals that are hard to retract. That was the point when US
policymakers committed publicly to AD rhetoric. They wanted the Soviets to re-
alize that US warnings of Armageddon had helped create the reality of assured de-
struction if the Soviets ever attacked. But leaders often feel bound to commitments
for their own sake. Just as people adhere to bad contracts rather than hurt their
personal credit rating,*® leaders might believe their country’s reputation is at stake,
should the country fail to stand by a promise or threat—and allies and adversaries
then question the country’s willingness to stand by all commitments.

Thus, the Nixon administration worried about the loss in US credibility from
a defeat in Vietnam. It expressed these concerns though the United States had es-
tablished some credibility by investing substantial blood and treasure, over eight
long years, in the failing war effort—and adhering to its commitment though con-
flict conditions had significantly changed. Sino—Soviet rivalry had intensified, the
United States had opened relations with China, the United States and the Soviet
Union had engaged in détente, and so forth.** Adhering to the US commitment
seemed the appropriate course solely because of that commitment. In effect, the
United States had now committed to the fight, not to a win.

Finding Answers in “Calculated Ambiguity”?

Given the counterproductivity of commitments—stemming especially from their
potential provocativeness, permissiveness, and stickiness—are parties better off
issuing an ambiguous commitment? With “calculated” or “strategic” ambiguity,
leaders need not concede ground; instead, they can keep their options open with a
cloak of uncertainty over their intended response, should deterrence fail. But does
calculated ambiguity offer an actual “best-of-both worlds” solution?

Here, too, US officials are among the believers. They issue ambiguous
commitments in various verbal and physical forms—words or force movements
that are open to multiple interpretations—which indicate that the United States
might act—somehow, in some way, in some place—in the future. In verbal form,
officials can choose phrases from among stronger variants (“all options are on
the table”), weaker variants (“we are considering our options”), or variants in be-
tween (“we haven't ruled out any options”). Contrast these phrases with Vladimir
Putin’s unmistakable warning to Ukraine and the West in a televised address: “If the
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territorial integrity of our country is threatened, we will without doubt use all avail-
able means to protect Russia and our people—this is not a bluff.” He then added: “I will
emphasize this again: with all the means at our disposal”*°

Or else, US officials can choose from among general concepts, without specific
points of reference. For instance, they can express a desire to “preserve the balance”
or “respond to aggression” in a region, or an intent to adopt firm measures, without
tying the United States to a specific course of action. Officials intentionally employ
concepts—actions,” “measures,” “consequences,” “defiance,” and “escalation”—that
leave targets guessing about the precise meaning. In the 1991 Gulf War, the Bush ad-
ministration took a position of calculated ambiguity—as we saw (in Chapter 3)—
when Vice President Cheney referred to the “wide range of military capabilities”
that the United States could employ should Iraq use chemical or biological
weapons. The United States signaled accordingly that it might use nuclear weapons
should Iraq resort to chemical or biological weapons use (Sagan 2000: 91-96).
Three decades later, the Biden administration adopted a similar stance. When asked
how the United States would respond should Russia employ chemical weapons in
Ukraine, National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan answered, “The Russians would
pay a severe price.”*' Hammering the same “message,” President Biden observed
that Russian President Putin “knows there will be severe consequences.”*

An alleged problem for the defender, however, is that it might trade one
problem—say, “stickiness”—for one of “ineffectualness” by creating uncertainty
about the fact and strength of the commitment. The challenger might choose, then,
to test the commitment—and maybe others, in succession, until the defender opts
to respond. The accompanying danger, then, is a “worst-of-both-worlds” outcome
if adversaries are permitted to draw their own conclusions about the nature and
strength of the commitment.

The adversary might doubt the commitment based on simple logic. Take, for
instance, the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review which left open the possibility that the
United States would respond with nuclear weapons to cyberattacks on the critical
US infrastructure. But how seriously should an adversary take that threat? For a
host of reasons, it might discount the nuclear threat: likely uncertainty about the
source of any attack; the questionable culpability of the government nominally in
control of the territory from which the attack was launched; the availability to the
United States of nonnuclear options; global inhibitions and prohibitions pertaining
to nuclear weapons use; and, of course, the consequences of using nuclear weapons
against another nuclear-armed state.*

The adversary could also doubt the commitment after weighing the avail-
able evidence, which is often contradictory. What was Russia’s President Putin to
make of the warning from Biden’s National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan of a de-
cisive US response and “catastrophic consequences” for Russia if it used nuclear
weapons in Ukraine? Was the message in what was not said—indicating the Biden
administration’s reticence to act—or in what was implied—indicating a decision by
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the administration to shed its reserve, whatever the consequences? That the admin-
istration offered more specific private warnings to Russia would not sway Russian
leaders if they interpreted the US preference for private warnings as equivocation.*

US messaging on how the United States will respond to a Chinese attack on
Taiwan further demonstrates this. US administrations long sought to navigate
the nettlesome issue with a policy of “strategic ambiguity” Yet the 1979 Taiwan
Relations Act made clear that the United States would supply Taiwan with the ma-
terial necessary for its defense and “shall maintain the capacity of the United States
to resist any resort to force or other forms of coercion that would jeopardize the se-
curity, or social or economic system, of the people of Taiwan.” Although the United
States accepts the Chinese government’s principle that there is but “one China,” it
also expects (in the words of the 1979 Act) “that the future of Taiwan will be deter-
mined by political means.” Indeed, the United States has sent in its fleet in periods
of high tension between China and Taiwan to suggest a willingness to back what it
“expects” with force. Going further, President Biden responded in the affirmative
when asked whether the United States would defend Taiwan if it was attacked by
China. Going even further, he stated, “we have a commitment”—echoing his prior
claims that the US commitment to the defense of Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea
were tantamount to the US Article S commitment under the North Atlantic Treaty.
The administration managed the political fallout in Asia by denying a “change in
our policy”*

Of course, how China will interpret the available evidence is unclear. China could
view the evidence to mean that (a) the United States is not showing its hand and
might, or might not, actively intervene in Taiwan’s defense; (b) the United States
wants to deter China from attacking Taiwan but would stand back should China at-
tack; or (c) the United States is committed to defend Taiwan with force but would
prefer not to irritate China by announcing the policy. Which interpretation holds,
in China’s view, would depend on China’s reading of the evidence, and its tolerance
for uncertainty. But China’s interpretation will also draw from China’s sense of the
situation—the specific circumstances; available military, political, and economic
options; and opportunities and threats at hand. That is, China’s conclusions will
reflect China’s desire to act given the demands of the moment; China’s urgency to
make one-China a governing reality; China’s beliefs about US politics (and a change
in administration) as they affect the strength and nature of US commitments;
Taiwan’s movement toward a declaration of independence; and US responses (and
non-responses) to local provocations which include China’s occupation of islands
currently claimed by Taiwan.*

The point, then, is that policymakers err in thinking that they control
interpretations by crafting messages, even if reinforcing them through repetition.
Whereas such messaging can smooth over political differences and avoid unnec-
essary conflict (the US acknowledgment of “one China”), the sender’s intended
message might not override the challenger’s beliefs about what evidence matters
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more or what exactly constitutes evidence. An allegedly ambiguous commitment
might not be all that ambiguous, at least to the target—whether or not it shares the
sender’s view of the commitment.

Indeed, a danger of ambiguous commitments—and all efforts to obtain or pre-
serve decisional “flexibility” (see Chapter 2)—is that they abet shirking, in the avoid-
ance of tough decisions. Then, an ambiguous commitment could become a firm
commitment (“commitment creep”) as leaders attempt shortsightedly to counter
doubts about the fact or strength of the commitment or to build incrementally on
their prior actions. In this regard, think of the decisions, in the 1990s, to extend the
Article S guarantee to newly independent countries of Eastern Europe. The United
States and its NATO partners maintained a general commitment to protecting and
promoting democracy in Europe, beyond protecting existing members against the
Soviet and then Russian territorial threat. Extending the NATO guarantee to fledg-
ling democracies in the region seemed like the natural course even if it took NATO
to the Russian border. Whether or not we approve of the NATO enlargement
decisions, we should ask whether the United States and its NATO allies would as
enthusiastically offer the same guarantees now to the same countries, had they not
joined NATO, in the aftermath of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

Conversely, ambiguous commitments might become “lesser” commitments
if reflecting or enabling (palpable) indecisiveness. The US commitment to
Southeast Asian security under the 1954 Southeast Asian Treaty Organization
(SEATO) illustrates through its combination of ambitious goals and transpar-
ently insufficient means, and will, to accomplish them. Take this commitment,
for instance: “Each Party recognizes that aggression by means of armed attack in
the treaty area against any of the Parties or against any State or territory which
the Parties by unanimous agreement may hereafter designate, would endanger its
own peace and safety, and agrees that it will in that event act to meet the common
danger in accordance with its constitutional processes [italics added].” Hanoi had
good reason to remain unimpressed when, years later, SEATO protection was ex-
tended to South Vietnam. The committing party might find itself unable to deliver
on its commitment, having failed to prepare adequately (politically or materially)
for the challenge—assuming, of course, that the party committed in good faith in
the first place.

Conclusions

The case for nuclear superiority hinges in large part on its supposed coercive
benefits. Given inhibitions on the use of nuclear force, however, the “superior”
power might seek to bolster the credibility of a threat to employ nuclear weapons by
making commitments verbally, or implicitly through physical action. In going that
route, it is susceptible to the perils and pitfalls listed below.
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Effective commitments can take the verbal form of a “red line” Despite the
term’s popularity, a challenger might dismiss a red line as “cheap talk,” should it
believe that the words come too easily, or take as provocative what was better left
unarticulated. Thus, physical commitments offer plausible advantages over verbal
commitments: they can signal intent—absent the incitement of verbal warnings—
by creating conditions that make a response to challenges more likely. Yet physical
commitments, too, are often ineffective and—worse—counterproductive.

4.1: Policymakers might fail to recognize that neither words nor deeds are inherently
better than the other for signaling, given the strengths and the deficiencies of both.

4.2: Policymakers might fail to recognize that commitments are potentially
ineffective when:
a) a defender cannot accurately gauge the scope and nature of future challenges.
b) a challenger believes that the operant conditions do not hold.
¢) a defender speaks without clarity and precision.
d) a defender’s messages are lost to contradictory signals.

4.3: Policymakers might fail to recognize that commitments are potentially
counterproductive when:

a) viewed by challengers as provocations.

b) foreclosing acceptable exits.

¢) trapping the defender by limiting its future options.

d) implying concessions through exclusion.

e) viewed as a ‘challenge” or demand by the challenger which “compels” it

to act.

In principle, a clear line in the sand might tie the formidable US nuclear arsenal
unmistakably to a specific set of US interests or concerns. But commitments might
fail to achieve their intended effect given the challenger’s reading of the evidence
and situation. Even an intentionally ambiguous commitment provides (albeit
maybe misleading) clues to adversaries about the strength and nature of a commit-
ment. For that reason, “calculated ambiguity” might prompt an adversary to mis-
judge a commitment and to stumble into confrontations.

4.4: Policymakers might overestimate the opaqueness of their ostensibly ambiguous
commitments.

4.5: Avague or uncertain commitment might offer a “worst of bothworlds” solution: a
commitment that is too soft to impress potential challengers yet sufficiently strong to
pull the defender into action to confront an actual challenge.

Then, an ambiguous commitment might weaken if the challenger believes “am-
biguity” reflects or enables indecision, which impairs a quick and effective response
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to transgressions. Conversely, such a commitment might strengthen incrementally
when unguided by deliberative decisions.

4.6: Policymakers might fail to recognize that ambiguous commitments can: a)
lead incrementally to firm commitments that “trap” the committing party or b)
reflect or enable indecisiveness, which weakens commitments (in appearance and in
execution) when challenged.
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We saw (in Chapter 4) that parties might acquire the credibility necessary for de-
terrence through commitments. But what if the commitments prove inadequate for
deterring adversary aggression? Or what if the adversary acts or probes outside of
areas of commitment? For that matter, what if the coercing party—say, the United
States—is effectively the “challenger” and seeks to compel adversary concessions?

To boost its credibility, the United States is not without options. It can manip-
ulate risk. That is, it can orchestrate conditions to convince the opponent that its
probability of a costly loss is unacceptably great should it continue along a given
course. By taking forceful action, the United States can hope, at least, that the
increasing risk will convince the opponent to back down.

As with commitments, however, risk manipulation can prove ineffective, even
counterproductive, if fueling uncontrollable escalation.! So, can decision-makers
profitably manipulate risk? Answers, here, are provided by considering: (a) the na-
ture of risk, (b) US Cold War—era efforts to manipulate risk, (c) “latent” risk ensuing
from organizational practices, (d) risk stemming from a “bad” US decision-maker,
and (e) risk involved in a potential military conflict with China or North Korea.

Considering Risk

In standard expected utility calculations, decision makers evaluate options by
weighting their value by their probability of occurrence. The idea is familiar to
gamblers. Take a simple example. Assume they receive a dollar each time they draw a
green ball randomly from a jar that contains nine red balls and one green. If required
to bet a dime on each play (and the balls were replaced after each play), players
would most likely break even with ten dimes to invest in the game. Obviously, the
game comes with risk to the players: they might lose their money (after all, it is
gambling). Yet a casino would not consider these favorable odds for the house. The
casino’s goal is not just to break even but to turn a profit. It can serve that goal by
increasing the risk to the players—here, by placing additional red balls in the jar.

The False Promise of Superiority. James H. Lebovic, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2023.
DOI: 10.1093/050/9780197680865.003.0005



Risk Manipulation 119

In decreasing the odds of winning, the casino could still attract gamblers to play.
True, some people are averse to actions that incur a small chance of a loss though
taking a chance could prove lucrative. With a two-dollar payoff, and a one-in-ten
chance of a successful draw, some people might still not participate. Yet some people
will accept a large probability of a loss for a more meager reward. They might play
the game with a 90-cent payoff for a green ball or the addition of red balls to the jar.
Likewise, one person might reject a $1,000 wager even with a high probability of a
profitable return, whereas another person might accept the same wager. We would
view the first person as “risk averse” and the second person as “risk accepting.”

Individuals handle risk differently depending on their personalities. For that
reason, risk propensities are at issue when administration officials wonder openly
about whether leaders—of so-called rogue states—might take high risks to achieve
certain gains. Yet people who accept risk need not be gamblers at heart, enjoying the
(adrenaline) rush that attracts certain personalities to rock climbing, BASE jumping,
or other dangerous activities. An individuals risk propensities vary, depending on
the individual’s situation. We would probably act despite the high risks when the
consequences of not acting are likely far worse. Jumping from the window of a five-
story building is rarely the preferred course of action. For most people, it is the best
choice if the apparent alternative is dying in a blazing building. In jumping, a person
chooses a risky course but the less risky of the alternatives.

An individual’s risk proclivities might change over time, perhaps to reflect the
individual’s relative wealth or stage in life. Responsible financial advisors encourage
us to move from a “risk-accepting” to a “risk-averse” investment strategy as we ap-
proach retirement age, to “lock in” our security. Once we have acquired sufficient as-
sets to maintain the lifestyle we seek in retirement, we choose not to risk a loss that
could jeopardize our retirement plans. By contrast, we might accept financial risk
early in our careers, when we relish achieving financial security and have decades
to recoup a loss.

These principles apply more generally. Thus, if rogue-state leaders found the
status quo sufliciently unappealing, or a potential gain sufficiently appealing, they
might risk war, even absent a risk-prone personality. We might not know, then,
whether a leader’s actions reflect risk propensities—in a basic willingness to accept
a high probability of loss—or, instead, the leader’s valuation of gains and losses.
The difference is critical, however, for devising policies to deter undesirable beha-
vior. Changing the payoff of the outcome, for instance, by increasing the potential
costs of achieving it might not deter a party that is generally risk-accepting. By con-
trast, increasing the likelihood of a US nuclear response might not deter a party that
believes it can absorb those costs (at least at the low end of a nuclear conflict).

‘We must show due care, then, when we claim that an adversary will accept high
risks and high costs. If an adversary accepts the costs—because it believes, for in-
stance, that the potential gains offset the costs—the relative “risk” for the adversary
declines accordingly. Put simply, if I can afford to lose $10,000 but you cannot, the
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risk for me is smaller than it is for you. For me, this is not a risky bet, because I can
easily cover the loss; that is, $10,000 dollars means less to me than it does to you.

But do parties dutifully consider the risks ofbehaving one way or another? Perhaps
not.> Even intelligence professionals mishandle probabilistic information, uninten-
tionally “loading the dice” to favor one or another option. Researchers tell us, for
instance, that these trained analysts might: (a) confuse the likelihood of occurrence
with confidence in a prediction, based on the quality or source of the underwriting
information; (b) ignore low-probability, but still costly, outcomes; (c) treat poten-
tial occurrences as competing hypotheses rather than recognize that, together, they
constitute plausible outcomes with different likelihoods of occurrence;* (d) empha-
size the most likely occurrence, which implicitly downgrades the likelihood of alter-
native outcomes; (e) employ non-numerical terms (for instance, “highly likely” or
“likely”) inconsistently to characterize probabilistic outcomes; (f) treat low prob-
ability outcomes as more probable than outcomes for which probabilities remain
uncertain; (g) screen information to fit their prior assumptions about the chances
of occurrence; or (h) exhibit false confidence in their own probabilistic predictions,
leading them, for example, to stop acquiring additional information.*

Even this assessment exaggerates human decisional skills. It assumes that parties
consider probabilistic information when “in many cases people ignore probabilities
and act as though events were either certain orimpossible” (Jervis 1979: 310). Thus,
they might focus on the “payofts”—the benefits and costs of doing one thing or
another—or act based on some prior understanding of the likely effects of a course
ofaction. If they estimate the probability of a given outcome, then, we can justifiably
suspect that the estimate is driven by a policy preference. After all, exaggerating the
likelihood of a preferred policy’s positive outcomes and downplaying the likelihood
of negative effects is a well-recognized decision bias.

We can question the basis of even seemingly neutral risk assessments such as
Kennedy’s alleged one-in-three estimate of the chance of war with the Soviet Union
during the Cuban Missile Crisis. First, we can question the origin of the num-
bers. After all, the nuclear-war data set, from which to draw statistical inferences,
contained zero cases—and the United States had not previously engaged in a
confrontation of that magnitude with a Khrushchev-led Soviet Union. Second, we
can question Kennedy’s understanding of expected-utility calculations. As Jervis
(1979: 311) observes: “It is hard to accept the notion that Kennedy thought that
the costs of war combined with twice the gains that would accrue if he won (the
payoff for standing firm when the odds were two-to-one that the Russians would
back down) were anything like equal to the value of losing combined with twice the
payoff of a compromise (the payoff for backing down when the odds are as stated).”

When we discuss risk propensities, evaluation, and manipulation, then, we must
recognize that the logic of risk assessment of economists, formal theorists, and
decision modelers might not apply when policymakers wrestle with demanding
decisional problems. Decision makers ignore probabilities, “invent” probabilities
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to serve preferred options, and act unwisely given the likelihood of a positive or
negative return. Prospect theorists tell us, for example, that individuals tend to: (a)
exaggerate the probability of occurrence of low-probability events; (b) discount the
probability of catastrophic events over which those parties have limited control; and
(c) respond to probabilities based on how problems are framed. For instance, they
perceive a ten-in-one-hundred chance of a negative outcome as more foreboding
than a one-in-ten chance.

This brings us to a fundamental question that challenges formal considerations
of risk. How do cost and uncertainty interact, then, over their respective range of
values? For instance, could the magnitude of an impending loss drive our thinking
about a problem, overwhelming the decisional influence of probabilistic informa-
tion? Think about how people respond when they get news that they might suffer
from a terminal illness. Some people might reject the news entirely. In their state of
denial, they assume that the worst simply cannot happen. Others might respond in
panic; for them, the extremely unlikely event is likely. Although the doctor might
order additional tests, and try to place the patient’s mind at ease, the thought of
having a fatal illness might block all attempts to comfort the patient by discounting
worst-case probabilities.

Likewise, a potential for disaster, apart from its actual probability, can move a
person—or nation—to action. We should remember the US reaction to the 9/11
events, in this regard. In more rural parts of the country, where lucrative targets were
sparse, rumors ran rampant about potential terror attacks on shopping malls and
other public places. The US government also moved into action as advisors warned
of US unpreparedness for horrific attacks including the introduction of toxins into
the US water supply, the poisoning of dairy products, strikes on nuclear facilities or
central bottlenecks in the US transportation system, or the use of biological, chem-
ical, and even nuclear weapons (a dirty bomb) to kill thousands—maybe millions—
of people. The implicit assumption was that the United States must prepare for all
these potential scenarios despite the costs (indeed, impossibility) of defending
across the full range of scenarios. Importantly, these fears arose from a low-tech at-
tack on aircraft employing tactics that could only work once: terrorists threatened to
use box-cutters against compliant airline passengers who assumed falsely that their
lives depended on cooperating with the “hostage-takers.” Indeed, the government
responded to that unrepeatable mode of attack by banning all devices—metal forks,
nail clippers, and so forth—that a person could use against another passenger. The
reaction in policy was hardly driven by probabilistic considerations. Once the cabin
doors of a plane were locked, only a creative fiction writer could envision a scenario
linking a metal fork or fingernail clipper to the destruction of an aircraft. We can say
that the perception of danger had crowded out all sense of realism (probability).

If that is how things work, perhaps we should predict decisional outcomes by
rejecting calculations based on expected value—whereby probability and payoff
are weighted equally—and accept that the payoff—here, in potential cost—could
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swamp the consideration of probabilities. We might recognize, for instance, that the
evaluation of probabilistic information becomes increasingly suspect beyond some
cost-threshold value. That is, people respond singularly to the potential costs rather
than accepting or rejecting risk based on probability. In medical terms, again, what
are the costs to the patient should the “worst” happen? Might theylose alimb? A vital
organ? Their hearing? An eye? Their sight entirely? We might also appreciate that
governments might respond mainly to cost regardless of what “people” do. Local
governments (with state and federal backing) prepare for certain contingencies—
for instance, with school-shooter drills—because they involve salient threats. But
can we say that, in doing so, they prepare for the biggest threats to the life and limb
of the local citizenry?

Decisional biases are important to acknowledge when assessing the viability of
strategies that we mean to manipulate and control risk. To be sure, policymakers
might acknowledge the consequences should a risky gambit fail rather than ac-
cept risk with the promise of a positive payoff. In that sense, a famous eighteenth-
century quote (from Samuel Johnson) still applies: “When a man knows he is to be
hanged ... it concentrates his mind wonderfully” Yet policymakers might overreact
to threats if they believe that the costs of failing to act are prohibitive. They might act
precipitously without processing probabilistic information that begs for a cautious
response to the threat.

Manipulating and Ignoring Risk in the Cold
War Years

That said, the concept of “risk” little influenced the thinking of the Cold War’s hard
warfighters and AD advocates. For them, nuclear war was largely a technology
problem. Deterrence was secure if a party could deploy forces in the right ways
and quantities. By contrast, risk manipulation was central to the thinking of “soft”
warfighters who looked to hedge their bets knowing that deterrence might fail.
They took guidance from Thomas Schelling’s (1960: 187-203) seminal notion of a
“threat that leaves something to chance”

The chance, here, partly stems from uncertainty about the manipulator’s
intentions, that is, how far it will press to achieve its goals. But the chance behind
Schelling’s thinking stems as well from factors beyond the parties” influence. In
Schelling’s (1960: 188) words, “whether we call it ‘chance,’ accident, third-party
influence, imperfection in the machinery of decision, or just processes that we do
not entirely understand, it is an ingredient in the situation that neither we nor the
party we threaten can entirely control.” Military strategists subsume these various
factors in the “fog of war.” Risk in that context arises from uncertainty about “who
did what, when, why, and how.” Uncertainty owes, then, to the rapid unfolding
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of events, lack of real-time intelligence and communications, and breakdowns in
command and control, as individuals and organizations act outside of the chain of
command. Indeed, subordinates might take it upon themselves to act in explicit vi-
olation of government policy. Curtis Lemay, the head of US Strategic Air Command
(until 1957),° colorfully insisted that he had no plans to wait for a Soviet attack
(and presumably authorization) and would preempt with signs of Soviet mobili-
zation (Kaplan 1983). When a party intensifies or extends its military operations,
an adversary is frequently left not knowing whether an escalatory move was un-
authorized or inadvertent or whether the opponent acted out of strength or out
of weakness—that is, whether it is feigning strength to hide weakness or gambling
with some big move to prevent growing weakness.

In the thick fog, however, parties act on what they know, or think they know,
about their situation. Consequently, they might overreact or underreact to events,
miss opportunities to pursue beneficial outcomes, contravene the behavior of allied
parties, or act unintentionally to provoke further conflict, causing it to spiral out of
control.

For success, then, the risk-manipulating party must accept some—perhaps
substantial—risk that “anonymous” forces of war will cause the conflict to escalate
toward some catastrophic end, hoping the opponent eschews the same strategy and
chooses to deescalate the conflict. But the guiding logic here is paradoxical, even in-
consistent. It suggests that a party can manipulate risk because it knows the point of
no return while conceding that the strategy works because no one knows how far to
push given the element of chance. Thus, in focusing on manipulating risk, strategists
implicitly minimized the challenge from unknown risks. Indeed, the most dan-
gerous Cold War—era confrontation—the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis—brought
dangers that were then unknown to US (and Soviet) leaders. The challenges of risk
detection did not end, of course, with that crisis.

The Cuban Missile Crisis

Few, if any, decisional periods in US history have received more attention than the
Cuban Missile Crisis. The focus owes to the Kennedy mystique, the literate group
of administration advisors who wrote of their experiences in the aftermath of the
crisis, and the seemingly heroic image that emerged from the crisis of a US pres-
ident facing down an existential threat. The focus sometimes owes to myths sur-
rounding the earlier meeting between Kennedy and Khrushchev in Vienna, where
the Soviet leader supposedly assessed Kennedy as weak; implicitly, the crisis
thus communicates the importance for deterrence of maintaining peace through
strength. Of course, the crisis acquires considerable attention from its positive out-
come. Where contemporary wars seem interminable, and end inconclusively or in
defeat, the Cuban crisis offers an apparent winner and loser.
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Yet the Cuban Missile Crisis backhandedly conveys just the opposite message
because of the high stakes and the resulting seriousness with which Kennedy and
his advisors approached their deliberations. A half-century after the momentous
events, ongoing disclosures—documentary evidence and revelations from mil-
itary participants—reveal in frightening respects how uninformed the decisional
participants were about the potential risks, and thus how little control Kennedy
and Khrushchev exercised over events. We came close—in ways that the main
participants could not know—to a nuclear cataclysm.

First, the US and Soviet leader lacked control over the crisis in ways that neither
leader manipulated, nor understood. Indeed, they courted disaster (Dobbs 2008a,
2008b):® The administration’s effort to offset risk—Dby raising the alert status of US
forces—unintentionally manipulated risk. Ironically, the administration’s efforts at
escalation control empowered lower-level defense officials to take actions with se-
vere escalatory potential.

Kennedy was informed belatedly that the Navy had dropped depth charges on
Soviet submarines—an ever-present threat to the US surface fleet—to force them
to surface. The Navy’s standard operating procedure—which was communicated
(via the State Department) to Soviet officials—was not communicated to Soviet
submarine officers in the vicinity of Cuba. Kennedy blanched when he learned that
the Navy was using explosives to get Soviet submarines to surface. We can only
imagine his response had he known—as we subsequently learned—that some of
the submarines carried nuclear torpedoes (with near Hiroshima-sized destructive
power) and that the crew of one of the submarines took a fateful vote, assuming
they were under attack. A nuclear conflict was averted by a two-to-one vote of the
senior officers in favor of firing the missile, with the boat’s captain voting with the
(losing) majority. Lacking unanimity, the submarine surfaced—creating the false
appearance that the US military—and its civilian leaders—remained in control of
the situation.

Elsewhere, things that could go wrong did go wrong, narrowly averting a po-
tentially disastrous escalation of the conflict. Unbeknown to US civilian leaders at
the time, a US ICBM test went off as scheduled over the Pacific. It was fired from
Vandenberg Air Force base—one among other ICBMs that were mated with
their warheads (Sagan 1993: 79-80)—though Strategic Air Command forces, at
DEFCON?2, were near maximum alert status. Elsewhere, an American (U-2) spy
plane—on a routine air-sampling mission—mistakenly strayed into Soviet ter-
ritory. (The event would lead Kennedy to famously retort, “There’s always some
son-of-a-bitch who doesn’t get the word.”) The incident prompted the scrambling
of US (F-102A) interceptors, outfitted only with nuclear-tipped missiles because
their base was at DEFCON 3 alert status. The fighters—in combat—had only a nu-
clear option. Even if not firing their missiles, we could easily create crisis scenarios
in which these aircraft provoked a Soviet nuclear response (on these, see Sagan
1993: 139-140). Soon after, the Soviets shot down a US reconnaissance plane
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over Cuba. US decisional participants were unaware that the decision to fire at the
plane had been made on the ground, expressly in defiance of Khrushchev’s orders.
In the informational vacuum, participants could argue for US military action. With
advisors divided more on the size and discrimination of a follow-on military strike,
not the wisdom of a strike—and Air Force Chief of Staff Curtis Lemay itching for
an all-out strategic assault—a forceful US response was likely with future incidents
(Pious 2001: 96-97).

Second, Kennedy administration officials assumed they possessed far more lati-
tude for conventional military action than conditions on the island permitted. The
administration could have made conditions decidedly worse had it chosen to invade
the island, unaware that the Soviets had deployed tens of thousands of troops to the
island, armed with many dozen tactical nuclear weapons. The Soviets, who were
apparently more committed to Cuba’s defense than US leaders recognized at the
time, were positioned (at least) to eviscerate the US base at Guantanamo and strike
invading US troops in the event of a US attack (Schulte 2012: 36). If the Soviets
had deployed these weapons merely for symbolic purposes—that is, to reinforce
the Soviet commitment to Cuban sovereignty—the Soviets logically would have
advertised their presence. To the contrary, Soviet officers on the scene downed the
US reconnaissance plane to prevent it from passing over the Soviet tactical missiles.
The Soviets also had to know that placing the missiles in Cuba might invite their use.
After all, the Cuban theater was ripe for conflict: the United States had backed the
ill-fated invasion (at the Bay of Pigs) of the island in the prior year and continued
its efforts to subvert and sabotage the Castro government. Castro himself lobbied
the Soviets hard during the crisis to strike the United States with nuclear weapons
in the event of a US attack.

Third, the parties poorly understood each other’s goals in the confrontation.
Neither side appreciated the red lines of the opponent—what it would and would
not tolerate. Perhaps that is obvious. Although Kennedy had publicly warned the
Soviets, in September, that the United States would not tolerate Soviet offensive
weapons in Cuba,’ the Soviets had placed missiles in Cuba without expecting they
would soon have to withdraw them. The Kennedy administration flew blindly into
a potential abyss. Kennedy and his advisors had no clear sense of Soviet goals—
whether, for instance, the Soviets, in placing the missiles in Cuba, were intentionally
inviting a US response to justify a Soviet attack elsewhere in the world. In conse-
quence, they could not predict what the Soviets would do if the United States struck
targets in Cuba (see Bell and Macdonald 2019).

Events did not bring clarity: throughout the crisis, administration officials showed
little capacity to read Soviet behavior. They could track Soviet ship movements and
detect progress in Soviet missile-site construction. But they struggled to interpret
the evidence, which they could read either as good or bad news, and relied, then, on
(worst-case) assumptions in assessing whether the Soviets had mated their missiles
to warheads (Acton 2020). In this, they confronted the inevitable challenges of
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decision-making in crisis. Still, as we shall see (in Chapter 7), US officials were far
more attentive to available options than to their potential consequences given plau-
sible Soviet goals in the conflict.

We might take comfort believing that the military facts of the situation—
US conventional superiority in and around the Caribbean and the catastrophic
consequences of nuclear war—weighed heavily against a forceful resolution of the
crisis. But we assume, then, that leaders fully appreciated the risk that US military
actions—authorized or not—could have triggered a massive nuclear exchange.
That was a likely consequence of any Soviet first use of nuclear weapons given US
ill-preparedness for limited nuclear action.

Although history most certainly judges the administration’s decision kindly,
we should not judge the quality of a decision by the favorability of the result. We
must not forget the two-sided nature of the problem, and the concessions—not
the risk-taking—Dby both sides that kept the parties from war. Ultimately, a compro-
mise proved possible because Kennedy remained open to a trade (the US missiles
in Turkey) and because Khrushchev made a very public concession to avoid a vio-
lent resolution. That point deserves elaboration. Khrushchev conceded ground by
accepting a mere US promise to remove a handful of missiles from Turkey, down the
road—without a public quid pro quo—and an informal (eminently revocable) US
pledge to respect Cuban sovereignty. Moreover, he did so over heated objections,
and claims of betrayal, from the Soviet Union’s only Western Hemispheric ally, pos-
sible costs to Soviet prestige and coercive leverage, and domestic political costs that
would eventually bring an end to his leadership—just as Kennedy resisted intense
pressure from his own military advisors to go in for the kill.

Beyond the Cuban Missile Crisis

In the Cold War years, US leaders sometimes engaged in risky behavior—with no
intention of manipulating risk. Most troubling, however, are the occasions when US
officials failed to recognize the grave risks.

A critical “non-crisis,” early in the Reagan administration, demonstrates this.
US-Soviet tensions had peaked again—now, two decades removed from the Cuban
confrontation. Reagan had labeled the Soviet Union an “Evil Empire.” The Russian
military had shot down a South Korean civilian jet liner over Soviet territory. The
United States had positioned Pershing I missiles in Germany proximate to Soviet
command-and-control targets. Moreover, the Reagan administration was preparing
for the worst. With US policy hawks warning that the Soviets would breach SALT
IT arms-control limits and were prepared to “win” a nuclear war, the administration
(like its predecessor) pursued a warfighting strategy that would allow the United
States to fight, and presumably emerge victorious, from a protracted nuclear conflict.

What better time, you might ask, to launch a mock NATO attack on the Soviet
Union? In November 1983, NATO performed a five-day exercise—a war game,



Risk Manipulation 127

dubbed Able Archer 83—to simulate a nuclear attack on the Soviet Union and
its Warsaw Pact allies. The exercise was designed, and implemented, for authen-
ticity. High-level government officials participated; soldiers wore protective gear
and moved nuclear weapons to prepare them for “launch’; across communication
channels, military officers requested permission to destroy select Soviet cities;
NATO forces went on simulated general alert; and commanders and staff operated
generally with necessary furtiveness and secrecy.® Such realism, while the friend of
dutiful preparation, is the enemy of a stable deterrence relationship. As Soviet mil-
itary commanders were kept in the dark about the purpose of the NATO activities,
they took compensatory action. The Soviets placed their air and ground forces in
the vicinity on high alert, fearing an imminent strike.

We worry what leaders will do when “they get the ‘call’ at 3 o’clock in the
morning,” a concern made famous by a Hillary Clinton campaign ad.” Can we de-
pend on a US president to make good decisions, on the fly, in a crisis? Will they pos-
sess the insight, experience, and sound judgment to make the right choices—under
high stress—with the limited information available? These are good questions (and
are addressed, again, below). We are not wrong to hope that good leaders—based
on their personal character, instincts, and experience—make good decisions. The
unappreciated lesson of Able Archer is, however, that grave dangers exist in what
leaders, however competent, tend to ignore, assume away, or take for granted. Yes,
we must worry about the consequences of that fateful call; but we must also worry
about what might happen when that phone doesn’t ring.

The good news, however, for Cold War—era US policymakers, was that Soviet
leaders seemed loath to manipulate risk. Unlike US policymakers, the Soviets did
not alert their nuclear forces for signaling purposes during the Cuban Missile Crisis
and the 1973 Middle East War. Thus, the Nixon administration’s decision to move
US forces to DEFCON 3 status during the 1973 Middle East War apparently left
the Soviet leadership confused, not impressed (Gottfried and Blair 1988: 145). To
the contrary, Soviet leaders eschewed actions that might concede control of nuclear
forces to those within the military command. Even in war, the Soviet command
structure would remain highly centralized, betraying a cautious Soviet approach
to nuclear options. Indeed, the Soviets had every reason not to invite or manipu-
late risk given Soviet vulnerabilities in the event of a US first strike. The centrali-
zation of its command and control, considerable blind spots in early warning, and
overinvestment in land-based missiles created inviting targets for a US nuclear offen-
sive that became more threatening, still, with improved US capabilities. By the early
1970s, accurate MIRVs on US ICBMS vastly increased the number of warheads the
United States could place accurately on hardened Soviet targets.

Given Soviet vulnerabilities, the Soviets were unlikely participants in a proposed
US game of nuclear chicken. So, the Soviet goal was not to manipulate risk but to
end a nuclear war, should one occur, on the most favorable military terms pos-
sible: Soviet military doctrine stressed the benefits of seizing the offensive. In
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fact, the costs the Soviets might endure would weigh against the success of a risk-
manipulation strategy. If the Soviets initiated a war by invading Westerrn Europe,
they likely coveted the gains of war or feared the costs of the status quo. If that were
the case, however, Soviet actions were more sensitive to these gains and costs than
to the increased likelihood of nuclear catastrophe (which the Soviets had accepted
when initially attacking Western Europe). Thus, for the Soviets, US efforts to ma-
nipulate risk, and stoke fear, might have upped the value of the territorial gains, and
the costs of withdrawal. Risk manipulation, in this context, would be inherently
counterproductive.

The bad news, then, was that US nuclear manipulation strategies were, as the
saying goes, “too clever by half” They ingeniously allowed strategists to reinforce
deterrence to counter the suicidal implications of a nuclear exchange. They never-
theless assumed a pliant opponent who was willing to play by the same rules. The
United States, in seeking to bargain—with a nuclear warning shot, for example—
could well have triggered its own demise.

Latent Risk in Conflict: The
Organizational Challenge

The challenges of maintaining command and control in nuclear warfare exacer-
bate hidden risks. Civilian command and control is fragile, at best, once missiles
start flying. Yet even with nominal civilian control, leaders must cope with rules
and procedures devised by professional military organizations when planning and
executing an attack. Military organizations, as organizations, perform by their own
rules and procedures, which civilian leaders lack the access, professional knowledge,
and real-world experience to appreciate, let alone critique and influence. Scott Sagan
argues that military organizations—within fledgling nuclear states—will likely fall
short, then, in maintaining command and control over nuclear weapons: “profes-
sional military organizations—because of common biases, inflexible routines,
and parochial interests—display organizational behaviors that are likely to lead
to deterrence failures and deliberate or accidental war” (Sagan 2003: 47). Sagan’s
(2003: 46-87) reasoning centers on two factors: organizational priorities and or-
ganizational influences.

Organizational Priorities: Preemption by Another Name?

Organizations design plans, and rules, to serve their own priorities. Accordingly,
military organizations plan to go on the “offensive,” seizing the initiative to accom-
plish set military objectives, in time of war. In the early 1950s, then, the US Strategic
Air Command prioritized the buildup of the US nuclear weapons arsenal, and the
capability to deliver weapons effectively against the Soviet target set, over controls
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on US weapons use: “In sharp contrast to weapons development and deployment,
the command system underwent a slow and chaotic evolution without the sem-
blance of a grand design” (Gottfried and Blair 1988: 49). Indeed, Bruce Blair—who
once served as an Air Force launch-control officer—insists that US ICBM launch
codes were once set to “00000000,” a sign that concerns about weapons availability
exceeded fears of an accidental launch.' In the language of the nuclear literature,
the imperatives of “positive control”—ensuring that forces would successfully
launch—trumped concerns about “negative control,” ensuring against an accidental
or unauthorized launch.!!

The military initially expressed its offensive priorities with a clear preference
for preemption. When preemption proved risky, it sought the “next best thing” in
launch-on-warning. Although civilian leaders pushed back, the military command
was well positioned to determine whether and how the United States responded to
a warning of a Soviet attack.

Preemption

The distinction between prevention, preemption, and retaliation seems sharp and
straightforward. With prevention, a party attacks another before it can initiate an at-
tack; with preemption, a party attacks another when it is about to initiate an attack;
with retaliation, a party attacks another after it has initiated an attack. The Eisenhower
and Kennedy administrations seriously considered—but ultimately rejected—a
preventative attack on the Soviet Union and China, respectively, before they posed
a nuclear threat to the continental United States, just as administrations more re-
cently considered preventative options to thwart the feared nuclear ambitions of
Iran and North Korea. For successive US presidents, and their advisors, preven-
tion held unsettling ethical and practical implications. They expressed discomfort
with the idea of launching an unprovoked attack (see, e.g.,, Sagan 1989: 22) but
also exhibited doubts about its ultimate effectiveness. Various administrations have
recognized that an aerial assault would “set back” an incipient nuclear-weapons pro-
gram, not terminate it.'>

Preemption, by contrast, was far less controversial, in large part because it more
closely resembled retaliation than prevention. In a world of perfect information,
preemption is effectively retaliation. If you know with absolute certainty that an-
other is about to strike, a preemptive and retaliatory strike only differ practically in
their relative effectiveness (political, moral, and legal issues aside). Of course, we al-
ways lack absolute certainty, and must cope with uncertainty by degree. Given such
uncertainty during the Cold War, US policymakers pondered whether the United
States should respond militarily to “strategic warning” of Soviet attack preparations
or wait, instead, for “tactical warning,” from US sensors, that an attack was underway.

‘We might assume that tactical warning, compared to strategic warning, signifi-
cantly reduces uncertainty about the fact of an impending attack. Strategic evidence,
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which points to a potential attack, could have a benign explanation: the adversary
is mobilizing forces for political effect, engaging in a military exercise, and so forth.
But an attack—as revealed through tactical warning—is an attack. Or is it? The an-
swer depends on the capabilities of the early warning system, that is, its likelihood
of generating false (positive) warnings of an attack, when even small degrees of un-
certainty matter greatly given the grave consequences of guessing wrong. Risk here
is incurred given the possibility and negative consequences of acting in error.

No matter. The Eisenhower administration assumed the risk of acting on stra-
tegic warning was worth taking. It placed thousands of US nuclear weapons abroad,
focused in Europe. Yet prepositioning amounted to a double-edged sword: these
weapons increased Western security only by increasing their vulnerability to a
surprise Soviet attack. The Eisenhower administration addressed the threat by
embracing preemption, hoping to at least limit the damage to the United States and
its forces through a disarming first blow on signs of Soviet preparations to attack. The
consequences of being the second to strike—especially given the administration’s
dependence on nuclear over conventional forces—were too unappealing.

Launch-on-Warning

Of course, the attractiveness of preemption as an option diminished with growing
Soviet nuclear might. By the sixties, preemption could no longer prevent the Soviets
from a devastating response whether the United States struck first or second. That
meant that the United States would have to bear the consequences—in catastrophic
cost—should it misread the “signals” and launch an attack based on false evidence
of a Soviet attack. Although civilian leaders and military planners soured, then, on
preemption, the challenges of acting under uncertainty remained in US planning
via the launch on warning (LOW) and launch under attack (LUA) options. Both
options gained a foothold in government in the early 1960s."3

In principle, the two options stand somewhere in the middle between preemp-
tion and retaliation. With LOW, US forces would launch with evidence of the
pending arrival of Soviet warheads; with LUA, US forces would launch immediately
with the arrival of Soviet warheads on US targets. But military planners muddied
the distinction between LOW, LUA, and preemption. Because LOW, like preemp-
tion, relied on inferences drawn from available evidence, LOW “perched precar-
iously between” the alternatives of preemption and retaliation (Blair 1993: 170).
Precariously, indeed: the military used the terms LOW and LUA interchangeably.
Launch under attack effectively was launch on warning."*

The distinctions eroded because the military sought to maximize target cov-
erage.”> With constraints on US force sizes, it lacked alternatives to satisfy the
demanding requirements of a plan designed so that attacks occurred in proper se-
quence (e.g, strikes were timed to avoid the “fratricidal” effects of one warhead on
another), complemented the effects of other attacks (e.g, attacks on early-warning
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and air-defense systems would set up attacks by penetrating bombers), or ensured
the destruction of targets through redundant strikes (to meet high levels of “damage
expectancy”). Tampering with the plan, as by delivering it piecemeal, would prove
severely disruptive: “the subsequent implementation of one of the large attack
options would probably result in a very ragged attack, the timing thrown off, re-
dundantly targeted systems conflicting, targets left intact because their assigned
weapons had been used previously, weapons left unfired, and weapons uselessly
fired at assigned targets that had already been destroyed” (Terriff 1995: 111). From
the military’s standpoint, attacks had to unfold as planned to avoid a dangerously
inefficient mess.

The US military command “solved” the vulnerability problem, then, by relying
on LOW. The alternative was unacceptable. “Riding out” a nuclear attack would ex-
pose US strategic forces to “such severe command disruption and force attrition
that it would have been effectively neutralized in terms of target coverage” (Blair
1993: 33). Still, the preferred option exacted a severe trade-off. The wisdom of a
US launch decision was tied to the efficacy—and fallibility—of a US command and
control system, designed with one overarching goal, for a single use: “carrying out
a one-time, prearranged plan whose essential objective was to destroy a long list of
targets” (Blair 1993: 35).

Given vulnerability concerns, military officials and planners were pressed to ac-
cept the risk of a false positive—what in statistics is known as a Type I error (falsely
rejecting the null hypothesis)—to ensure the availability of the full complement of
US nuclear forces to conduct US targeting plans. From their standpoint, the risk
was acceptable given the consequences of a Type II error—wrongly dismissing evi-
dence of an impending attack. With absolute certainty of an attack, as achieved from
perfect knowledge of Soviet missiles in flight, LOW would amount to retaliation.
But as uncertainty about the fact of an attack crept in, retaliation would edge dan-
gerously closer to preemption in its essential features.'®

Civilian Intervention

To be sure, civilian leaders expressed their discomfort with LOW and LUA. They
wanted more control over wartime outcomes, fearing that war might start on false
warning of a Soviet attack; and, if war occurred, they desired options short of an
all-out exchange. They hoped that, by observing limitations, they could curb some
excesses and maybe buy time in war for the Soviets to reconsider their position. Yet
civilian leaders lacked the knowledge, time, and organizational presence to over-
come military resistance.

Civilian leaders, policy hawks among them, expressed concerns about relying
on LUA. Even the Reagan White House chose not to make LOW or LUA the
US default option. Neither option allowed time to assess the degree and scope of
a Soviet attack—indeed, to verify the fact of a Soviet attack. Still, the option was



132 COERCIVE TACTICS

not foreclosed due to concerns over US ICBM vulnerability. Paul Nitze, for one,
speculated that the United States might need to adopt a LOW posture if the US
land force “becomes as vulnerable to a first strike as seems at least theoretically
possible.”"”

Even Henry Kissinger, who strongly opposed LOW for its decisional shortfalls,
saw LOW as useful for reinforcing deterrence.'® Officially, so did the Reagan ad-
ministration.'” National Security Decision Directive 13 (NSDD 13) concluded that
“we must leave Soviet planners with strong uncertainty as to how we might actually
respond to such warning” Many in government (and research institutions) saw an
upside if the Soviets believed that the United States would launch its missiles be-
fore Soviet warheads arrived.”” NSDD 13 gave life to LOW and LUA, regardless, by
establishing a need to “prevail” in a nuclear war and failing to rule out either of the
two as a permissible option. NSDD 13 stated, in fact, that “it will remain our policy
not to rely on launching our nuclear forces in an irrevocable matter upon warning
that a Soviet missile attack has begun. .. [italics added].” Certainly, the administra-
tion could have voiced a more emphatic prohibition if it desired one. It thus indi-
rectly sanctioned LOW (and LUA) as credible—indeed, usable—response options
(across the three legs of the US triad).”!

Lower-level commanders had the capability, and authority, to use their nuclear
weapons under exceptional conditions—for instance, with a surprise Soviet nuclear
attack, when contact with the president or their successor was impaired.?> Although
the decision to launch nuclear weapons was (and remains) for the most part a pres-
idential decision, we must ask nonetheless whether a civilian leader would say
“no” to a military launch request in the minutes before Soviet warheads were ex-
pected to hit their US targets. Military commanders would likely have pressed a
president hard—presenting the situation, and options, perhaps in less than a mi-
nute—"“pressuring him to quickly authorize retaliation while under apparent or
confirmed attack” (Blair 2018: 8). A president might have heard that a limited US
response would confound plans for a coordinated, large-scale US offensive; that it

«,

would compromise residual US nuclear forces by giving the Soviets an opportunity
to strike US command and control centers and land-based missile sites; and that
any delay would seriously impair the US command’s ability to limit further damage
to the United States. Perhaps they would have heard that a limited US nuclear re-
sponse would allow the Soviets to seize the initiative as they surely would. Their com-
mand and control were perilously vulnerable to a US strike, and the Soviets lacked
the capability to determine the full extent and scope of a US attack to appreciate its
potential limitations.®

With major last-minute adjustments impossible to implement, civilian options
would have reduced to a binary choice—do nothing or respond with the full
force of some prepackaged alternative. Whatever the choice, a system designed
for target coverage would likely have defaulted quickly to serve that imperative,
as mounting damage, communication failures, breakdowns in command, and
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information deficiencies removed civilian leaders from the decisional loop. Lower-
level commanders, acting within their authority, would have responded to threats,
as they perceived them, or acted on instructions, as they understood them.

Thus, US civilian leaders sought an early warning system, technologically and
organizationally, that would permit a quick, accurate reading of the Soviet threat
and, if necessary, a rapid (presidentially authorized) US response. In that sense,
the system was meant to preserve US options: the United States would not be
caught off guard, forced to respond belatedly from a weak position. Through their
resource allocations, equivocations, and deference, however, these leaders wedded
the US strategic-nuclear force to a precipitous response posture which ironically
constrained US options.

Organizational Influences

We see that risks stem from the military’s preference for positive control. But risks
also result when organizational “fixes” weaken negative control. Organizational
theory tells us that organizational rules and practices block effective correctives and
impair “learning” from mistakes.

Given the primacy of rules and practices, organizations favor solutions that mini-
mize the extent of problems and require only incremental adjustments or some new
corrective combination of subordinate tasks.”* Indeed, organizations might reject
the need for a corrective. For instance, management might blame the operator—
maybe opting to retrain personnel—rather than acknowledge that existing practices
make “operator error” more likely. Or the operators might keep supervisory per-
sonnel in the dark by “managing” the problem, not solving it—opting, instead, to
minimize immediate distress and disturbances. Individuals within the organization
are caught, then, between the organizational desire to perform effectively and to
hold to the past and suppress failure.” We cannot assume, then, that the rational
pursuit of organizational goals will prevail.

Absent a full assessment of problems, and opportunities for realistic testing,
organizational “correctives” invite additional challenges. These challenges arise
when new rules conflict with old rules, create uncertainty about how to act in given
circumstances, divert resources and attention from other problems, or solve imme-
diate problems by creating bigger future problems. An invisible bypass or work-
around will not figure into official plans and might be recognized as a “problem”
only with some unusual sequence of events (“Who could have foreseen . .. ?”) or
with non-routine conditions, as when US nuclear forces shift to a higher state of
readiness. Unfortunately, civilian leaders might recognize the problem only after
the fact—when it is perhaps too late to forestall disaster. Even under favorable
circumstances, we can expect “some mismatch between prepared procedures and
actual requirements” (Blair 1987: 114). Rules and procedures—new or old—
cannot cover unexpected contingencies as will most certainly arise in a tense
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nuclear crisis: “The most stressing and potentially dangerous nuclear command
problems arise when no rules cover the situation, either because no one anticipated
that it could arise or because unanticipated shocks fundamentally change the oper-
ating environment in which the system is designed to work” (Bracken 1983: 12).
Perversely, under these circumstances, the redundancies that planners design into
systems for safety and security add to their “complex interdependence,” a myriad of
linkages that are not fully known or understood (Sagan 1993: 32, 39-40). They can
lead to catastrophic failure when the safeguards meant to protect performance, or
prevent disaster, interact with other system components.

To be sure, notorious incidents—safety violations and breakdowns in operator
discipline—could compromise positive control. But informal rules, short-term
fixes, and a lack of discipline—especially in hair-trigger situations—could lead to
unauthorized weapons use.”® We should not assume, then, that solutions designed
to work in peacetime will abate challenges of command and control in a nuclear
confrontation.

Challenges emerge, in fact, from the initial design of the system. The task of
assessing and responding to a nuclear attack was distributed horizontally within the
US government. Thus, the operational arm of the US nuclear force—the Strategic
Air Command—was intentionally denied the task of providing warning of a nu-
clear attack (Bracken 1983: 21). Distributing responsibilities across the govern-
ment provides institutional checks to prevent the accidental or precipitous launch
of US nuclear weapons. Yet the same horizontal structure compromises control
through decentralization and ambiguous command authority (Bracken 1983: 174).
Horizontal systems invite miscommunication between subordinates and those
“up the chain of command” as subordinates work out procedural details and solve
problems—as they define them—to get things “to work.” Misunderstanding among
organizations and among the levels of command is inevitable. Barriers keep organi-
zations from fully comprehending each other’s practices; and superiors, by merit of
their position, lack a grounds-eye view.

Hierarchically organized, semi-autonomous units within the system might
operate semi-independently, then, with only an impaired understanding of the
actions, procedures, biases, and limitations of other units. “Individuals responsible
for preparing or implementing military options are likely to consult with subordi-
nate and superior commands, but they may have little or no contact with horizontal
commands that are charged with preparing or implementing other aspects of the
same operation” (Lebow 1987: 77). Conditions are ripe, then, for a contagion of
error in a nuclear crisis. Questionable evidence of an attack, gleaned from disparate
sources, could overwhelm informational processing capabilities within the tightly
coupled network: “tight coupling allows two or more errors that would ordinarily
be minor and isolated to conspire together to produce a large error that propagates
throughout the system.””” The “conspiracy” is enabled by distance, despite the
interconnectedness of the system: “Because these errors come from far-flung parts
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of the system, operators do not recognize their relationship until it is too late”
(Carter 1987: 637).

The convergence of such evidence could give leaders a false sense of the existing
threat in the compressed time frame in which a response is required. Paul Bracken’s
(1983: 53) prescient conclusions in this regard are worth quoting in full:

While the complexity of the system has made us safer from accidental
war it protects us only against the discrete, isolated failure. Multiple errors
or malfunctions are a different matter altogether, because they invoke
reactions by humans and involve organizational procedures and computers.
The problem with compound accidents, especially those involving human
behavior, is that the number of possible reactions is enormous and no de-
sign can protect against all of them. The likelihood that multiple events will
lead to trouble increases when there is increased military activity. Thus,
when forces are placed on alert, the complexity of the warning system may
not only cease to produce redundancy; it may also amplify the mistakes.

For the same reason, the tight coupling between the US and Soviet warning and
response systems invited catastrophe. The danger existed that each side would “mis-
judge” adversary military preparationsin a crisis since they would produce unfamiliar
routines. Each side knew how the other performed in exercises but that could not
prepare them entirely for “the real thing,” especially if either superpower sought “to
mask the extent and intensity of its military preparations” (Lebow 1987: 69). Acting
within an informational void, US precautionary responses—including a dispersal
of weapons—could have activated Soviet precautionary responses, provoking a US
response, and so forth. Moving to a higher alert status (say, DEFCON3) reduced
the vulnerability of US forces, while also enhancing their capability to engage in
attacks. By shifting the “prevailing balance toward positive control” (Steinbruner
1987: 540), US forces thereby constituted an inherent threat to Soviet nuclear forces
(Blair 1987: 84). Each iteration thereafter—actions sparking same-side actions or
enemy reactions—could magnify the prevailing sense of danger as various subunits
acted, per their role or capability, and the system became ever-more tightly coupled
(Bracken 1983: 56-59, 64, 72). In a nuclear crisis involving the United States and
North Korea, we could easily envision a scenario whereby repositioning even US
defensive assets would invite offsetting North Korean preparations, feeding such a
reactive spiral. In a period of high stress, parties might fear the worst, and prepare for
it. At some point, they might act on their preparations.

The challenges to crisis control only increase because the authoritarian
governments, in the US adversary pool, construct these rules and procedures to
serve their own parochial political interests. Because nuclear-control mechanisms
reflect the structure of civil-military relations within a country (Feaver 1992/
93:174-178), Soviet leaders adopted negative over positive controls despite Soviet
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vulnerability to a US surprise attack (Meyer 1987: 488-491). Whereas “all states
face a sharp trade-off between negative control (assurances against unauthor-
ized use) and positive control (assurances for authorized use) over their nuclear
weapons,” the bias toward negative control “may be particularly strong in author-
itarian states, where the threat of internal unrest to nuclear forces, strains in civil-
military relations, and worries about political succession may all bias decisions
toward prioritizing negative control over survivable nuclear C2 [command and
control]” (Green and Long 2017b: 196). In other words, authoritarian leaders seek
tight controls over nuclear weapons, as extensions of the constraints these leaders
impose overall on the military, with the aims of preventing it from overthrowing
the regime and preserving the government’s key prerogatives.”® So, why is this bad
news, not necessarily good news?

A risk exists when leaders—fearing a loss in political control—distribute
positions within the military to reward political or personal loyalty. Too few profes-
sional hands might remain on the “button” to protect against weapons use; indeed,
the “wrong hands” could seize control of these weapons in the event of a military
or civilian coup. The risk of a loss in control increases when a foreign conflict, itself,
is instigated by domestic instability within the nuclear-armed country (the called
wag-the-dog syndrome). The risk is graver still if these leaders, in developing coun-
tries, fear the vulnerability of their nuclear commands and weaponry, as by a quick
strike by a geographically proximate adversary (Feaver 1992/93: 178-180).

As the chances of war increase, leaders might relax negative controls, by
predelegating command authority to unready subordinates, to ensure posi-
tive control of the nuclear arsenal.”” Assumptions about who is authorized to do
what—under what circumstances—will likely vary across the command. They will
also change as the conflict unfolds, and “local” interpretations of the rules meet
local perceptions of the operant circumstances. National leaders, whatever they
might think, cannot fully control the ins and outs of nuclear weapons employ-
ment: “The operational details that affect the balance between positive and negative
controls . . . are too extensive, too diverse, and too remote to be regulated by execu-
tive edict” (Blair 1993: 30). Indeed, such control assumes that how nuclear-weapons
employment will unfurl is knowable when no one can know how individuals and
organizations—lacking crisis (positive-control) experience—will respond to the
series of unanticipated events that could trigger a launch or predict exactly how
procedures, shortfalls, bypasses, and command, communication, and intelligence
failures will interact to affect outcomes.

Leaders might avail themselves of some response assuming falsely that time will
eventually permit a more informed and deliberative decision, and that the action
itself has not narrowed the latitude for choice sufficiently to lead to war. We should
remember, in this context, that European leaders on the precipice of World War
I acted with the same false notion about escalation: “They believed that it consisted
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of discrete, reversible steps, and they believed that high levels of military prepared-
ness in no way prevented diplomatic efforts to resolve crisis” (Lebow 1987: 113).
Even if leaders see the precipice ahead, they might still move forward. They might
believe that, by delaying a decision, they will concede the upper hand in war, bar-
gaining, or domestic politics. They might fear, for instance, that the adversary will
benefit militarily from the “first move,” the opponent will acquire a psychological
edge when hesitation conveys indecisiveness and irresoluteness, or domestic critics
will pounce with signs of government weakness.

So, we understandably hope that our leaders can handle a crisis. We might
even take comfort in knowing that US nuclear weapons are entrusted to military
professionals. The “near misses” of the Cold War tell us, however, that we cannot
remain cavalier that checks will work in “normal” times, let alone in intense nuclear
crises if leaders thrust and parry, using a variety of coercive bargaining tools. Who
would have thought, back in 2007, that US air force crews would outfit nuclear-
armed cruise missiles on a B-52 bomber—thinking the missiles were unarmed—
and then fly the bombers to multiple US airfields, where the weapons would remain
essentially unguarded for many hours?** We are told that, with precautionary meas-
ures and safety checks, such accidents could not happen. Is confidence warranted,
then, that the impossible will not become the probable when standard procedures
are relaxed or changed? Conversely, is confidence warranted that organizational
practices will not prevail in a crisis that ill-suit the demands of the moment? After
all, “how a political system performs in a crisis is a function of personal, group, insti-
tutional, and cultural patterns and interactions that were established long before the
onset of the crisis” (Lebow 1987: 19). We might suffer the consequences when con-
trol over weapons takes a back seat to organizational imperatives and procedures.

Postscript: The Risk of Bad Decision-Making (by a
Bad Decision Maker)

Of course, a well-designed organization—led by an impulsive and erratic US
leader—might not produce better outcomes. Whereas US policy hawks had long
fretted about the consequences of mentally unstable foreign leadership, many
in government during the Trump administration expressed concerns that the
decisional “limitations” of the incumbent US leader might lead to an unnecessary
war. The concerns peaked in the final days of the administration with fears that
Trump might manufacture an emergency to justify his hold on power. Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Michael Milley even sought to reassure his Chinese
counterpart that the United States had no plans to attack China, and told House
Speaker Nancy Pelosi that he would intervene, as part of the chain of command, to
contravene a rash presidential nuclear-launch order.*!
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That would require acting outside his legal authority, however. The president can
consult with key civilian and military advisors to decide how to respond to a threat.
Such discretionary consultation would most certainly occur if the president was
apprised by military commanders of a pending nuclear attack on the United States.
Moreover, a presidential order that came “out of the blue” would likely generate dis-
cussion and queries up the chain-of-command—and possible extra-legal interven-
tion by military commanders and/or the president’s civilian advisors. Yet neither
the JCS Chairman, nor the Secretary of Defense, nor anyone else in government
can veto a presidential launch order. Trump, to put his fiendish (deranged?) plan in
motion, need only have authenticated his identity with a code (contained within a
briefcase that always accompanies him), chosen from a menu (within the briefcase)
of preplanned nuclear options, and transmitted the launch order to the Pentagon
command center (see Woolf 2021). An ongoing crisis or emergency would likely
reduce the desire, time, and opportunity for those charged with implementation
to question the presidential command.** For these reasons, members of Congress
proposed legislation—or, at least, wanted to consider legislation—to check the
president’s nuclear-launch authority.

The worst-case fears about Trump’s behavior went unrealized. But an under-
lying question remains. Should the system incorporate checks on a US pres-
ident, by requiring broader consultation (with the Secretary of Defense, key
Congressional leaders, or others) before a launch order is permitted (Whitlark
2019)? The dilemma points again to a basic question: Can we design a system that
“always” performs when it is needed and “never” performs when it is not (Green
2019)? We might focus on creating a safer system or on making a system more
flexible or responsive. But, in seeking to do both, we inevitably compromise one
for the other.

So, the better (albeit more complex) question is, “What risks will officials ac-
cept in system unresponsiveness to avoid the risks of an errant launch from misin-
formation, inadvertency, or (presidential) bad judgment?” Confounding an answer
is that it is situation dependent. The answer depends, in part, on changing secu-
rity conditions—and thus (fallible) judgments about the presence or absence of
threat. We might accept a heightened risk of an inadvertent launch in a crisis, fearing
controls that might impede a quick launch when time is of the essence. But how can
we know with certainty whether the risk of being too slow to fire is greater than the
risk of being too fast on the trigger? The answer is only complicated by the inherent
interdependence of the two risks. Relaxing the hindrances to positive control—to
facilitate a quick launch of missiles—increases the need for negative control given
accompanying changes in the threat environment should the United States take the
adversary’s precautionary reactions as provocations.

The point, then, is that focusing on organizational fixes—at all levels—skirts
a basic question that we cannot answer with an organizational chart. The answer
requires reevaluating the fundamental trade-off—designed into the system—that
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favors positive (over negative) control of that portion of the US ICBM and SLBM
force on launch-ready alert. As a former CIA director put it, “the system is designed
for speed and decisiveness,” not for “debate.”*

Recognizing Inherent Risk: Nuclear Escalation
in Post—Cold War Conflicts

Risk of a nuclear confrontation is inherent in any conflict between nuclear-armed
states. US conventional confrontations with China and North Korea are hardly
exceptions in that regard, though these two potential US military adversaries repre-
sent opposing ends of the risk continuum.

Confronting China

The Chinese government shares features with its Soviet predecessor and its current
Russian successor: the Chinese government values centralized control and does
not cavalierly brandish its nuclear weapons. China officially maintains a no-first-use
policy, places a high premium on retaining (negative) control over its nuclear forces,
possesses a nuclear force sufficiently robust to survive a nuclear attack, and—
historically, at least—has kept its nuclear forces at low readiness (with missiles
stored separately from warheads).3* These factors militate against accidental and
precipitous Chinese nuclear force use. Of note, then, are Chinese attitudes toward
predelegation. China appears loath to transfer launch decisions to military officers
in the field. Indeed, China generally appears sanguine about the chances of a precip-
itous nuclear-weapons launch in a US-China military confrontation.

For various reasons, some experts insist that a major conventional confron-
tation with China need not turn nuclear. They argue that China does not expect
the United States to employ nuclear weapons in a confrontation and would avoid
local intervention that could turn nuclear (Cunningham and Fravel 2019: 75).
They maintain that a US conventional confrontation is controllable in part be-
cause neither the United States nor China could win a nuclear exchange. From
their vantage point, the United States has great incentive to avert conditions—
including conventional confrontations and irrevocable commitments to support
allies with force—that could lead to the use of nuclear weapons. They assert fur-
ther that the weapons and command structure that China maintains for fighting a
conventional war is sufliciently distinct—by nature and location—from that for
fighting a nuclear war. The separation allows for US strikes on the conventional
infrastructure that would leave the nuclear infrastructure relatively unscathed.
Inasmuch as China lacks a significant damage-limitation capability vis-a-vis the
United States, it is unlikely to go nuclear, short of a direct, immediate threat to the
Chinese nuclear force.
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Risk, however, goes with the territory: “The generally relaxed beliefs about nu-
clear escalation currently espoused by China’s strategic community seem unlikely
to persist in a world where the outbreak of an intense conventional war would have
recently proven many of this community’s other working assumptions incorrect”
(Talmadge 2017: 51). The danger here is multidimensional.

First, threat depends on the target’s stakes. If Chinese officials had engaged in
conflict believing China’s vital interests were at risk, their sensitivity would increase
accordingly to US conventional military activities that place those interests at risk.
Would China’s assessment not depend, then, on whether the conflict arose from a
dispute with North Korea or a confrontation, instead, over Taiwan—and, thus, in
China’s view, a challenge to China’s national sovereignty? If China was responding
to multiple affronts, with a strong sense of grievance? Or, for that matter, if China
believed it would “lose” the war if continuing to observe nuclear restraints? Indeed,
with the confidence gained from acquiring second-strike retaliatory capability,
“Chinese leaders might become much bolder in defending their perceived regional
interests,” especially “if China’s aggressive behavior at the conventional level was
launched in order to defend what Chinese elites sincerely believed to be the legiti-
mate status quo” (Christensen 2012: 463).

Second, threat depends on the target’s expectations and assumptions. If Chinese
officials had misjudged the probability of war, or if they assumed falsely that the
United States would not engage in certain conventional attacks that raise the risk of
anuclear conflict (Chase 2013: 61), they might quickly reevaluate their assessment
that the United States will not seek an advantage by disabling China’s nuclear force.
In turn, if US leaders harbor concerns as to whether China adheres to a strict no-
first-use policy,*® China’s temptation increases to get in the first nuclear blow, fearing
an imminent US first strike. The significant US damage-limitation (but not damage-
avoidance) capability vis-a-vis China only increases the US propensity to attack and
China’s incentive, then, to preempt that attack (even at the risk of instigating a cata-
strophic US nuclear response).

Third, threat is variable, as the vulnerability, expectations, and assumptions of
the combatants change with the ebb and flow of a conflict. China, in peacetime,
might downplay the probability of a nuclear war, but will that thinking hold when
the bullets, and missiles, start flying? What might China do in a military con-
flict, once US military forces assault Chinese airfields, missile installations, radar
facilities, command centers, and communications networks?

In threat assessment, we tend—quite naturally—to focus on the tangible aspects
of the strategic problem—the factors that we can more easily comprehend and
manipulate (attack). But threat lies also in important intangibles. These include
the commitment that Chinese leaders maintain to their goals; their unwilling-
ness to back down and incur humiliation and defeat; the tendencies to act based
on misleading, partial, and unreliable information; the willingness of leaders and
commanders to take risks or react impulsively under stress; and the sheer random
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element when anonymous individuals within an organization make a call with un-
seen or cascading consequences.

US war plans only exacerbate these dangers. US military plans for a conventional
war with China have centered on taking the offensive against Chinese conventional
targets. Plans have called for a quick blinding attack on Chinese military capabilities,
assuming the advantage goes to the side that takes the offensive—escalating precip-
itously to achieve a knockout blow. Indeed, what was once called the Air-Sea Battle
plan sought deliberately “to create confusion at the start of the war, making it very
hard for the adversary to understand signals of restraint and declarations of limited
intent” (Rovner 2017: 704). Under these conditions, pessimists ask, can we feel se-
cure that safeguards adopted in peacetime—and not reality tested through employ-
ment in war—will prove effective? After all, China must relax safeguards in combat
to permit positive control over its nuclear weapons, if only to ensure they continue
to serve a deterrence function once Chinese conventional forces are engaged in
combat. Indeed, a Chinese doctrine that deemphasizes nuclear-weapons use, and
minimizes the threat of nuclear war (even in a conventional confrontation), invites
the dangers of precipitous launch when combat realities challenge preexisting rules,
practices, and conceptions.

The parties might provoke escalation even if intending to prevent it. What
if Chinese officials were to believe that time was moving against them—that the
US military could slowly but deliberately disable their nuclear capabilities, leaving
China hostage to US terms to end the fighting? Might they not hit US forces (or
targets), selectively, to bring US policymakers to their senses? Signaling “could
easily be interpreted not as a demonstration of resolve or as a warning but as prepa-
ration to conduct actual nuclear missile strikes, possibly decreasing crisis stability or
even triggering escalation rather than strengthening deterrence” (Chase 2013: 80).
As problematic are actions mistaken for signals. Observers note, in this regard, that
China arms some of its missiles interchangeably with conventional and nuclear
warheads, that the United States might sink Chinese nuclear-armed submarines,
mistakenly believing they are attack submarines, and that the Chinese nuclear
command is not entirely independent of the conventional command (Talmadge
2017: 55).% Incidental or indirect attacks on Chinese “conventional” targets could
lead China to misjudge US intentions and respond with nuclear force.

With US strikes on portions of the China’s nuclear infrastructure, China might
assume the United States is deviously seeking to nibble away at China’s nuclear-
response capability (Chase 2013: 69). US military planners might judge US strikes
as largely benign: they overwhelmingly spare Chinese nuclear targets or center
overwhelmingly on conventional Chinese targets. But any non-negligible por-
tion of the Chinese nuclear infrastructure nearly hit, indirectly hit, or hit directly
could feed negative Chinese expectations, hardened in conflict. Much depends on
whether Chinese leaders believe their nuclear force is sufficiently robust and invul-
nerable to survive a possible US attack. A non-negligible probability exists, then,
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that China will launch missiles precipitously or that China will predelegate launch
orders to field commanders, with the accompanying risks, to guard against a cutoft
in communications with the central command.

As James Acton (2018) presciently warns, the dangers of escalation to a US-
China (or US-Russia) nuclear conflict have only increased due to dual-use C°I
networks, which clouds the purpose of attacks on those systems, and to funda-
mental interdependencies between conventional weapons and nuclear targets—
on both sides of the conflict. That the same satellites are employed for conventional
and nuclear missions makes them inviting targets for antisatellite weapons—but
also makes inviting targets of antisatellite weapons. The underlying logic, which
places any weapon in a degree of separation from any target, could present irre-
sistible escalatory logic in an environment rich for misperception—that is, with
an absence of real-time information on adversary concerns and considerations,
suspicions that attacks by conventional weapons on dual-use targets is a
smokescreen for the nuclear counterforce purposes of the attack, and doctrinal
ambiguities and inconsistencies that suggest, to the United States, that its oppo-
nent might seize the nuclear initiative in war or escalate to test US “resolve” or
avoid an impending military loss. That US officials, in war, might fear a loss in US
damage-limitation capability, with an attack on US satellites, missile-defense sys-
tems, or C°I systems—neutralizing an ostensible US nuclear advantage—might fur-
ther fuel the march toward a nuclearizing of the conflict. We should remember that
the 2018 NPR indicates that cyberattacks alone could prompt US nuclear retalia-
tion. For that matter, then, China’s fear that deteriorating conditions will provoke
a US nuclear response might induce the very behaviors—Chinese attacks on US
C*I—that feed US apprehensions.

Thus, the “intangibles” of political pressure, organizational constraints, psycho-
logical stress, and misperception are no less central to risk despite their remoteness
from view. Indeed, the very factors that comfort many experts—the Chinese em-
phasis on negative control—could become a liability should China feel threatened
and shift to a positive-control posture. The risks of a precipitous, inadvertent, un-
authorized, or accidental launch might increase—perhaps, dramatically—when
China moves into unfamiliar territory. Negative control procedures are rehearsed
and well understood; positive control procedures under realistic conditions are not.

We cannot know how Chinese leaders, let alone their military subordinates,
might act under duress and uncertainty in a nuclear-charged environment. It would
bring unexpected challenges as communication links are disrupted, commanders
cannot separate good information from the bad, useful information becomes scarce
perhaps due to its overwhelming quantities, and old rules designed to keep weapons
from being launched poorly fit the new demands and environment. In the final anal-
ysis, those who downplay the risks in conflict—just like those who promote the
manipulating of risk—understate the parties’ (changing) intent and the forces that
influence or negate it.



Risk Manipulation 143

Confronting North Korea

North Korea differs substantially from China in force vulnerabilities, likely uses of
nuclear weapons, and, of course, national leadership and behavior. Indeed, North
Korea’s mercurial and enigmatic leadership, aggressive missile and weapons testing,
and vividly colorful threats make North Korea an outlier among states. For some,
then, it appears unbound by the logic required for deterrence to work.

So, when might North Korea employ its nuclear weaponry? North Korea
maintains that its nuclear forces protect the country’s regime and territory. We can
assume, then, that the probability of North Korean nuclear-weapons use would
grow enormously if foreign forces pose a threat to the country’s government or ge-
ographical integrity. For that reason, we can also assume that such a threat—absent
North Korean war initiation—is remote.

Most experts believe, in fact, that any North Korean first use of nuclear weapons
would occur at the onset, or in the conduct, of a North Korean invasion of South
Korea (Bennett 2010: 26). North Korea might launch nuclear weapons to weaken
the capability of allied forces to resist the offensive and, simultaneously, lend cre-
dence to the country’s long-standing threat to use nuclear weapons if attacked. For
these dual purposes, it can attack allied bases in Guam, Japan, and South Korea
or opposition forces when mobilized for attacks (Narang and Panda 2020). Were
its offensive against South Korea to fail, North Korea might employ some frac-
tion of its nuclear arsenal—for these same military and coercive purposes—with
the hope of denying victory to invading forces.” Whether on offense or defense,
North Korea could withhold a portion of the country’s ICBM force to threaten US
targets, to deter an all-out US nuclear response. US leaders might hold back, then,
knowing that a US nuclear strike would kill huge numbers of civilians and might
still not prevent North Korea from lashing out, in retaliation, with one or more nu-
clear weapons. One reading of North Korean strategy suggests that the country is
moving toward an “asymmetric escalation strategy” that mates conventional and
nuclear capabilities to aid an offensive and constrain US nuclear options (Kang and
Gibum 2017: 503).

Still, any use of nuclear weapons—Dby either side—would invite a substantial
risk of a nuclear conflagration. At this point in the conflict, North Korea would
likely be primed for follow-on attacks. After all, North Korea would have launched
a conventional attack either believing that battlefield conditions had shifted in the
country’s favor (behind North Korea’s nuclear-deterrence shield) or seeking to re-
direct domestic threats to the country’s leadership through a diversionary war. If so,
the chances are great that North Korea’s leaders would have either downplayed—
or accepted—the risk that the fighting (nuclear, or not) would spell the end of the
North Korean regime. Indeed, the gloves might come off with the first use of nu-
clear weapons. North Korea might opt not to keep the bulk of its force in reserve.
Its leaders might believe that the United States would not hold back—and fear their
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own country’s inability to retain nuclear command and control under attack (see
Cho 2009: 75).

In important ways, then, the two sides—at the precipice of an all-out nuclear
war—would encounter the principles that Thomas Schelling (1960: 207-229)
made famous in his notion of a “reciprocal fear of surprise attack.” No party can af-
ford to strike second when a decisive advantage goes to the initiator. Although US
leaders need not fear disarmament by force in a war with North Korea, the logic
still applies. That nuclear weapons offer North Korea a means to deny opponents
a conventional military advantage, not just to punish them for their transgressions
or to coerce concessions, only increases the likelihood that a North Korean nuclear
attack would come early, and the likelihood that the United States would seek to
prevent or preempt it.

Reasons exist, then, for pessimism—but also optimism—in assessing the risk of
nuclear escalation in a Korean conflict. Hawkish analysts tend to take North Korea’s
threats at their face—quite understandably, perhaps—given North Korea’s isolation
from the rest of the world, the personality cult that surrounds the country’s leader,
and the opaqueness of the country’s decision-making. They highlight uncertainty
surrounding the North Korean regime, and its potential pursuit of seemingly sui-
cidal goals, to justify US “worst-case” thinking and preparedness. By their thinking,
if the adversary has no concern for costs, or defies predictability, the United States
must act precipitously—even preventatively—to limit the costs the adversary can
impose.

Yet we should remember the Cold War—era fear of hawks who argued that, with
an impending loss of power, Soviet leaders would take their foreign adversaries
down with them (see Chapter 2). Although hawks warned of the dangers of “mirror
imaging”—assuming Soviet leaders shared “our values”—the mirror image, it turns
out, was more accurate than the image that hawks offered. Our concern should
focus, then, on conditions that make any war with North Korea more likely, since
nuclear deterrence would undoubtedly remain precarious in a conventional con-
frontation with that country. Then, North Korea might still hold its nuclear punch
in reserve, when losing the battle with foreign forces, awaiting the breaching of
some “red line.”

Conclusions

A party can boost the credibility of threats to employ nuclear force by manipulating
risk for coercive leverage. Following Thomas Schelling’s notion of a “threat that
leaves something to chance,” the party assumes that it can press the opponent to
reduce the risk by deescalating the conflict.

Yet risk manipulation requires that the party ignite a fire to prevent an inferno—
here, in the form of an all-out nuclear conflict. It presumes paradoxically that a party
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can achieve a favorable resolution by risking the consequences the tactic is meant to
avoid. It rests, then, on heroic assumptions about the ability of both parties—given
their shared reading of the situation, and its escalatory potential—to exercise the
control required for the tactics to work. Where the manipulator sees restraint in
its own behavior, the target might see reckless provocation or, worse, an imminent
threat. It might conclude, then, that it must protect itself, by seizing the initiative
and taking the offensive. At the very least, it might respond with forceful signals that
send the opponent down the same path. The tactic thus invites various perils and
pitfalls.

S.1: Policymakers might accept risks and trade-offs of precipitous action without
duly considering arguments, information, and available alternatives that weigh
toward a cautious response.

Risk-manipulation tactics assume, in fact, that states are rational, coherent entities.
But actions initiated by government leaders have unanticipated consequences
when military organizations, charged with implementation, act by their own rules.
Indeed, the interdependence between the actions of the opposing militaries could
take the parties over the brink.

§.2: Government leaders lack familiarity with the rules and practices of military
organizations that confound policy implementation and the execution of orders.

§.3: Policymakers exaggerate the options available for the gradual or discriminate
employment of nuclear force given military efforts to maximize force capabilities in
conflict.

S.4: Policymakers might fail to recognize that the interdependent actions of
competing military organizations can fuel escalation toward war, even an all-out
nuclear conflagration.

Then, US leaders might act rashly out of ignorance, fear, or political self-interest.
Solutions are encumbered, however, by a critical trade-off in the choice between
negative and positive control.

S.5: Constraining the nuclear-launch authority of a US president compromises the
US capability to respond as quickly, and lethally, to a nuclear attack; but conceding
complete launch authority to the president could empower a poor, venal, or malign
decision-maker.

The dangers of poor decision-making increase in the fog of war, exacerbated by the
contemporary interdependence between conventional and nuclear systems. Efforts
to control risks in a nuclear confrontation with China or Russia are confounded
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by dual-use weaponry, the interdependence of a country’s conventional and nu-
clear C°I networks, and the potential uses of conventional weapons against nuclear
targets. How any nuclear-armed party responds to an attack is highly dependent
on its assumptions about the changing political and strategic context, rooted in
assessments of adversary intent. Great danger exists, then, when combatants act out
of fear of adversary preemption, take the offensive to reduce the costs of a nuclear
exchange, or lash out to protect against seemingly inevitable defeat.

§.6: At some point, maybe early in a nuclear confrontation, the parties might stop
manipulating risk and start preparing for the worst given the inherent risks of the
confrontation.

Thus, even the “superior” nuclear party is impaired when trying to boost its influ-
ence by manipulating risk. The challenge here, again, is from tactics that are ineffec-
tive, at best.



Resolve and Reputation

To establish its credibility to use nuclear force, a nuclear “superior” arguably has
other possible options. It can bolster its apparent “resolve” to convince the oppo-
nent that the cost of its transgressions will exceed any gains. Or else it can build—
and then store—credibility for future use by establishing a “reputation” for standing
by commitments or taking decisive action. A party can supposedly harness both
mechanisms by establishing a “reputation for resolve.”

The concepts of resolve and reputation are problematic, however, when em-
ployed to understand deterrence (or compellence) relationships. Outcomes that we
often attribute to resolve, or reputations, owe to other plausible influences. Indeed,
efforts to establish resolve or build a reputation for action might again prove inef-
fective or counterproductive. The questionable contribution to coercive influence
of demonstrating resolve and forging reputations becomes apparent when assessing
each concept in turn.

Demonstrating Resolve

Resolve is commonly viewed as purposiveness, toughness, or resiliency. Although
its usefulness for explaining bargaining outcomes might thus seem self-evident,
resolve might hinder, more than assist, our understanding of how deterrence and
compellence relationships work. The concept’s deficiencies become apparent when
examining the nature of resolve and challenges in communicating it.

The Nature of Resolve

To predict which of two conflicting parties will prevail in a confrontation, many ac-
ademic and policy analysts look to the parties’ relative resolve: their dedication to
the effort or willingness to persevere despite challenges, setbacks, and overall costs.
Conceived thusly, confrontations between states reduce to contests where victory
goes to the side that “wants it more.” That seems true, at least, in athletic contests.

The False Promise of Superiority. James H. Lebovic, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2023.
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197680865.003.0006
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Fired up by an inspirational coach or player, the victor rises to the challenge at a de-
cisive moment, perhaps snatching victory from impending defeat.'

The prominence of the concept in deterrence theory belies the theory’s roots in
realism, with its explanatory emphasis on state interests and capabilities.” Thus, the
impact on crisis outcomes of participant resolve—as compared to the “balance of
power” and “relative stakes”—remains a subject of dispute in the international pol-
itics literature. Skeptics doubt that a party—despite its supposed resolve—can re-
alize success against an opponent with the greater capability or interest in defending
or in challenging the status quo. Their reasoning applies even to an athletic contest.
If a competitor acquires satisfaction from its “acts of determination™—believing,
for instance, that enduring pain builds character or toughness—or if it expects ac-
claim from fighting through injury, then “interests,” not resolve, explain its behavior.
We can certainly question, then, whether “resolve” matters when a party means its
displays of determination to “signal” its interests and capabilities to a doubtful ad-
versary (as when a competitor chooses to “up its game,” with a quick offensive burst,
hoping to give the opponent a “dose of reality”).

The term’s presence in the literature—indeed, in the popular lexicon—therefore
requires that we ask whether resolve has explanatory power. What should we make
of Vice President Mike Pence’s gesture, in an early trip to South Korea, where he
articulated a high-pressure, no-negotiation policy with North Korea to convince it
to abandon its nuclear and ballistic-missile programs? After venturing out from the
Freedom House building, Pence stared across the demilitarized zone into North
Korea because, as he put it, “I thought it was important that people on the other side
of the DMZ see our resolve in my face.”® The implication was that an appropriate
facial expression would strengthen the underlying message. But, if so, could that
same expression—meant presumably to convey “we really mean it"—substitute for
an absence of US interest or capability backing the policy? Moreover, could an ex-
pression add weight to the message assuming that it was grounded in US interests
and capability?

The issue, here, is fundamental to the US approach to other major conflicts, in-
cluding, as of early 2022, the confrontation with Russia over the future of Ukraine.
The Biden administration tried to signal US resolve to aid the defense of Ukraine,
in the preinvasion period, in response to Russian moves portending an offensive
against that country. The United States supplied Ukraine with weapons, and it
warned Russia of serious economic retaliation and a fortification of NATO’s po-
sition in Eastern Europe should Russia attempt a land grab. Indeed, Putin’s actions
abetted the US effort, by giving NATO new life and purpose: members boosted
their troops levels and weapons commitments to frontline states in the conflict.* But
the question remained, could these efforts help to deter a Russian military offensive
given Russian advantages in relative interest and capabilities?

After all, Russia held considerable advantages. These advantages included
Russia’s military deployments along Ukraine’s border, Russia’s absorption of prior
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sanctions (imposed by the West for the Putin government’s various misdeeds),
and Russia’s greater interest, by reason of geography and shared history, in control-
ling the future of Ukraine. Not only did Russia’s President, Vladimir Putin, insist
that NATO directly jeopardized his country’s security by extending the NATO
security guarantee to countries on the Russian perimeter, but he maintained that
NATO actions betrayed aggressive designs on Russia. Going further, he denied
the legitimacy of an independent Ukrainian state, claimed it as part of “One
Russia,” and dismissed Ukraine as a fictitious creation of his predecessor’s failed
leadership.®

By contrast, NATO members indicated that their interests dictated avoiding a
military confrontation with Russia—even tolerating some level of Russian aggres-
sion. Whereas the European Union had responded with only limited economic
sanctions when, in 2014, Russia seized Crimea, members diverged now in their
preferred response to Russian transgressions.” Germany depended greatly on gas
supplies from Russia and was now blocking the supply of German-made arms to
Ukraine. France, in turn, saw opportunity in the dispute to push for a European
Union-led security arrangement and negotiating approach.® For much of the cit-
izenry of NATO’s member states, defending against Russian territorial threats was
not a priority: The reality of forceful efforts to overturn the territorial status quo in
the region, in the last world war, was confined to distant memory or buried with the
increasingly forgotten toll in the military graveyards of Europe. Indeed, the leaders
of the United States, Britain, Germany, and France were distracted by domestic po-
litical needs and pressure, due in no small part to an ongoing pandemic and the
accompanying challenges of economic recovery. NATO members feared, of course,
that a less-than-decisive response would feed Putin’s desire to roll back NATO to
its Cold War—era defense line. Still, NATO representatives affirmed that the North
Atlantic Treaty’s Article S provision did not apply to Ukraine and early US joint
diplomatic efforts included select NATO countries but not Ukraine nor alliance
members bordering Russia.’”

Could any show of US (or NATO) “resolve” override these salient facts conveying
the limits of US (and NATO) capabilities and interest? To be sure, critics rightly
charged that President Biden conceded too much in a January 2022 press confer-
ence in which he stated his belief that Russia was going to attack Ukraine (“he has
to do something”), that NATO remained divided nonetheless on the appropriate
response, and thus that NATO would tailor its response to the scope of a Russian
landgrab, even suggesting that it might accept a “minor incursion” by Russian
forces (meant perhaps to consolidate Russian holdings in Ukraine).”® Yet, by his
statements, did Biden not simply provide Putin with a clearer sense of the Western
opposition’s overall cost-benefit analysis (by “telling the truth”)? Ultimately, Putin
had to decide whether the potential costs of an offensive (including the future
challenges of an occupation) offset his greater interest in controlling the future of
Ukraine.
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Whether resolve has independent standing and importance is a question that
also arises in scholarly treatments. Resolve suffers as an independent explanation, for
example, when scholars reduce it to the “balance of interests” or the relative stakes
of the parties. Richard Betts (1987: 12) notes, for instance, that resolve plays an im-
portant part in the thinking of “risk maximizers.” Yet he associates the maximizers’
viewpoint with a conception of resolve rooted in interests: “If both sides have an
unbearable amount to lose from going to war, then as they edge toward the brink
the two sides’ respective resolve to fight rather than concede flows from how much
they have to lose if they back down” (Betts 1987: 14). Although resolve suppos-
edly stands apart from interests and capabilities—which perhaps lends them
credibility—the independent contribution of resolve in the formula is unclear.

Similar problems afflict contemporary analyses. In “Nuclear Superiority and the
Balance of Resolve: Explaining Nuclear Crisis Outcomes,” Kroenig (2013) goes to
great lengths to draw out “resolve” as a key explanatory concept. His attempts to de-
fine the concept fall short, however, given its indistinguishability from, and causal
origins in, other factors explicitly studied in his analysis. His project motivation
illustrates this. In Kroenig’s (2013: 143) words:

I demonstrate that nuclear crises are competitions in risk taking, but that
nuclear superiority—defined as an advantage in the size of a state’s nuclear
arsenal relative to that of its opponent—increases the level of risk that
a state is willing to run in a crisis. I show that states that enjoy a nuclear
advantage over their opponents possess higher levels of effective resolve.
More resolved states are willing to push harder in a crisis, improving their
prospects of victory.

Kroenig, here, provokes more questions than he answers. Is superiority the basis
of resolve? Is resolve different from risk acceptance? Indeed, Kroenig (2018: 23)
claims elsewhere that the more resolved state is one “that is willing to tolerate the
greatest risk of nuclear war” He is not alone in suggesting that the two concepts are
interrelated—maybe indistinguishable. When Mercer (1996: 15) defines resolve as
the “extent to which a state will risk war to keep its promises and upholds its threats,”
resolve amounts to risk acceptance.

For his part, Joshua Kertzer (2016: 3) defines resolve as a “state of firmness or
steadfastness of purpose,” “second-order volition,” or “willpower.” In his view, it is
not reducible to an actor’s intentions nor equivalent to an actor’s capabilities. But
Kertzer fudges the definitional issue with claims that resolve is “unobservable,”
when its observability matches that of other international-political concepts, in-
cluding “intentions.” All useful concepts become observable through valid opera-
tional definitions, predicated, in turn, on clear conceptual definitions. What makes
a concept “unobservable,” then, is its lack of conceptual clarity.
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Rather than address that issue directly, Kertzer (2016: 26) opts for a “novel solu-
tion.” His proposal: “rather than infer resolve via its consequences, we study resolve
via its causes.” In one project, Kertzer (2017) thus links resolve to individual time
and risk preferences: the timeframe in which people seek outcomes and the risks
that they will run to achieve them. Both, he establishes, predict a willingness to stay
the course. We can reasonably ask, however, whether he is studying “resolve” rather
than time and risk preferences. Even if resolve is related to time or risk preferences,
we still do not know whether these preferences constitute defining features of re-
solve or, instead, its sources or consequences.

Roseanne McManus (2017), in a multimethod study, aims to rescue the con-
cept of resolve by placing the focus on US presidential “statements of resolve.” The
empirical focus could assist our understanding of resolve by illuminating its con-
crete manifestations. The analysis lives and dies nonetheless with her definition
of the key concept.'> When she defines statements of resolve, then, as “the value
that a country or leader places on a particular issue,” she begs the question, “Why
call it resolve?” Indeed, elsewhere in McManus’ analysis, resolve amounts to a ca-
pability to act, a willingness to act, or “commitment.” She defines statements of re-
solve, then, “as public statements which indicate that a country is committed to a
position” (McManus 2017: 46). In operationalization, these statements of “resolve”
amount to “conflictive behavior,” which includes demands, threats, and negative
assessments.

Definitional issues—here and elsewhere—obtain urgency because those who
use the term suggest that the resolute push bigger, harder, or longer than their
interests and capabilities warrant. Resolve thus amounts to an exaggerated reaction
to conditions, a catalyst that spurs action, or the fuel that sustains it. The problem
for analysis, however, is that we cannot define resolve without understanding its
source if we are to distinguish its effects from those of other variables. Note, for
instance, that Kertzer (2016: 35) posits that resolve is sometimes “situational,” and
depends, then, on the interests and capabilities of a party. Thus, we must ask, what
specific mechanisms propel leaders (or, instead, states) to act with more vigor than
they otherwise would? With dutiful probing, we might conclude that “resolve”
reflects the impact of some set of sources that we can usefully identify.

If resolve stems from state interests or capabilities—or a leader’s (or public’s)
aspirations, fears, expectations, or aversions—we might conclude that it is more
outcome than explanation. We sacrifice explanatory and predictive power, then, by
focusing on resolve at the expense of its sources. Alternatively, we might conclude
that resolve reduces to one or more of its sources. That appears true of Keren Yarhi-
Milo’s (2018: S) analysis in which she ties resolve to a “willingness to pay high costs
and run high risks” in crises. But (as discussed in Chapter §) a willingness to absorb
costs (to achieve benefits) is tantamount to the lowering of risk. Of course, a party
can do both—accept risk and absorb cost—but a willingness to accept high costs
and run high risks is potentially a contradiction in terms. It is one thing to go up
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against a competitor who accepts a greater risk of war. It is quite another to chal-
lenge a competitor who believes it can tolerate the risk of war because it can prof-
itably absorb the war’s costs. Contrast a boxer who jabs from the outside to avoid
getting hit versus another who fights on the inside and willingly takes the punches.

Yet, we are not out of the conceptual woods even should we carefully distinguish
the effects of cost versus risk. We have come full circle if a party’s ability to absorb
cost stems from the party’s capability—for instance, its large population base or
physical size—or the party’s interest—for instance, in negating the threat posed by
an opponent’s nuclear capabilities. If so, calling the resulting behavior a display of
“resolve” simply confuses the issue by distracting from the underlying influences.

Jettisoning the term entirely, then, might yield a productive focus on other
variables with well-documented effects. The additional push, attributed to resolve,
could reflect an upswell in public support owing to a leader’s manipulation of audi-
ence costs (Fearon 1994) or capitalization on a “rally round the flag” effect (Baker
and Oneal 2001; Baum 2002). Or else, “resolve” might reflect the state of a bar-
gaining relationship—whether the party is seeking to deter or compel another’s
actions, and then whether the party is winning or losing. As noted previously (in
Chapter S), research in behavioral economics reveals that individuals take higher
risks to regain amounts lost than they would to obtain similar gains from a neutral
prior position. Again, think of a gambler who bets cautiously and responsibly, but
makes bigger bets—with smaller odds of winning—when hitting a losing streak. To
attribute the gambler’s behavior to “resolve” misconstrues the situation. Indeed, it
falsely suggests that the gambler acts due to internal rather than situational forces.

At the risk of circularity, one way out of this conundrum is to assess efforts to
establish a “reputation for resolve” (Dafoe and Caughey 2016: 346; Lupton 2020;
Yarhi-Milo 2018: S). If a party believes it might receive concessions in a current or
future conflict, by establishing such a reputation, it will act with firmness in the pre-
sent to acquire gains—beyond those attributable to its interests and capabilities. Yet the
reputational form of the concept does not ease the analytical burden. Researchers
must still establish that: (a) the party’s current actions exceed some baseline of
behavior set by the party’s interests and capabilities and (b) the observed effects
are not different from those attributable, for instance, to efforts to establish “credi-
bility.”*® Even then, confusion results when parties seek reputations or apparent res-
oluteness as a matter of “interest.”

Thus, the term “resolve’—in its widespread and varied use—obscures its con-
ceptual and causal foundations, hindering our understanding of whether and how
it affects conflict outcomes. When viewed instead, for example, as cost acceptance,
we better appreciate the link to other variables but also the causal boundaries and
limits. We know that leaders do not sacrifice for the sake of sacrificing. Their be-
havior is conditional, situational, and directed. By contrast, resolve stands implic-
itly as an undifferentiated, unbounded, and undirected force. We are left uncertain
over whether it is asset or outcome, and why and when it varies or yields coercive
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benefits. So, we have a choice. We can treat resolve as a synonym for some other
variable (“credibility”), depriving it of separate meaning. We can treat resolve as a
mysterious residual category, attributing to it what we cannot otherwise explain. Or
we can clearly define resolve, distinguish it from other variables, and then seek to
ascertain its independent explanatory contribution—if any.

If we adopt the latter approach, we must recognize that bad operational
definitions can undermine even sound conceptual ones. Despite their commend-
able rigor, Todd Sescher and Matthew Fuhrmann (2017: 260) fall a bit short, then,
when including resolve among their “military escalation” controls in an analysis
of compellence outcomes. Resolve is present, then, “if the challenger employed
demonstrations of force or engaged in military mobilizations during a compellent
threat episode” We can question the dichotomous treatment of the variable (it is
either present or not) and its representation in absolute form rather than a ratio
of the challenger’s resolution over the defender’s resolution. More noteworthy for
present purposes is that resolve reduces, in the analysis, to various physical gestures.
The dichotomous variable “is coded one if the challenger employed demonstrations
of force or engaged in military mobilizations during a compellent threat episode”
(Sescher and Fuhrman 2017: 260). Rather than indicating resolve, such behavior
might convey its absence. A bully who makes a show of removing his jacket and
rolling up his sleeves for a fight could well be looking to buy time—to avoid a fight.

This is not to minimize the challenge in separating and isolating the effect of res-
oluteness from other explanatory effects, as the Cuban Missile Crisis well illustrates.
We can certainly debate whether the balance of capability or relative stakes favored
the United States or the Soviet Union during the crisis. We only add to our explan-
atory misery when we attempt to introduce a “balance of resolve,” apart from these
capabilities and stakes. Consider the evidence.

The United States seemed to hold an advantageous position. First, it had strong
reason to resist. The Soviet Union had moved its missiles off the US shoreline, giving
the Soviets the capability to strike much of the continental United States with limited
warning. Second, the United States, without question, enjoyed conventional mili-
tary superiority in the Caribbean: The Soviets had to traverse vast distances by sea
to contest US combat power in the region. Third, the United States enjoyed nuclear
superiority on critical measures: it could deliver larger numbers of warheads quickly
from Europe—or over intercontinental distances, by missile—when the Soviets
still relied heavily on bombers that would take hours to arrive on target (and then
on one-way flights, lacking fuel for a return). Fourth, the Kennedy administration
faced extraordinary pressure from Congress to take a decisive stance. Republicans
admonished the administration for failing to act sooner, and Democrats feared the
political fallout from a less-than-firm response (Zeisberg 2015: 148).

The Soviets, nevertheless, had a decent hand to play. First, to say that the Soviets
were disadvantaged in nuclear delivery capability against US targets is not to say that
the Soviets had no such capability. US officials knew the Soviets, at their disposal,
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had hundreds of warheads and many dozens of missiles that would virtually guar-
antee the destruction of some number of US targets in the event of a nuclear ex-
change (Bell and Macdonald 2019). Second, even if the United States enjoyed
conventional primacy in the Caribbean, the Soviets could opt to contest US power
in Berlin or elsewhere seeking a “grand compromise” that would permit the Soviets
to retain their Cuban arsenal. Third, once placing missiles in Cuba, the Soviets
could establish a new status quo, which would help them overcome their nuclear
disadvantage. They would have to remove the missiles—quite visibly—to satisfy
US demands. Such a retraction would impose reputational costs on the Soviets and
bring unwanted political scrutiny on Khrushchev back home (as it eventually did,
leading to his ouster). Fourth, the Kennedy administration offered concessions that
revealed the administration’s uneasiness about the “fairness” of the status quo ante
and trepidations about a US—Soviet military confrontation. The administration en-
gaged the Soviets early in talk about the possibility of offering a pledge to respect
Cuban sovereignty. It agreed to trade US missiles in Turkey for the Soviet withdrawal
of missiles from Cuba despite the objections of the Turkish government and the
political sensitivity of such a concession (hence the ruse and secrecy surrounding
the deal). Moreover, it maintained open dialogue with the Soviets, through various
channels, and seemed reticent to remove the Soviet missiles with force. Finally, time
was on the Soviet’s side. Success in keeping Soviet missiles out of Cuba would little
affect the US-Soviet nuclear balance once the Soviets acquired the capability to
deliver massive nuclear power against US targets by missile, bomber, and subma-
rine. Although this potential reality could hurt the Soviet bargaining position, much
would depend on the US reading of the situation, as when Robert McNamara ini-
tially expressed doubts about the practical difference should missiles hit US targets
from Cuba or the Soviet Union.

So, who won the battle of resolve? If resolve draws from interest or capabilities,
its contribution to the outcome of the crisis is unclear. If the term has unique ex-
planatory worth, its contribution to the crisis outcome is even less clear. After all,
President Kennedy and his advisors hardly relished the thought that the US-Soviet
confrontation would turn nuclear.

To be sure, Danielle Lupton (2020) makes a strong case, backed by experimental
and documentary evidence, thatperceptions of resolve matter in international con-
flict and, indeed, were decisive in the Cuban Missile Crisis. Yet her conclusion—
Khrushchev sent missiles to Cuba upon doubting Kennedy’s resolve—can take us
only so far."* Written statements and reflections are revealing. But so are less acces-
sible understandings and assumptions that go unrecognized or unarticulated. The
alleged balance of resolve should have us scrutinizing the place, timing, and nature
of Soviet action. Why would Kennedy’s apparent equivocation at the Bay of Pigs—
in a failed effort to overthrow Cuba’s Communist government—have convinced
Khrushchev that Kennedy would accept Soviet nuclear weapons on the island? Why
did Khrushchev present Kennedy with a fait accompli, by secretly transporting
missiles to the island, if he believed Kennedy lacked the resolve to block Soviet
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transgressions? Why did the Soviets initiate action in Cuba rather than Berlin,
where they enjoyed a greater conventional and nuclear military advantage? After
all, Kennedy equivocated allegedly on matters pertaining to Germany including
the construction of the Berlin Wall (Lupton 2020: 94). Could Khrushchev’s beliefs
about US interests not explain much of the evidence attributed to resolve? Lupton
(2020: 99) asserts, for instance, that Kennedy’s response to the missiles in Cuba
caused Khrushchev to revise his assumptions about Kennedy’s interests in Cuba—
and thus that interests “help explain how Kennedy was able to alter his reputation
during the missile crisis.” Does that not suggest, then, that interest considerations
could also explain—maybe entirely—the initial missile deployment (regardless of
whether Khrushchev used words that suggest he considered resoluteness)? Was
Khrushchev’s Cuban gambit designed to strengthen the Soviet global military posi-
tion and, if so, what does that say about the actual importance of resolve or its causal
underpinnings? Why did Kennedy’s more cautious blockade approach not rein-
force Khrushchev’s belief that Kennedy was reluctant to employ force, nuclear or
otherwise? Why did Khrushchev not read Kennedy’s (unexpectedly) tough stance
in Cuba as sufficiently “situational” that it would still permit Soviet action against
Berlin?

Answers are not easily provided with reference to resolve alone. We potentially
lose much explanatory power, then, when neglecting the intentions of the parties as
they reflect their objectives, perceptions of interest and capability, and sense of the
ambient threat and changing probability of war due to factors that neither leader
could control.

As a first step in addressing the definitional conundrum, analysts should find
it useful to ask, “From what, and where, does resolve derive?” Is it a function of
ideology or belief? Does it rest in the characteristics—or personal character—of
government leaders, or instead in behavioral forces or national culture, religion,
and society?"’ Lacking clear and consistent answers to these questions, resolve will
amount to a vague synonym for other ill-defined variables or an ambiguous “re-
sidual category”—a “trash-can” variable of sorts. It could encompass reputation
concerns, the irrational effect of emotion, pure stubbornness, or any number of
other influences, depending on whether individuals, governments, or states are the
subjects of analysis. It might also reduce to readily available empirical indicators such
as the relative employment of violence in a confrontation (see, e.g., Lupton 2018).

Given the lack of clarity, assessments of resolve could easily amount to a confla-
tion of outcomes and explanations. Put differently, had the Soviets retained their
missiles in Cuba, would we judge the balance of resolve in the crisis differently?

Communicating Resolve: Lessons for—and from—the
Trump Administration

Of course, Donald Trump proved no friend of conceptual clarity, or sound theory,
when he implied early in his administration that resolve dwarfed all other influences
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in bargaining. He seemed to act on what he preached when he assailed the North
Korean nuclear program with fiery rhetoric. He claimed, for instance, that the
United States was “locked and loaded” and would destroy North Korea if sufficiently
provoked. He backed his rhetoric with military demonstrations. Later, basking in
the glory of having secured the release of three Americans from a North Korean
prison and the upcoming 2017 summit with North Korea’s leader in Singapore,
Trump mocked his critics who supposedly claimed he would get the United States
into a nuclear war. His response, “And you know what gets you into nuclear war and
you know what gets you into other wars? Weakness, weakness.”'¢

Inasmuch as US capabilities and stakes had not changed from prior
administrations, what had presumably changed was US resolve—a willing-
ness to stare down opponents and dare them to take their best shot. Indeed, by
withdrawing from the Iran deal, the administration maintained it was signaling its
resolve—strength and toughness—to North Korea, to facilitate denuclearization
negotiations with that country. In Trump’s words, “I think it sends the right mes-
sage.”'” His National Security Advisor John Bolton echoed these sentiments when
arguing that by getting out of a bad deal with Iran, the US sent “a very important
message to North Korea that we're not in these negotiations with them just to get
adeal”®

Such statements, and actions, belie the many challenges in signaling resolve.
Despite Trump’s claims and bravado, we can question the practical impact of his
words and demonstrations in a messy world of distracting and conflicting signals.
We can ask, more generally, whether a determination to send a message of resolve
can overcome the incentives of an opponent to remain steadfast and unyielding.

Leaders Focus on the Message They Want to Send, Not How the Adversary
Will Receive It

While leaders usually think they are signaling toughness, they often do not realize
that their words and behavior may be sending several conflicting messages. During
the Vietnam War, for example, both the Johnson and Nixon administrations tried to
use aerial bombing to show US resolve to Hanoi. Such messages required that Hanoi
ignore the many other messages sent—by US domestic protests, the state of combat
in South Vietnam, and, for that matter, the need to send messages because the admin-
istration could not impose a solution. The United States always retained the option
of upping the level of violence. It could have bombed the dikes in North Vietnam
and flooded its countryside or engaged in the saturation bombing of Hanoi. That it
chose not to do so was a message."

Even if Trump believed he was coming to the negotiations with North Korea
with a reputation for resolve, his words and behavior sent other messages. Trump
shifted his rhetorical tone dramatically with early signs that North Korea was
willing to discuss the “denuclearization” of the Korean peninsula—a term which,
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in the North Korean diplomatic vocabulary, would bind the United States no less
than North Korea. Indeed, it could place the onus of adherence on the United
States, before North Korea would take concrete steps. Moreover, he took a victory
lap before direct negotiations even started—touting them as a major achievement.
Had he not thereby conveyed an absence of resolve? After all, he had seemingly
settled for a small concession—an agreement only to talk. Might that not suggest
to North Korea that it held the cards since Trump seemed desperate for a win? For
that matter, when he encouraged talk that he deserved the Nobel Peace Prize for his
initial efforts—and sold them publicly as a major contribution to world peace—did
he not also reveal absent resolve? Did that not suggest that his goals were personal,
not professional, and that he would settle then for a pretense of success, over a viable
agreement? That Trump would lower the bar to get his deal?

Trump sent various incompatible messages about the nature of the deal he would
accept. He backed out of the Iran deal, criticizing it for failing to control Iran’s non-
nuclear activities and for permitting Iran to build up its nuclear capability in the
future. But he did not explicitly challenge terms of the deal that allowed Iran to
retain its nuclear infrastructure. Might North Korea reasonably assume, then, that
a “denuclearized” North Korea could still possess a robust nuclear program? For
that matter, North Korea had reason to discount Trump’s criticism of the Iran deal.
It was one in a long line of prior agreements he had dubbed the “worst deal ever”

Befitting the rush to summitry, the resulting “deal” between Trump and Kim
Jong Un amounted to an agreement that the parties would “work towards the com-
plete denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.” That agreement left much to the
imagination, and the future. Indeed, it likely left North Korea to conclude that: (a)
nuclear weapons brought a US president to the bargaining table, (b) surrendering
nuclear weapons would mean losing the country’s most valuable security asset, and
(c) the country need not expend its critical bargaining chip to gain US concessions.
These views likely gained strength in the months following the Singapore summit.
Trump heaped praise on his agreement, and the North Korean leader, despite
North Korea’s demands, continuing nuclear efforts, and unwillingness to take
positive steps toward increasing the transparency, much less moving toward the
dismantling, of the country’s nuclear program. North Korea continued to restate its
sole pledge to “permanently dismantle” a missile engine test site. At the same time,
it called on the parties to consummate a peace agreement that would formally end
the Korean conflict, and presumably end the US justification for maintaining forces
in South Korea and a state of belligerence toward North Korea.”’

The stalemate that ensued, as the months ticked by, could only reinforce the
North Korean position. Indeed, in the interim, North Korea continued to build
up its nuclear arsenal. Trump implicitly conceded that by not acting negatively,
North Korea had essentially met US conditions and need not take positive steps,
at least in the short term, to satisfy US demands. While US officials hoped North
Korea would provide an accounting of its various nuclear sites as a first step toward
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denuclearization, Trump celebrated the absence of negative behavior: “A lot of
tremendous things. But very importantly, no missile testing, no nuclear testing”*'
He fueled suspicions that he would accept the status quo as a more permanent ar-
rangement when, at the United Nations (in September 2018), he repeatedly praised
North Korea’s leader for his past restraint and indicated that the United States was
in no hurry to achieve nuclear dismantlement: “We’re not playing the time game.
If it takes two years, three years or five months, it doesn’t matter. There’s no nuclear
testing, and there’s not testing of rockets.”*

Simply maintaining the status quo—not testing—became the implicit US re-
quirement of the North Koreans. In a speech before his departure for the second
summit with Kim in Hanoi (in February 2019), Trump again took the burden
of concessions off his North Korean counterpart, by suggesting that Kim was al-
ready doing enough. In Trump’s words, “I'm not in a rush,” he said. “I just don’t
want testing. As long as there’s no testing, we’re happy”® His implicit blessing
of the status quo dovetailed with his assessments of “great progress” in ongoing
negotiations;** the value he seemed to place on just preserving his “special relation-
ship” with Kim (constantly referencing the “beautiful letters” that Kim had written
him);* his persistent coveting of recognition, in the form of a Nobel prize,* that a
deal would afford; his seeming lack of concern that Kim had previously refused to
meet in Pyongyang with Secretary of State Mike Pompeo who was seeking con-
crete North Korean steps toward disclosure and denuclearization; and his general
optimism about the chances of making a deal. Sure, lower-level negotiations did
not suggest a deal was close. But Trump seemed sure that a deal was within reach,
and Trump was notorious for blindsiding and overruling subordinates. Most im-
portantly, Trump seemed anxious for a deal. He was under severe pressure do-
mestically with numerous—indeed, ever increasing—investigations by the Justice
Department and Congress for misconduct associated with the 2016 election and
potential obstruction of justice in the ensuing probes.””

With the start of talks on February 28, Trump pronounced to the press, “No
rush. No rush. No rush. There’s no rush, we just want to do the right deal. Chairman
Kim and myself we want to do the right deal. Speed is not important, what’s impor-
tant is that we do the right deal.””® The audacious itinerary said otherwise. Without
prior agreement on specifics, the parties had scheduled a signing ceremony later the
same day. What was Kim to conclude? Was the message not, “stick to your position
and you will win out?”

Inevitably, perhaps, the summit could not close the divide. Kim pressed
demands for the lifting of sanctions on the North Korean civilian economy in
exchange for the permanent dismantling of the Yongbyon nuclear facility.* That
would still leave North Korea with possibly over five-dozen nuclear warheads, a ro-
bust uranium-enrichment capability, and a vibrant missile program for delivering
the warheads—which all would remain shrouded in secrecy. Trump left the summit
early; a “working lunch” between the two leaders was among the casualties.
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Trump demurred when asked at a post-summit news conference if his goal
remained North Korea’s “complete, verifiable denuclearization.” His response: “I
don’t want to say that to you because I don’t want to put myself in that position
from the standpoint of negotiations—but, you know, we want a lot to be given up.”*
Soon after, he signaled his openness to some unspecified incremental (smaller) deal
on the road to something bigger.*!

We might agree that we have much to gain from pursuing modest
objectives—that denuclearization will occur only through an arduous, long-
term process—and that talking is better than fighting or provocative missile
testing. We might also agree that Donald Trump is an atypical case—as a master
of inconsistency—that offers few insights into how most leaders craft their
messages. The issue here, however, is whether Trump’s own conduct fed expec-
tations that undercut his apparent resolve. He came into the negotiations with
a track record of threats and a willingness to walk away from “bad deals.” His
apparent resolve—manufactured for effect (at home and abroad)—got lost in
communication. The reason: Trump had a strong incentive to concede ground,
to a determined opponent, to get a deal. In the months that followed, Trump’s
tolerance for (indeed, excusing of ) North Korea’s short-range ballistic missile
tests, criticism of “ridiculous and expensive” joint military exercises (pairing
US and South Korean troops), and harangues against South Korea for paying
inadequately for its own defense could only reinforce a North Korean sense that
Trump would not hold firm.*

To be sure, then, we can read Trump’s behavior as a primer on how ot to sell
resoluteness. If so, we concede that the effort could succeed in the hands of an able
practitioner. We must ask nonetheless whether efforts to appear resolute compete
at a great disadvantage with the noise and distraction of the international political
environment.

Leaders View Signals with Their Own Assumptions
about Adversary Intent

Cognitive theorists (as discussed in Chapter S) offer a simple but important
wisdom: what we think is inherently more salient to us than what others think and
do. It thus significantly shapes our view of the facts—indeed, what we think are the
facts. That parties impose their interpretations on the words and deeds of others in-
evitably compromises the effectiveness of any signal of resolve.

Many US presidents have obsessed nonetheless over the global effects should
the United States fail to act decisively or stick to its guns. In Iraq and Vietnam, for
example, they feared the United States would lose credibility and acquire a reputa-
tion for irresoluteness for not having followed through on a commitment. World
leaders see events, however, through a prism of their own assumptions about how
governments are predisposed to behave. Consequently, the US departure from
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Vietnam did not have the effect that US presidents had feared. Other countries drew
their own conclusions about the meaning of the US exit.

Whatever message US leaders seek to convey, then, North Korean assumptions
about US thinking will drive the North Korean approach to negotiations. Even
serious North Korean negotiating offers will reflect the minimum giveaways that
North Korean leaders assume US leaders might accept. Not surprisingly, then,
North Korea’s recent bargaining concessions centered on the Yongbyon site—the
biggest and most visible nuclear complex in North Korea—though its relative im-
portance to North Korea’s nuclear ambitions has waned. That the country’s leaders
would regard the partial or full dismantlement of the complex as a bargaining chip is
understandable: the United States has traditionally made concessions in exchange
for constraints on the facility. Under the 1994 Agreed Framework, negotiated by
the Clinton administration, North Korea committed to shutting down its main re-
actor at Yongbyon—a source of plutonium—and sealing the fuel at the site (for the
promised construction of two light-water reactors).>* The facility took center stage
again, in 2008, when North Korea blew up the 60-foot cooling tower for a reactor at
the facility as a concession to the Bush administration. That did not prevent North
Korea, years later, from equipping the reactor with a new, river-cooling system**—
or from continuing to enrich uranium at Yongbyon, and elsewhere.*® From North
Korea’s standpoint, production at the Yongbyon complex had become the essential
basis of any deal. Trump, himself, encouraged that thinking. When, in September
2018, North Korea announced its willingness to permanently dismantle the (now
aging) Yongbyon nuclear complex for unspecified US concessions, Trump reacted
with assorted accolades—"very exciting,” “great responses,” and “tremendous prog-
ress.” The country’s leaders were understandably surprised in Hanoi, then, when
Trump rejected the same deal .’

North Korean negotiating offers will also reflect what North Korean leaders
assume they can afford to accept given accompanying vulnerability concerns.
Policymakers focus on signals of resolve as if they override concerns about “trust”
when the parties must cooperate—to some (varying) extent—to produce desired
results (Kydd 2007).3 Any such cooperation creates openings for an opponent who
“cheats” to capitalize on the resulting opportunities for gain. Placing a country’s fate
in the hands of another country—the United States, for example—requires quite
a bit of faith that its leadership will keep its word. The nuclear agreement with Iran
(as discussed in Chapter 8) required its leaders to trust that the other parties would
stick to the deal. Iran’s leaders did not assume the United States would discourage
trade and investment with Iran through a lingering threat to re-impose sanctions.*®
Or that the United States would reverse itself and re-impose sanctions once Iran had
dismantled or frozen its nuclear capabilities. They were wrong. Presumably, North
Korea took note.*

With a US reputation for reneging on deals, could North Korea believe that any
reliable deal is possible, short of capitulation to US demands? After all, the United
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States did not just withdraw from the Iran agreement; it violated it (ACA 2018).
For North Korea’s leaders to agree to total denuclearization, they must trust, for ex-
ample, that the United States will stick to the deal so that it will not use any acquired
information subsequently to attack North Korea’s remaining nuclear facilities. They
must also believe the United States will not exploit the country’s exposure to try to
push for a new regime. A regime that insists on absolute control and defines national
security in the most generous terms is unlikely to welcome measures that include
providing outsiders access to sites that might house illicit weaponry and production
materials, identifying key security and intelligence personnel, providing requested
documentation, making program officials available for interrogation, disclosing
decisional structures governing weapons use, and satisfying observers that conven-
tional military programs lack nonconventional applications. Information is power.
Such disclosures constitute useful intelligence for plying the political weaknesses
of the North Korean regime and exploiting its military vulnerabilities. The North
Korean regime is certainly loath to accept that, much less the vulnerabilities that
would result from jettisoning the country’s nuclear capabilities.

Consider North Korea’s heated response to John Bolton’s (pre-Singapore) in-
vocation of the “Libyan model” for North Korea. Bolton was apparently referring
to former Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi’s willingness to give up his weapons
of mass destruction—openly and completely—to placate the West.** But North
Korea seemed more impressed by the consequences. A few short years later, the
United States, Britain, and France took up arms to remove Qaddafi from power.
North Korean security fears were unlikely reduced by Trump’s pre-Singapore
suggestion that the Libyan model (as North Korea understands it) “would take

place if we don’t make a deal”*!

If North Korea views denuclearization as a trick
to make North Korea vulnerable, US resolve, no matter how it is signaled, will not
produce a deal. Even if its leaders feel secure, North Korea might seek to “lock in”
U.S. commitments, with a significant US down payment, before taking irreversible
steps toward denuclearization. Such a requirement will only increase the difficulty
of getting a deal.

Thus, when attributing potential outcomes to apparent resolve, we must rec-
ognize that behavior is always subject to multiple interpretations and that these
interpretations vary with the predispositions of the interpreting party.** We must also
recognize the limits of coercion in overcoming such predispositions. Absent the ca-
pability or willingness to impose a resolution, parties must depend, at some level,
on the adversary’s sense of the benefits of cooperation.”

Unbridled Resolve: The Madman Theory

Some US leaders presume implicitly that a strategy of resoluteness can overcome
limits to capability and interest. They thus flirt with a strategy that originated
in the works of Cold War—era bargaining theorists. They argue that a rational
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person—deferent to calculations of benefits and costs—could prevail in bargaining
by feigning irrationality.** The prohibitive costs to the “madman,” should it follow
through on the threat, would normally undermine the threat’s credibility. Here,
however, threatening actions tantamount to suicide increases the credibility of the
threat, for it highlights the irrationality of the threatening party: “You would have to
be mad to threaten something like that.” The madman “wins,” presumably, because
no sane person would fool with a madman.

Whereas “brinkmanship” assumes that the stronger of two parties will take a
conflict to the brink to realize potential gains, the madman theory assumes that, for
both parties, the costs of conflict exceed the gains. Thus, a party must boost its credi-
bility, somehow, to prevent resistance. Thomas Schelling’s (1960, 1966) thoughts—
in helping to popularize the theory—converge nicely, then, with the writings of
theorists who see nuclear confrontations as a game of chicken, lost by the first player
to “exit” the game. In one such game, two cars race at each other. To win the game, a
“rational” driver can presumably render itself “mad” by conceding control of its ve-
hicle. The driver can rig its car to speed forward while—importantly—taking visible
measures, such as hopping into the back seat, to communicate the lack of control to
the other driver. The gambit will presumably work if the other driver knows its op-
ponent surrendered control of its vehicle. Such thinking was behind Herman Kahn'’s
notion of a computer-activated doomsday machine that would destroy the earth
should the country possessing the machine come under attack.*

Richard Nixon supposedly took these principles to heart. He relished the
thought that his foreign opponents would consider him “mad.” In early 1969,
without letting the military command in on the ruse, Nixon authorized US nuclear-
armed, strategic bombers to launch a faux attack on the Soviet Union. In a chilling
act of mock warfare, they flew toward the Soviet Union and down its coast—again
and again in an elliptical pattern—to convince Soviet leaders that Nixon was “mad”
enough to do what was necessary to settle the Vietnam contflict on favorable terms.
Employing similar logic, the administration planned a massive bombing campaign
against enemy targets (Duck Hook) that same year—which it eventually conducted
in December 1972. It intended the disproportionate “Christmas bombing” cam-
paign, over Hanoi, to signal that Nixon would act without restraint.

In his first year in the White House, Donald Trump—a self-professed disciple
of the madman theory—chose to meet, and sometimes exceed, his North Korean
counterpart—Kim Jong Un—in fiery rhetoric. Social scientists might doubt that
the underlying ideas constitute a legitimate social-scientific “theory,” shorn, as they
are, of necessary conditions. Do they assume that one, and only one, of the two
parties has read Schelling, or that neither of the parties is actually mad? They could
wonder, moreover, whether the “theory” translates into coherent policy. A presi-
dent who alternated between flattering his North Korean counterpart (and inviting
him to meet) and threatening to blow his country off the map could arguably appear
“mad” to some observers, but would he appear sufficiently mad—especially with
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conflicting statements from other officials—for the policy to work? For that matter,
would he then appear sufficiently accommodating (i.e., less of a lunatic) to convince
an adversary ultimately to cooperate, necessary also for the policy to work? After all,
the adversary must believe that, in conceding to a US leader’s demands, the leader
will not then increase its demands or execute its earlier threats.*

True, there is virtue in a multiplicity of roles—a good cop/bad cop routine,
casting Trump as the heavy—if that was in fact the strategy. Yet there was also little
in Trump’s decisional and consultative history to suggest that he would opt for
deep strategizing over visceral emoting. The benefits of good cop/bad cop diminish
considerably when it is not an intentional strategy or when the “bad cop” controls
the outcomes when the good cop’s intervention is needed. As Schelling (1966: 41)
concludes, “while it is hard for a government, particularly a responsible govern-
ment, to appear irrational whenever such an appearance is expedient, it is equally
hard for a government, even a responsible one, to guarantee its own moderation in
every circumstance.”

Of course, the receiving party might still dismiss the “madman’s” actions, perhaps
as nonsensical or a bluff. The Soviets, in 1969, remained unpersuaded by Nixon’s
horrific nuclear signaling attempt. They could hardly take it seriously, for they
had no sense of its rationale. Likewise, the Christmas bombing failed to make the
terms of the 1973 Paris peace agreement significantly more favorable to the United
States: Hanoi presumably knew that the Nixon administration had had enough of
the war and was heading for the door. That does not mean, however, that such tac-
tics are purely benign—that is, that they do no harm. Alexander George (1971)
persuasively argues just the opposite. In his classic treatise on the limits of coercive
diplomacy, George warns against viewing coercion as an effective tool, devoid of
restraint, proportionality, realistic goals, and coordination with political and diplo-
matic action. Feigning madness—for instance—suffers the deficiencies, then, of all
ploys in a game of chicken, which “encompasses only the crudest form and extreme
methods of intimidation,” ignoring diplomacy and the useful possibility of “com-
bining a carrot with a stick” (George 1971: 29). Accordingly, George acknowledges
false lessons drawn from the Cuban Missile Crisis: “Success in such international
crises was largely a matter of national guts; if the president could convey resolution
firmly and clearly, the opponent would back down in the face of superior American
military capabilities” (1971: xi).

Following George, we more easily recognize the liabilities of rash, unpredictable,
and threatening behavior when we, ourselves, are the targets. Our sense of the 1969
episode would likely differ, then, with a role reversal. How would US leaders have
reacted if the Soviets sent nuclear-armed bombers to fly along the US shoreline?
For that matter, how would they react had a North Korean leader placed nuclear
warheads on boats bound for the California coast? Not too well, we can assume.
Indeed, our response might differ had we been dealing with a North Korean rather
than a Soviet leader. We might believe the North Korean action, unlike the Soviet
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action, begged for a forceful US response—because Kim Jong Un is irrational. If
that is our reasoning, does it not expose a fallacy behind the strategy? Would it not
flounder from a catch-22, a damning logical circularity? The strategy can work if we
believe the party is irrational; but if we believe the party is irrational, the strategy
cannot work. Under these conditions, we might conclude that we must respond
with force.

Indeed, against a party that sees its back against the wall, we should wonder
whether the strategy can ever work. When Vladimir Putin announced a nuclear
alert in response to the Western response to Russia’s actions in Ukraine, foreign
leaders and expert observers seriously questioned his mental state given his iso-
lation, aloofness, and emotional outbursts while considering the possibility that
Putin had manufactured the persona of a madman for bargaining gains. Absent
outward appearances of a change in Russian nuclear force preparedness, President
Biden chose not to respond by alerting the US nuclear force. That seemed the ap-
propriate recourse—whether, or not, Putin was mad. Why provoke him further if
he was, or risk uncontrollable escalation if he was not? Another president, in some
future crisis, might act differently.

Forging Reputations

For many theorists, credibility stems largely from a reputation, “a judgment of
someone’s character (or disposition) that is then used to predict or explain future
behavior” (Mercer 1996: 6). The link between the two concepts is compelling.
After all, people tend to value their own reputations and information concerning
the reputations of others. A person can capitalize on their “good” reputation (“you
can do business with me”) and even a “bad” reputation (“you shouldn’t mess with
me”). In either case, whether and how that reputation serves a person’s interests
might depend on the reputation of another. “Although I have a reputation for being
‘tough,’ they have a reputation for being ‘tougher.”

Because reputations ostensibly draw from past behavior, successive US
administrations fretted endlessly over the US reputation for standing by its
commitments. Their comments and practices suggest that they viewed US credi-
bility as hinging on what foreign leaders thought the United States might, or might
not, do based on its prior conduct. President Truman justified US intervention
in Korea as necessary to keep states from pursuing aggression elsewhere in the
world; US leaders employed credibility concerns as justifications for going to war
in Vietnam, and then sticking to that commitment; and the Bush administration’s
Iraq War supporters argued, in the bloody aftermath of the 2003 US invasion, that
leaving Iraq would embolden US enemies (Brutger and Kertzer 2018: 5). In these
many instances, US leaders feared that diminished US credibility—stemming from
past US behavior—would override actual US stakes and capabilities in the thinking
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of adversary leaders. They might choose, then, to test the limits of US defensive
commitments.

Were they wrong to project thinking about reputations to relations among states?
Maybe so. True, considerable evidence backs the view that states care about their
reputations—when held to account through public monitoring and international
pressure—on humanitarian issues such as human trafficking (Kelley 2017). Indeed,
the actions taken by some international bodies can have material consequences for
targeted states in other bodies (Lebovic and Voeten 2009). But applied to matters
of war and peace—military coercion and response—the concept provokes crit-
ical questions. The deficiencies in application become apparent when examining
how reputations form and whether, or when and how, they matter in international
politics.

How Reputations Form

Mercer observes that reputations reflect dispositional, not situational, attributions.
“He lied because he’s a liar,” not because “they would kill his family” if he told the
truth. Unlike reputational explanations, situational attributions, of the latter sort,
place explanatory emphasis on conditions beyond the person’s control. Indeed,
they imply that anyone in that situation would behave the same way—and that the
person would behave differently in another situation.

The distinction between reputational and situational attributions can get murky
when reputational behavior appears only in certain “situations.” For instance,
“he lies to impress important people” suggests that he is sometimes—maybe
generally—truthful but certain situations bring out the “worst” in him. The dis-
tinction gets murky, too, when a party seeks to sell the dispositional as situational,
or vice versa. Indeed, establishing a “reputation for resolve” might amount to con-
vincing audiences, through repetition, that behavior otherwise attributed to a situa-
tion instead reflects the disposition of the party.

In allowing for a dispositional or a situational explanation (or some combination
of the two), interpreting behavior gets dicey. I might think you are cheap because,
when we dine together, you never pick up a check. Someone else might attribute the
same behavior to our difference in wealth (“he knows you make more money than
him”) or the nature of our relationship (“you’re soliciting his business”). The point
here is that nothing intrinsic to behavioral patterns endows them with “reputational”
content. If so, we might not know whether, or how much, we can rely on the “reputa-
tion” of a party to predict another’s behavior: “When the situation is very different,
it is not clear whether a judgment of the state’s overall resolve has much impact on
others’ predictions of its behavior” (Jervis 1982/83: 10).

Multiple interpretations—dispositional and situational—abound, then, even
when leaders fear that others will draw the “wrong” lessons from their behavior.
Although US leaders fret constantly about looking weak, any behavior is attributable
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to a situation, a disposition, or both. Did the United States display its weakness in
leaving Vietnam short of victory? Or was the US exit situational, pressed on the
United States by its poor decision to get involved in the war in the first place? For that
matter, does the US “reputation”—drawn from the Vietnam experience—tell us an-
ything about the US willingness to fight from a distance, instead, perhaps employing
air power as a substitute for US ground troops, in other parts of the world?

Taken further, did the US reputation under the Nixon administration carry
into the Ford administration, let alone the Carter or Reagan administrations? As
Robert Jervis (1982/83: 9) asks, “if one president acts boldly, will other states’
leaders draw inferences only about him or will they expect his successors to display
similar resolve?” That is, will the audience attribute given actions to the character
of a country’s leaders, a state, a form of government (be it democratic or authori-
tarian), or the failings or strengths of a particular culture or people? “Americans are
soft,” “democracies lack staying power,” and so forth. Policymakers (and analysts)
differed, for instance, in their attributions of North Korea’s behavior under Kim
Jong Un. Where some read Kim’s overtures as signs that the young North Korean
leader sought outreach to the world to facilitate his country’s development, others
saw Kim as an extroverted variant of the ruthless leader that the North Korean
system was bound to produce.

Whether a reputation forms—and to whom or what it is credited—is tied,
then, to an understanding of the situation. A person might acquire a reputation for
bravery. But supposed acts of “bravery” can result because the “hero” lacked other
viable options. Is wrestling a gun from a perpetrator heroic when the alternative is
certain death? Conversely, we sometimes anoint our “heroes” for acts committed
when the personal risks were small or the payoff (public adulation) from acting he-
roically was great. How much explanatory weight we place on the actor’s character
(disposition) versus the situation depends on our values, general beliefs, and related
personal experiences. Yet even those who had “similar” experiences could reason-
ably differ in their perception of events—and thus the heroicness of the behavior.
What caliber gun was it? Or how capable was the perpetrator in using it? That our
valuation of the situation matters is certainly revealed should our assessment of the
“heroics” change upon learning the gun was not real, the “life-threatening” situation
was a prank, or the supposed heroics caused the gunman to fire wildly, killing an in-
nocent hostage. Then, we might attribute the resolution to the heroics of the other
hostages or the police—or, instead, to the “cowardice” of the gunman.

Adding to the explanatory difficulties, we might recognize that reputations take
various forms. If a state can get a reputation for resolve or weakness, it can certainly
acquire reputations in other respects. The reputational vocabulary is greater than de-
terrence theorists typically acknowledge. Those who studyinternational cooperation
recognize that reputations form for trustworthiness (or reliability) in a willingness,
for example, to stand by agreements. Deterrence theorists imply that reputations
fall along a single continuum, with resoluteness at one end and indecisiveness or
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weakness at the other. But states can presumably acquire reputations for belliger-
ence, perfidiousness, self-interestedness, altruism, rule-abidingness, or indifference.
If so, that creates a more challenging interpretative problem—more challenging,
still, when reputations seemingly conflict. A pennywise person might contribute
time and money to a worthy cause and acquire a reputation for cheapness and phi-
lanthropy. Under these conditions, we might defer to situational considerations to
reconcile the tension between the characteristics. We could offer a dispositional in-
terpretation: the person is unwilling to spend on themselves but will gladly help
others in need. Or we could offer a partial situational interpretation: the person is
cheap but is generous when giving comes with positive recognition.

Thus, we might discount the reputational significance of actions undertaken for
reputational gains. That a leader or state cares so much about its reputation that
it acts for reputational gains can arguably feed a reputation for weakness (Jervis
1982/83: 12). We palpably display our weakness, for instance, when we pick our
demonstrative battles transparently for a win—as do bullies, who cower from an
equal fight (Morgan 1985: 125-152). Take Putin’s announcement of an ICBM
test, which he claimed signaled strength to Russia’s enemies abroad.*” Could global
audiences not have read the test and rhetoric, instead, as a flexing of muscles to dis-
tract from Russian defeats in Ukraine? Perhaps, then, the Biden administration’s
earlier decision to postpone a planned ICBM test, to avoid provoking Russia, sent a
more convincing signal of strength. No signal speaks more clearly to strength than
one that is not meant as a signal.

To be sure, US policymakers of the Cold War period focused obsessively on
the outcomes of their small global conflicts. They feared that a US failure to show
strength and perseverance in these conflicts would compromise the US position, for
instance, in a nuclear confrontation. We could reasonably ask whether a reputation
established in these lesser battles would travel to the big stage—and, if so, how it
might travel. The United States could reasonably have acquired primarily a situa-
tional reputation: it will push hard because the risks are low. Or else, it could have ac-
quired a dysfunctional dispositional reputation. It pushes hard in small encounters
because it is weak.*®

That individuals fluidly move between dispositional and situational attribution
does not sit well, however, with the works of one prominent reputational scholar.
Mercer (1996) argues that individuals attribute the behavior of enemies (and
friends) to their dispositions. Thus, for both enemies and friends, we attribute be-
havior that goes against type to situational determinants. Adversaries, even with a
weak showing, might not acquire reputations for an absence of resolve.

Mercer is correct that our attributions can survive seemingly conflicting evi-
dence. Movie heroes remain heroes, in our book, even when they show discretion
in how they confront a superior (evil) force. We accept that they would act differ-
ently, but for the situation, even if their reticence to act brings pain and suffering to a
sympathetic victim. We can thus protect our assumptions about a basic disposition
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by dismissing discordant behavior (which goes against type) as situationally de-
termined. This principle is well supported in cognitive theory. It stresses the dom-
inant impact of core beliefs. If you believe someone is rude, you are unlikely to
take a friendly gesture at its face. “He acted nicely because others were present” or
“because he knew it would upset me.” Similarly, leaders who believe their foreign
adversaries are aggressive remain unpersuaded by evidence to the contrary, for in-
stance, that an adversary sought to avoid a confrontation. In a classic study, Ole
Holsti (1962) established that Secretary of State John Foster Dulles was far more
inclined to vary his thinking about Soviet strength than his views about Soviet ma-
levolence. Thus, he attributed Soviet “cooperativeness” (a dearth in confrontational
behavior) to Soviet weakness. In other words, he grounded his situational expla-
nation in his dispositional verdict. Indeed, as cognitive theorists understand, his
situational attributions shielded his key assumptions from evidence that would oth-
erwise conflict with his core beliefs.*

We must ask, nevertheless, whether dispositional attitudes are more fluid than
Mercer acknowledges. Cognitive theorists recognize, for instance, that beliefs can
change in the face of overwhelming evidence like a “big event” When we deem
someone a hero, we expect them to act heroically. We can excuse their unheroic
actions—situationally—only to a point. That we judge them “heroes” might raise
the bar in evaluating their conduct. We might expect them to risk bodily harm—Tlife
and limb—where the unheroic might put their own interests first.

When evaluating international behavior specifically, we must also ask, who gets
“credit” for given behavior? States? Governments? Or their (replaceable) leaders?
Put differently, did foreign leaders think the same way about the US reputation under
the Trump administration as they did during the Obama administration? States,
governments, and individual leaders can arguably acquire independent reputations.
Consequently, observers might reach judgments about which (whose) reputation
prevails (and, then, perhaps in what situation). Thus, a foreign leader might have
evaluated US foreign relations and concluded that the tilt toward nationalism and
isolation under the Trump administration reflected a US disposition rooted in
cultural, social, economic, and political forces. Or they might have dismissed the
Trump administration as an aberration (with its own reputation) that would only
temporarily suppress or disguise strong, US liberal-internationalist tendencies.
Whatever the administration, they might conclude, instead, that behavior that some
attribute to the disposition of a leader reflects situational constraints on the govern-
ment. For instance, they might conclude that a US president acts differently in a first
than in a second (lame-duck) term, when the opposite party controls the House or
Senate, and so forth.

In sum, international reputations are not unidimensional. Then, dispositional
and situational attributions can combine in all sorts of ways, referencing different
units, contrary to simplistic notions about how they form and when they might
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change. In fact, if reputations do form, we must recognize that they might not take
the form that the acting party seeks. Although the Trump administration initially
hoped that its tough-minded stance toward Iran would push North Korea to con-
cede its nuclear holdings, the administration’s actions might have served only to
give the administration—and the United States—a reputation for reneging on
agreements.

Do Reputations Actually Matter?

Reputations arguably form when a party predicts the behavior of another from
its past behavior. For instance, banks determine the creditworthiness of potential
borrowers based, in part, on their payment history. A credit rating expresses the
borrower’s reputation.

Like a borrower’s creditworthiness, reputations in international relations might
extend beyond the physical assets that a party brings to the table. States are inca-
pable of delivering on all their threats and promises, much less simultaneously.
Hence, a reputation for acting could serve as a capability “inflator” A party might
get the “benefit of the doubt” should adversaries consider testing the party’s capa-
bility or will to respond.

For that reason, the party might place great value on its reputation—even
protecting or building that reputation by engaging in risky or costly actions. But are
such reputational concerns warranted? Maybe not. There is little doubt that leaders
try to craft a reputation for resolution, for instance—a phenomenon that Shiping
Tang (2005: 40) attributes to the “cult of reputation.” As he observes, however, the
evidence is less convincing that other states respond to these “reputations.” Others
share that assessment. The path-breaking studies by Jonathan Mercer (1996) and
Daryl Press (2005) challenged the prevailing wisdom that reputations, drawn from
a state’s behavior, influence the behavior of other states. If they are correct—and
others disagree (Crescenzi 2018)—how states behave in the past has no bearing on
how others think those states will behave. Indeed, given Mercer’s conclusion that
observers effectively impose reputations on the evidence, “reputations” cannot use-
fully explain international behavior.

Recent rejoinders to Mercer and Press emerge in scholarship that focuses explic-
itly or implicitly on “reputations for resolve.” Resolve, as we have seen, is a slippery
concept. It provides a crude sense that a party will persevere in conflict but only
by begging the question of whether the party is acting, instead, on its interests and
capabilities, or from the influence of still other variables. In search of reputational
effects,however, some studies (Grieco 2001; Huth 1988; Huth and Russett 1988) es-
tablish that non-forceful or conciliatory actions by one state to another state provoke
reciprocal challenges; other studies extend these findings to actions toward third
parties. For instance, Mark Crescenzi (2007: 394) concludes that “states observe
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extra-dyadic behavior and incorporate this information when dealing with intra-
dyadic relations.” Alex Weisiger and Keren Yarhi-Milo (2015: 492) conclude that
“countries that have backed down are substantially more likely to face subsequent
challenges.” These studies do not, however, establish that states respond to another’s
“reputation” per se rather than use information about the behavior of those states to
assess, for instance, their interests and capabilities. Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo (2015)
impugn the reputational content of past behavior, then, by including a “reputation”
variable as the sole dynamic influence in their models. Given that stricture, any re-
sponsiveness revealed in one state’s behavior to another’s behavior must owe, by
definition, to a “reputational” effect. Such an effect requires, however, that a party re-
spond to another’s supposed predisposition (they are a “rogue state” or “aggressor”).
A party expects others to behave, by their “type,” because that is who or what they
are. Quantitative models that just disclose interdependent behaviors cannot pro-
vide the evidence necessary to make that theoretical call.

Stronger empirical evidence of reputation effects emerges from simulation
exercises. In an experimental setting, Dustin Tingley and Barbara Walter (2011)
establish that participants invest significantly in reputation building and—
importantly—act on the “reputations” acquired by other participants from their
prior plays of the game. They nonetheless perform their experiment in a vacuum
of sorts, with the capabilities, interests, and other characteristics of the participants
held constant. Thus, when the experimental subjects respond to discerned consist-
ency in a player’s behavior, they are effectively “typing” those players: that is the
only way players can improve on random guess, or a one-size-fits-all, strategy. Put
differently, their study possesses internal validity: it reveals what the experimenters
seek to study. It suffers, however, in external validity because it rests on an unlikely
scenario: decisional units possess no knowledge of opponents apart from their prior
patterns of behavior.

In another set of experiments, Ryan Brutger and Joshua Kertzer (2018) find that
hawks differ from doves when they ask subjects to judge reputational effects in var-
ious scenarios. Still, they do not establish that their experimental subjects respond
to events, as they affect reputations per se. Is it all that surprising that hawks think
that states help their reputation when resorting to threats, while doves believe the
opposite? After all, hawks and doves disagree fundamentally over whether threats
are counterproductive. Is it not possible that people care about reputations only
when researchers ask them to frame their views on the appropriate response—to
belligerence, for instance—in terms of reputation effects?

We should not conclude from these counterarguments that reputations are ir-

t.5° Even if leader-specific reputations form (Lupton 2020), we must still

relevan
ask: (a) whether, or when, these reputations matter more than general, country-
specific (or country-type) reputations or the leader-specific reputations of others

(say, a national security advisor) within the same government; (b) whether these
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reputational assessments are more observer-specific than leader-specific and thus
exist principally in the “eye of the beholder”; (c) what types of reputations matter
more, or less, in coercive bargaining; and (d) how much reputations count in such
bargaining relative to beliefs about another party’s risk propensities, cost aversions,
issue commitments, interests, or capabilities. Indeed, to the extent that we acknowl-
edge that capabilities and interests, psychological forces, or contextual factors influ-
ence how, or whether, reputations form, we must also recognize that these variables
can influence outcomes both directly and indirectly. We should not assume that the
direct effects are small when compared to those indirect ones that register allegedly
through reputations.

At the very least, we must conclude, then, that researchers have yet to provide
evidence to justify the strong reputational concerns that US leaders routinely ex-
press or the beliefs of those strategists who insist that states can readily build their
reputations, and then ply them for coercive gains.’' Researchers, here, carry a sig-
nificant burden of proof. They must establish that reputations explain variance in
behavior patterns when other variables, including state interests and capabilities,
cannot. They can build a stronger case, then, by establishing that “reputations” travel
across time or space. Instead, Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo (2015: 492) conclude that
their findings weaken substantially for third-party challenges and “when the subse-
quent interaction less closely resembles the dispute in which the country in ques-
tion earned its reputation.” Although issue- or target-specific reputations can form,
in principle, such specificity should have us questioning whether reputations matter
in that context. Once we start asking why reputations form here and not there, or on
this rather than that, we recognize a host of factors that compete with reputations as
potential influences—including, most definitely, the prior beliefs and biases of the
observer. By contrast, aggressive moves, by weak and strong states toward another
state—one that responded ineffectually to threats from still others—would con-
stitute more convincing evidence that reputations form, and hold, in international
politics.

Much-cited anecdotal evidence admittedly supports arguments that states ac-
quire unfavorable (counterproductive) reputations in the use of military force.
Evidence indicates, for instance, that Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden
read the retreats from Lebanon and Somalia—in the early 1980s and 1990s,
respectively—as revealing a strong US aversion to taking troop casualties. Yet even
evidence that US adversaries read US behavior thusly falls short of establishing
a causal relationship. Bin Laden was primed, by virtue of his ideology, to see
ever-stronger Islamist forces triumphing over corrupt and morally weak Western
governments. Should we be surprised that he interpreted US behavior accord-
ingly?3* True, Saddam Hussein voiced contempt for the US unwillingness to fight
and to persevere. But did he learn from history? Or did he instead look to his-
tory to bolster his contemptuous view of the United States? If he was impressed by
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prior “events,” why was he no more impressed with US war threats, in 2002-2003,
than he had been in 1990-19912 Presumably, the subsequent Desert Storm oper-
ation, the vanquishing of the Taliban government of Afghanistan in 2001-2002,
and anti-Iraq War planning and rhetoric in Washington presented powerful be-
havioral evidence to boost the US reputation for using force. Why did Saddam
Hussein not hedge his bets? At the very least, he could have done more to deflect
US accusations that he had stockpiled illicit weapons. The answer most surely lies
in persisting beliefs about US intentions and likely war outcomes should the United
States intervene.*®

These beliefs determine how the evidence is viewed—indeed, whether it is
considered evidence. Thus, negative reputational effects of the US performance in
the Vietnam War were arguably overblown. After all, the United States revealed a
willingness to fight for eight long, punishing years—then, for a losing cause. Does
that not count for something? Moreover, by leaving Vietnam, the United States
“repositioned” itself to better respond to other global military challenges. When
viewed as a “strategic” retreat, it carries far less onerous weight.

Despite fears that US credibility would suffer enormously with a US with-
drawal from Vietnam, a US “reputation” for irresoluteness did not prevail when
the Saigon government went down in defeat (Hopf 1995). Neither the Soviet
Union nor China sought to test US global commitments in the aftermath of the
war. The Soviets conceded to an increased US role in the Middle East with the
1973 Middle East War; negotiated a major strategic arms control treaty with the
United States (1979 SALT II agreement) that failed to seal in a permanent Soviet
strategic-nuclear advantage; and, thereafter, confined their military objectives
largely to Afghanistan along the southern Soviet border. Indeed, NATO expanded
greatly—at Russia’s expense—twenty years after the US exodus. Presumably, the
countries of Eastern Europe did not perceive the United States as an untrust-
worthy alliance partner. Ironically, with the United States out of Vietnam, other
countries might well have perceived it as more willing and able to attend to impor-
tant US interests.

Conclusions

US policymakers have consistently stood among the believers despite uncon-
vincing evidence that states can obtain a coercive advantage by establishing re-
solve or forging reputations for action. The actions and preoccupations of US
policymakers made resolve and reputation driving concerns of US national security
policy. Policymakers feared that US allies and adversaries might doubt the US will-
ingness to fight if US trepidations, or the US track record, conveyed a tendency to
wilt under fire. But their faith in relevant tactics was unjustified given various perils
and pitfalls.
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6.1: The evidence that US policymakers seek to show resolve or establish reputations
for acting is stronger than the evidence that US adversaries respond, in international
conflicts, to ostensible shows of resolve or reputations for acting.

Behavior attributed to a party’s resolve or reputation could stem instead from
perceptions of the party’s intent, based (at least in part) in the party’s apparent
interests and capabilities. Or else, behavior attributed specifically to resolve could
stem from the impact of other variables that international politics scholars maintain
affect (individual, governmental, or societal) behavior in international conflict.

6.2: The alleged resolve or reputation of a party might simply express its interest and
capability (for accomplishing specified goals).

6.3: The alleged resolve of a party could stem, instead, from the influence of other
variables, including a leader’s risk acceptance, government preparedness, and public
support.

To be sure, US officials intend to signal resolve and burnish the US reputation for
acting. But US actions leave much to the target’s interpretation. Signals that impress

the sender might little affect the target. Or else, the target might read the
message into signals. After all, leaders focus on matters of reputation and resolve

wrong”

under trying military and political conditions—precisely when opponents have
reason to doubt these leaders can sustain their efforts. Thus, feigning resolve or
acting to promote a reputation might prove counterproductive: they might convey
to opponents that leaders lack the will or capability to persevere. Why put on a show
ifyou can succeed or if the immediate stakes at issue alone justify staying the course?
At the very least, leaders might concede a bargaining advantage by suggesting that
they think the opponent believes it has the upper hand.

6.4: Establishing resolve or burnishing a reputation invite the communication
challenges found in signaling clear commitments.

6.5: Where leaders engage in actions to build reputations—that is, an apparent
“disposition” toward certain behavior—targets might dismiss those actions as
products of “situational” proclivities; where leaders view their own actions as due to
“situational” determinants, audiences might view the same actions as revealing the
disposition of the leader (or their country).

6.6: Whether reputations form, what reputations form, which party reputations
involve, and how much reputations matter varies with the beliefs and expectations
of the audience.

Whether or not communicating resolve or reputation building function as the tacti-
cian expects, these tactics can still do harm. They require work, invest resources, and
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bring potentially high costs—even enduring burdens. In that sense, the madman
theory is but an outgrowth of thinking about resoluteness.

6.7: Actions meant to communicate resolve or bolster a reputation can raise the
stakes and risks of a conflict with deleterious short- and long-term effects.

6.8: Faux madness might not convince targets to back down and could provoke them.



PART III

CASE STUDIES

In international politics, beliefs concerning matters of security often rest in
(hawkish or dovish) political ideology and thus in assumptions about how
deterrence works or fails. These beliefs inform choices, in policymaking,
among material referents. These referents—whether asymmetries, gaps,
openings, or options—grab attention, frame debate, and ultimately distract
from critical assessments of adversary intent. A perverse consequence of the
focus is that the alleged advantages of US nuclear superiority feature little in
policy discussion or debate. Two seemingly dissimilar cases—US decision-
making in the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis and controversies attending the
2015 Iran nuclear deal—demonstrate.






When Tactics Consume Strategy

Decision Making in the Cuban Missile Crisis

The Cuban Missile Crisis (CMC) seems a useful starting point for any discussion
of crisis behavior. For many, the Kennedy administration’s judicious deliberations
and careful crisis management approximates the rational ideal: a president, and his
key advisors, contained their impulses, adroitly employed coercive tools, but left
the door open to the eventual deal that settled the conflict (see, e.g., Janis 1972).
That view receives considerable backing from the writings and comments of key
participants. Yet depictions of a deliberative process inaccurately portray the crit-
ical discussions of the period, as we now know from recordings of critical meetings.
We can learn much about the handling of this international crisis, and others,
from the vast literature on crisis decision-making (Herek et al. 1987; Sagan 1985)—
and CMC decision-making, in particular (Bernstein 2000; Gibson 2011; Lebow
1983; Scott and Hughes 2015; Welch 1989; Winter 2003).! These writings high-
light departures from rational practices and outcomes that ensue when stress, high
stakes, and time constraints expose human decisional frailties. In so doing, they un-
dermine the depiction of a rational policymaker who uses information appropriately
in devising means to serve policy goals. They also show, then, that policymakers,
much like their academic counterparts, dwell in the concrete world of capability
and tactics sacrificing broader concerns about policy costs and consequences.
These decision-making shortfalls reflect a key cognitive deficiency: funda-
mental beliefs, drawn from two prominent conflict models—the “spiral” and “de-
terrence” models—inform views in a crisis.” They direct policymakers to salient
options that then constrain thinking about the policy problem. These options
dominate discussions, frame arguments, and dictate the terms of debate. Indeed,
they impair the mean-ends analyses that could tie the options to deterrence or
spiral principles. In the CMC, the deliberations thus produced a paradoxical ef-
fect: the blockade option competed at an advantage because the air-strike option
consumed deliberations. Participants settled on a blockade, then, without duly con-
sidering (a) the consequences of “doing nothing,” (b) US and Soviet objectives and

The False Promise of Superiority. James H. Lebovic, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2023.
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attending means-ends relationships, and (c) the implications of employing coer-
cion, over force, in pursuit of US goals.

Whereas analysts often extoll the benefits of nuclear advantages, for coercive ef-
fect, the CMC offers powerful evidence that officials in the throes of confrontation
might lack the foresight, deliberativeness, and control to produce desired results.
They might defer, then, to salient (perhaps prepackaged) options with little insight,
or effort to gain insight, into the adversary’s goals or the conditions that could cause
a contflict to spiral beyond control. Officials latched onto conventional options—in
particular, air strikes—with little thought to how they might spark a nuclear con-
flagration. For that matter, despite alleged US nuclear superiority in the period,
US policymakers gave no attention to whether, or how, a nuclear advantage would
permit a favorable resolution of the crisis.

Choosing among Options in a Nuclear Crisis

Much of scholarly thinking about crisis behavior centers on the validity of the
competing “spiral” and “deterrence” models (Jervis 1976). Both rest on simple and
compelling logic.

Per the spiral model, each of two parties reads offensive intent into an
opponent’s defensive behavior. The resulting actions—and reactions—move the
parties toward war. Blight and Lang (1995: 232) surmise that, during the CMC,
“(e)ach side, responding in what was felt at the time to be a completely justified,
defensive reaction to actions of one or both of the other two, had its intentions
misjudged. This pattern reiterated until it was almost too late to reverse the per-
verse momentum of misperception.” The “deterrence model” predicts the oppo-
site. Where the spiral model posits that conflict begets conflict, the deterrence
model assumes that reciprocating conflict—in raising the costs to the oppo-
nent of persevering—convinces the opponent that aggression is fruitless or self-
defeating. A firm response, from a position of strength, thus causes the opponent
to back down. As we shall see, key members of President Kennedy’s National
Security Council (NSC) believed an emphatic reaction to the Soviet emplace-
ment of missiles in Cuba was required to get the Soviets to reverse course and to
prevent further Soviet transgressions.’

I contend that at least one of the two models informs decision makers in grave
national-security crises. [ argue that they draw from these models, despite (or maybe
due to) an absence of factual support. They rely, then, on simplistic assumptions
about the nature of the strategic challenge, and the appropriate response. I argue,
further, that policymakers hold to these assumptions without seeking necessary
informational backing, probing the logical interrelationship of central precepts,
searching for available policy alternatives, or critically assessing the viability of these
options. The reason, I maintain, is that tactical preferences—Ilinked to one, or both,
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of the two crisis models—frame and ultimately consume the consideration of US
and adversary objectives.

These myopic tendencies will likely prevail in a crisis—especially a nuclear
crisis—when decision makers must act quickly under extreme pressure from time
constraints, high stakes, great risk, and a lack of definitive information. With salient
options serving as critical referents, “how we should address the problem” will loom
larger in deliberations than “why, or whether, the situation presents a problem”
and “whether the proposed means are best suited to address the problem.” Thus,
decisional participants will not fully consider the parties’ capabilities, alternatives,
and objectives. Nor will they duly assess the consistency in arguments; the compat-
ibility of positions and viewpoints; the benefits, costs, and trade-offs of given policy
options; or the nature and importance of goals and their relationship to proposed
options.

If these arguments hold, various non-rational patterns will afflict decision-
making. First, the mechanics of implementing one or more salient options will dom-
inate deliberations. Second, participants will reluctantly acknowledge the costs of
these options—and, even then, the ins-and-outs of implementing them will domi-
nate deliberations. Third, preferred alternatives will detract from the (full) consider-
ation of other options. Fourth, deliberations will center on immediate benefits and
costs of an option over its longer-term consequences or overarching policy goals.

Empirical Evidence: Analyzing the Transcripts

The discovery of Soviet “offensive” missiles in Cuba shocked the Kennedy admin-
istration. The administration had resisted incriminating evidence of pending Soviet
missile deployments despite warnings from Senate Republicans and even CIA
Director John McCone. Soviet leaders had repeatedly assured the administration—
albeit somewhat obtusely—that they would not place nuclear-armed ballistic
missiles into Cuba. The Soviet ambassador to the United States had even relayed a
promise that the Soviets would not “make trouble” for Kennedy before an election
(Lebow 1983: 433). The charade was exposed, however, once U-2 spy planes re-
vealed the telltale fingerprints of Soviet ballistic missile sites.

The Kennedy administration had deflected Republican criticism (before mid-
term elections, no less) by denying evidence the Soviets had moved missiles to
Cuba. They had also warned the Soviets, through various channels, against placing
offensive weapons there. With indisputable evidence now that the Soviets had done
just that, the president was on the spot. He assembled his team of principal advisors
(and others) over thirteen days to make key decisions and manage the crisis.

Unbeknown to early researchers of the crisis, President Kennedy was a prolific
recorder of conversations. During the CMC, he taped most of the NSC sessions
along with his meetings with individual advisors, former president Eisenhower,
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Congressional leaders, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The tapes were made avail-
able in the 1990s and presented as transcripts in 1997, by Ernest R. May and Philip
D. Zelikow, eds., in The Kennedy Tapes: Inside the White House during the Cuban
Missile Crisis.* The (revised) transcripts in the 2002 edition of that book are subject
to analysis here.

The first five NSC meetings, held on October 16 (in a morning and evening
session), 18, 20, and 22—where alternative US options were discussed—are the
basis of this study’s coding effort.’ Apparent in Table 7.1, the coding of “comments”
centers on participant references to: [Items] (1) Soviet goals in the crisis, (2) US
goals in the crisis, (3) specific options, (4) advocacy of those options, (S) the po-
tential costs of not responding to the Soviet missiles, (6) regard for the costs of not
acting (whether they are accepted, discounted, et cetera), (7) the costs of the spe-
cific option referenced, (8) the regard for those costs, (9) the benefits of the specific
options referenced, and (10) past or immediate challenges.

The coding of “comments”—discrete thoughts and opinions of each partici-
pant, in order of presentation—offers an intermediate approach between a single
summary of a participant’s (multi-sentence/paragraph) statements and the coding
of individual sentences (or sentence fragments). The former precludes the coding
of specific arguments; the latter sacrifices the forest to the trees (since the actual
meaning of a given statement frequently emerges only after multiple sentences).
The latter also risks redundancy (inflating the comment totals) when a speaker (as
a matter of style, perhaps) restates a point. Individual codes are repeated—as a new
comment, however—when a speaker repeats their point while adding or subtracting
important content or when a comment spans multiple categories (per item) in the
coding scheme. Thus, for example, every option mentioned by a speaker is included
as a separate comment.® When a speaker repeats their prior point, after another
speaker has spoken, or simply states agreement with a prior speaker’s comment, the
remarks are introduced into the data as a new comment.” In that sense, reiteration
or agreement are judged differently from mere repetition.

In general, the coding rules are conservative. Codes require explicit reference, for
example, to US or Soviet goals or specific costs or benefits, explicit advocacy for an
option (not just implied support), and so forth.®

I present the findings in graphical form. The graphs pertain to: (a) to the options
discussed, (b) their assorted costs and benefits, and (c) the comments and advo-
cacy of key participants.

The Discussion of Options

In means-driven deliberations, salient means—here, military options—dominate
discussions. Figures 7.1 and 7.2 provide supportive evidence in that regard.

Figure 7.1 reveals the relative attention NSC members devoted, in their remarks,
to military options (Items 3b-3m, 3u, or 3v). Although the figure establishes that



Table 7.1 Coding Transcript Comments: Goals, Options, Costs, Benefits, and
Challenges

Item 1. Soviet crisis goal/interest explicitly referenced

a. Change nuclear balance

b. Coercive/political gains

c. Bargaining chips

d. Ally support/deterrence

e. Offensive advantage

f. Pretext

g. Confusion/questioning/querying evidence
h. Global aggression/expansion

i. Probing action

Item 2. US goal/interest in crisis explicitly referenced

a. Remove or freeze missiles/deny operational capability
b. Regime change (Cuba)/addressing Cuba “problem”

c. Preserving US credibility/alliance maintenance

d. Denying the Soviets a coercive advantage

e. Preserving the nuclear or military “balance”

f. Preparedness for Soviet countermove elsewhere

g. War avoidance/ crisis control

h. Preventing an additional buildup in Cuba

i. Preventing spread of Communist influence

Item 3. Options (Tactics)

a. No options/lack of options
b. Blockade: primary

c. Blockade: primary/plus
d. Blockade: secondary

e. Blockade: secondary/plus
f. Invasion: primary

g. Invasion: primary/plus

h. Invasion: secondary

i. Invasion: secondary/plus
j. Air strike: primary

k. Air strike: primary/plus

L. Air strike: secondary

(continued)
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m. Air strike: secondary/plus

n. Diplomacy, general

o. Diplomacy, direct (with Soviet Union)

p. Diplomacy, public statement/declaration
q- Diplomacy, indirect (3rd party influence)
r. Diplomacy multilateral

s. Specific concessions

t. Specific demands and/or threats of retaliation
u. Military preparations/mobilization/action
v. Guerilla action/undermine Castro

w. Surveillance

x. Focused military action. Immediate threats

y. All options/none specifically cited

Item 4. Advocacy

a. Oppose

b. Conditionally oppose

c. Conditionally support

d. Support

e. Informational. Queries, facts, and speculation

f. Operational. Directing/limiting/revealing specific action

g. Decisional management

Item S. Potential costs of NOT acting referenced

a. Shift in the military/nuclear balance

b. Loss in US credibility/political position
c. Soviet coercive advantage

d. Additional Soviet assertiveness

e. Domestic political

f. General war

g. Emboldened Cuba/strengthened Castro
h. Missile use

i. Unspecific negative consequences

j- Undermine alliances
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Item 6. Regard for costs of NOT acting

a. Discounted/rejected
b. Recognized contingently/probabilistically
c. Accepted

Item 7. Potential costs of the action referenced

a. Local Soviet or Cuban conventional response

b. Inadvertent/accidental/unauthorized nuclear launch
c. Intentional Soviet nuclear-weapons launch

d. Nuclear-weapons launch

e. General war/all-out US-Soviet conflict

f. Global Soviet political or military reaction

g. 3rd-party (in)action/nth-order or spillover effects

h. Potentially ineffective/open-ended/counterproductive
i. Domestic political reaction

j. Loss in control (Soviet lives) /major general effects

k. International reaction/loss in political support

1. US mistakes/erroneous assessments

m. Forces US concessions

n. Crisis escalation

o. Forces US escalation

p- Stalemate

Item 8. Regard for Item 7 costs

a. Discounted/rejected
b. Recognized contingently/probabilistically
c. Accepted as calculated risk

d. Accepted given benefits and necessity of acting

Item 9. Potential benefits of the action referenced

a. Open to diplomacy

b. Open to follow-on/ancillary military action

c. Builds political support or legitimacy

d. Allows for information acquisition/communication

e. Allows for US capability improvement

(continued)
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f. Permits flexibility

g. Buys time, in general; postpones choice or action
h. Increases pressure

i. Limits provocativeness/maintains control

j- Creates fait accompli

k. Contributes to/assures success

1. Avoids general war/limits risk of conflict expansion
m. Increased transparency

n. Address negative consequences (in general)

o. Information control

p- Deterrence

g. Potential de-escalation of conflict

Item 10. Past/immediate challenge

a. Changing Soviet views/attitudes

b. Effective or appropriate application of force/attack response
¢. Maintaining control of crisis

d. Preserving US credibility

e. Buying time

f. Acquiring information/interpreting evidence

g. Maintaining surveillance

h. Protecting US forces/vessels/aircraft

i. Increasing US force levels/ capabilities

j- Building/retaining political support

k. Domestic politics

L. Increasing pressure

m. Limiting provocativeness/de-escalating conflict

n. Addressing Soviet escalation

0. Addressing Soviet de-escalation

p. Preventing information leaks/controlling information

q. Considering consequences of action
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Figure 7.1 Changing decisional focus in the first five NSC sessions.

military options dominated deliberations, that finding hardly impugns the rigor-
ousness of the discussion and debate. We should expect military options—indeed,
options in general—to remain front and center in a crisis. An issue for ration-
ality, however, is whether members considered options at the expense of broader
purposes and the consequences of action.

Indeed, the figure provides evidence that “how” and “what” the United States
should do was far more central to thinking than “whether” and “why” the United
States should do it. US military options—albeit mostly without explicit “advocacy”
(Items 4a—4d)—dominated discussions from the start, and then rose in profile
throughout the sessions.

By contrast, references to US or Soviet crisis goals (Item 1 or 2) rose in the
second session but then plateaued thereafter. Admittedly, that is not the entire story.
The figure somewhat understates attention to Soviet goals toward the end of the
fifth session when, to build support and blunt opposition, the discussion turned
to a public justification for the blockade decision.” Even then, Soviet goals were
not meaningfully discussed. In general, the discussion of Soviet goals reduced to
rebukes of the Soviets for their brazen, flagrant, and duplicitous actions in Cuba,
ready-made generalizations, or expressions of puzzlement about Soviet behavior.

NSC members also failed to probe, at any length, the option of “taking no ac-
tion” (Item S). Instead, the participants remarked—here and there—that doing
nothing, under the circumstances, was unacceptable: it would either inflame do-
mestic critics, compromise US global credibility, give the Soviets a coercive edge,
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Figure 7.2 Changing attention to specific military options in the first five NSC sessions.

or reward—and thereby guarantee, future—bad Soviet behavior. Members did not
consider the likelihood of any one negative consequence more than any other. Nor
did they consider how they might mitigate certain negative consequences, or tol-
erate others; they implied, instead, that each negative effect would reinforce each
and every other. They thereby created a “collective negative” that blocked serious
consideration of the “doing nothing” alternative.

Although Kennedy and his advisors recognized domestic political constraints,
these constraints did not drive the discussions. True, Kennedy’s initial reaction
to the missiles” discovery showed that domestic politics was on his mind (Dobbs
2008b: 6); NSC members groused about certain members of Congress and un-
planned leaks of information; and Kennedy expressed displeasure with his own
prior decision to draw a line in the sand. He wondered out loud whether the sit-
uation might have been different had he not publicly warned the Soviets against
placing missiles in Cuba. More often, silence on the topic spoke backhandedly to
the impact of politics. We do not need to discuss what everyone understands, and
no one wants to acknowledge. After all, the members believed—or wanted others
to believe—they were concerned about the national interest.*

Whereas outward expressions might understate the importance of domestic pol-
itics in the discussions,' politics is defined generously, here, to include domestic
and international reactions (Items Se, 7i, 7k, 9c, 10j, 10k, and 10p). Many germane
comments pertained to building the legitimacy of the eventual US response, muting
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international condemnation, acquiring international support, and more generally
obtaining support for any US action. Even then, politics cannot explain the rela-
tive attention that members devoted to military options or the lesser attention that
members devoted to crisis goals and crisis control—that is, the potential escalation
of the conflict perhaps to an all-out nuclear war (Items 7a-7f, 7j, 7n, 70, 9i, 9], 9q,
10c, and 10m-100). Remarks concerning crisis control built substantially over the
course of the crisis, though never faster than remarks about military options, and
peaked toward the end of the third session. Why should political considerations
have suppressed concerns about crisis escalation? After all, the tenor of the
discussions, and the eventual decision to hold off air strikes for now, do not suggest
that the participants believed that politically their “hands were tied.” They struggled
hard—rationally or not—to make a judicious decision.

Figure 7.2 shows that much of the attention to military options centered, from
the beginning, on air strikes (Items 3j-3m). They seemed the most appropriate
response—quick and complete—to the grave threat created supposedly by the sur-
prise Soviet move. The assessments gave clear voice to deterrence principles: without
exception, the participants agreed initially that air strikes would signal, with neces-
sary power, that the United States would not tolerate such transgressions. Although
attention to the blockade option (Items 3b-3e) built rapidly by the fourth NSC
session, air strikes continued to command attention, through the last session. Even
then, the participants devoted remarks to a blockade as a follow-on to air strikes, or
air strikes as a follow-on to a blockade, should the Soviets hold firm in Cuba or sub-
sequently reintroduce missiles.

The participants also considered a potential invasion of the island (Items 3f-3i).
Such an invasion would presumably solve the missile problem permanently, ending
Soviet hopes of establishing a nuclear position in the vicinity. Yet even an inva-
sion became a “second-wave” option to follow air strikes on the Soviet missiles.'?
Consequently, neither a blockade nor an invasion received the prominence of air
strikes in the deliberations. Indeed, the blockade option was addressed belatedly
and competed for attention with air strikes even in the last two sessions.

The Discussion of Option Costs and Benefits

When means drive decisions, participants reluctantly acknowledge the costs of a
preferred option. Indeed, even “costly” options can control debate by framing, or
impeding, the discussion of available options.

Figure 7.3, in revealing these purported costs, offers additional perspective on the
primacy of the air-strike option in NSC deliberations. The top line of each shaded
area in the graph represents the running total of references to costs (Item 5),"
while the bottom line of each shaded area subtracts the running total of references
to benefits (Item 9), of the cited options.'* The top-shaded area on the graph thus
reveals the costs and net costs referenced for the full set of options; the similarly
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Figure 7.3 Changing attention to costs and benefits of military options in the first five
NSC sessions.

shaded area just beneath it reveals the subset of these costs and net costs that per-
tain specifically to escalation, provocation, nuclear war, or general war (per Figure
7.1). The same set of costs and net costs are expressed below these two areas for air
strikes and, then—below it, again—for the blockade option." The figure permits
numerous conclusions.

First, the NSC participants—slowly at first, but then more rapidly—came to
acknowledge constraints on their options. Initially, the participants committed to
using military force to end the threat posed by Soviet missiles in Cuba. The attributed
benefits almost offset the costs of various options in the first NSC session.'® By the
beginning of the third session, however, appreciation of costs took hold and rose
thereafter through the final session. Although participants, by the middle of the
third session, increasingly acknowledged option benefits, subsequently reducing
net costs relative to overall costs,'” these references to benefits still did not offset the
increasing number of cost references through the final session. The conclusion that
cost concerns predominated is strengthened further when recognizing that these
“benefits,” in the figure, sometimes amounted to discounting costs predicted by
other participants.

Second, these cost concerns centered often on the escalatory potential of the
various options.'® Roughly half of the references to costs concern their provoca-
tiveness, escalatory, or general-war potential. Indeed, the line for net escalatory cost
closely tracks in size and direction the line for overall net costs. The pattern thus
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points to the ascendance in deliberations of “spiral-based,” relative to “deterrence-
based,” assumptions.

Third, the trend lines for the costs of the air strike option appear modest when
compared to the clear, and growing, predominance of that option in deliberations
(as revealed previously in Figure 7.2). Whereas air strikes were referenced by the
participants hundreds of times by the end of the fourth session, less than a hundred
references are recorded for their costs, and only a couple of dozen references are
made to their escalatory character, by the end of the final session.'® Even then, the
costs of the air-strike option constitute less than half of the references to air strikes
overall (as revealed, again, through comparisons with Figure 7.2); do not rise as
precipitously as the costs referenced for the full set of options; and represent only
a fraction of the costs referenced for all options (including diplomacy). The col-
lective evidence thus strongly suggests (a) that (at least some of) the participants
(drawing from the spiral model) were increasingly sensitive to costs overall, in-
cluding those of escalation, not just to costs attributable to air strikes, and (b) that
air strikes dominated the discussion (as a source of queries and conjecture) apart
from mounting concerns about the escalatory costs of that option.?

Finally, the blockade option, which Figure 7.2 shows rose in deliberative prom-
inence, received little attention for either its costs or benefits. Despite the roughly
equal number of references to costs and benefits, more striking is the limited
extent—in absolute and relative terms—to which the blockade option was subject
to evaluation. It is hard not to conclude from this and the prior figure, then, that the
blockade option gained adherents due, in part, to the limited consideration of that
alternative.

Augmenting these findings, Figure 7.4 displays the changing fortunes of diplo-
matic alternatives over the course of the deliberations. It provides further evidence,
then, of the growing awareness of the costs of military options. The top shaded area
in the figure juxtaposes references to direct US—Soviet diplomacy with references
to other forms of diplomacy. The change in shading in the third session shows that,
at that point, references to direct diplomacy with the Soviets overtook references
to other forms of diplomacy. These forms include public statements, multilateral
diplomacy, third-party diplomacy (including approaches to the Cuban government
or some other third country), threats and demands, and considerations of specific
concessions.

A similar change in shading records the improving fortunes overall of diplo-
macy in the discussions. By the second day of deliberations, references to the pos-
itive consequences of diplomacy exceeded references to its costs. Even the relative
prominence in discussions of demands and threats (Item 3t) relative to concessions
(Item 3s) changed dramatically. Although the emphasis on concessions never quite
approached the emphasis on coercive tools, the gap closed between the two by the
final session. The participants at that point seemed willing to bargain, reconciled to
trading US missiles, in Turkey, for the Soviet missiles in Cuba.!
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Figure 7.4 Changing assessment of the costs and benefits of various diplomatic actions.

NSC members were initially reluctant to approach the Soviets given likely Soviet
resistance to non-negotiable US demands and a desire not to foreclose military
options by tipping the US hand. But they came to view direct diplomacy more fa-
vorably, and the concessions that would likely accompany it, lacking better ways
to resolve the dispute, or even evidence that the Soviets would agree to a compro-
mise. In that sense, they again revealed a growing appreciation that military options
invited high costs which included their escalatory potential.

The Advocacy and Concerns of Key Participants

The air strike option might have prevailed in another decisional group. We should
not understate the influence of key participants on the decision to forgo air strikes,
or on the crisis outcome. The participants diverged significantly in their thoughts
about escalatory risks (drawing from one of the two dominant models), and thus
gravitated eventually toward different options.

Figure 7.5 reveals the concerns expressed by prominent NSC members about
overall option costs (the black lines), the escalatory costs of all options (the top of
each light gray area), and the escalatory costs attributed specifically to air strikes (the
top of each dark gray area). The figure stacks the results across participants to avoid
many intersecting lines and to highlight the changing difference in concerns among
the participants. The JFK line—as the top line—thus represents the cumulative
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Figure 7.5 Concerns about nuclear war and escalation expressed by various NSC
members.

concerns of all six participants; the difference between the JEK and McNamara lines
represents the changing level of JFK’s concerns (with the McNamara line serving as
the “0” baseline). Thus, the level (over time) of each participant’s cost concerns is re-
vealed by the difference between adjacent lines over the course of the deliberations.
For each participant, the light gray area (between the lines) represents the contri-
bution of escalatory costs to the overall costs attributed to all options; the dark gray
area represents the portion of these escalatory costs attributed specifically to air
strikes.

A clear difference in opinion among the NSC participants is apparent in the
figure. McNamara emerged as the champion of escalatory concerns by the second
day of deliberations. By then, he was joined by President Kennedy, who repeat-
edly pushed back against options that might expand or intensify the conflict.
They were hardly alone in these concerns. At least half of the concerns expressed
by the participants about option costs concerned escalatory potential: for the
other participants, the light gray area stands about halfway between the dark lines
separating each participant.

The concerns expressed about the escalatory costs of the various options should
not obscure two key points: First, concerns about escalatory costs constituted only
around half of the cost concerns expressed; second, concerns about the escalatory
costs of air strikes constituted less than half of the escalatory concerns expressed
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about the various nonmilitary and military options. Even JEK devoted less than
a quarter of his concerns about the escalatory potential of the available options
to air strikes per se; consequently, escalatory concerns about air strikes constituted
only a small percent of his overall option-cost concerns. Three participants, Robert
Kennedy, McGeorge Bundy, and Maxwell Taylor, stated few if any concerns about
the escalatory costs of air strikes. Although opinion eventually converged around
the blockade option, the three deliberants continued to promote air strikes should
the Soviets prove intransigent. While President Kennedy kept air strikes alive, as a
follow-on option, Taylor (per the position of the JCS) lent consistent support to an
initial (extensive) air campaign.

We might conclude, from the evidence, that the president’s position is key. After
all, he carried the day in the debate. We must ask, however, whether the outcome
depended on key variables, that is, the ideological mix of the participants and the
president’s own savvy and assuredness in defying some of his principal advisors.
A different president, with the same advisors, might have taken policy in a more
hawkish direction. That is not pure conjecture. Lyndon Johnson inherited the same
set of advisors, on Kennedy’s death, and—buying into their hawkish positions—
brought the United States fully into the Vietnam War. That the president’s posi-
tion conflicted with that of his brother—the president’s closest advisor—certainly
testifies to JFK’s independence. We must ask, as well, whether presidential experi-
ence mattered (Saunders 2017). Would the president have shown the same reserve
had he not been chastened, in his first year in office, by the ill-fated Bay of Pigs inva-
sion of Cuba? At the very least, the disastrous (CIA-backed) effort soured him on
the invasion option.

Yet we must also recognize that assumptions—tied here to the deterrence and
spiral models—were key. The participants drew very different conclusions from the
same set of facts and they diverged, moreover, in their overall escalatory concerns
almost from the start of deliberations.*

Figure 7.6 provides additional perspective on the decision process. It compares
the tenor and pace of the NSC sessions with that of the single JCS meeting”—
adjusting for the divergent length (in quantity of remarks) of the sessions.**
(Kennedy’s remarks are omitted from the two figures to highlight the advice and
comments provided to the president.) Clear from the figure is that the two sessions
varied markedly on three dimensions: the number of comments concerning US or
Soviet goals in the crisis; the consequences of taking no action; and military advo-
cacy, that is, the explicit approval or opposition (Items 4a—4d) stated about specific
military options.

The last point is the most critical. NSC participants engaged initially in limited
advocacy for, or against, specific military options. They alluded to option costs and
benefits but without explicitly rejecting air strikes, a blockade, or an invasion. Only
in the last session, when the participants were pressed by time for a decision, did
option advocacy take hold—at which point it overtook, in number, comments
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Figure 7.6 Relative attention to military options in the NSC and JCS sessions.

concerning the consequences of taking no action. Even by the end of the last ses-
sion, however, comments involving explicit advocacy of a military option did not
exceed, in number, comments devoted to US or Soviet crisis goals.

By contrast, military advocacy dwarfed other comments in the JCS session: in-
deed, the military pushed for air strikes, a blockade, and invasion as a single strategy.
Only toward the end of the session did attention turn to US or Soviet goals—and
then to sell the advocacy rather than to draw out opinions or contribute to produc-
tive dialogue. The JCS bought fully into deterrence assumptions: in its view, the
Soviets only understood strength and preyed on weakness. Comments concerning
the consequences of taking no action served much the same argumentative pur-
pose. These comments built quickly around the middle of the meeting, when they
were overtaken by comments related to crisis goals.

Throughout much of the early NSC sessions, then, the participants posed hard
questions and expressed doubts without stating clear support or opposition for one
or more options. Perhaps they were somewhat disingenuous given their preexisting
philosophical commitments. Still, they did not slam the door shut on any of the
options (except “doing nothing”) and thus conveyed a level of uncertainty, and def-
erence, not found in the JCS session.”
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The Findings, In Sum

In the CMC, assumptions about conflict dynamics—how the conflict might
abate, intensify, or spread—were critical to the decisional outcome. A change in
the makeup of the decision group—under different leadership, and under in-
tense military pressure to violently suppress a threat—could well have produced
a different outcome. Yet reference to ideology—adherence to deterrence versus
spiral assumptions—only partly explains the opting for a blockade. The limits of
attributing the result solely to a duel between sets of assumptions are apparent in
two critical respects.

First, ideological adherence does not explain why the dialogue centered largely
on tactics. Reducing disagreement to an ideological dispute fails to explain the re-
silience, in discussions, of the air-strike option, the relatively limited attention de-
voted to alternatives despite a growing recognition of the costs of these strikes, and
the failure to tie the air-strike option more deliberatively to policy goals or even the
risks of escalation that concerned the participants. Participants focused on solutions
rather than the nature of the strategic challenge. Discussions of underlying US and
Soviet goals—which, in principle, could have provoked broad-based thinking about
the strategic challenge and potential solutions—were unfocused, open-ended, and
not tied directly to salient alternatives. Indeed, the earliest NSC discussions (on
October 16) centered on options for removing the missiles, not the purposes that
those missiles served or their overall strategic impact.

Second, ideological adherence does not explain the limited attention devoted
to the blockade option. As the air-strike option absorbed valuable deliberation
time, the blockade option emerged from deliberations without competition, or due
scrutiny. It effectively profited as the “non-air strike” option, that is, the anointed
counter to the air-strike option. The blockade seems to have become the option
of choice because officials thought they had no good options. Important to note is
that NSC members voiced concerns about the escalatory potential of all conceiv-
able alternatives. What the blockade offered, then, was breathing space. It would
buy time and possibly create opportunities for the administration to “feel its way”
through the crisis.

Decisional Consequences: The Neglected Elements
of a Means-Driven Process

The Kennedy administration deserves credit for its cautious and deliberative ap-
proach in crisis decision-making. It sought evidence, openly assessed the policy
challenge and available alternatives, and considered the consequences of US actions
and Soviet countermoves given potential Soviet goals and strategy. Indeed, the op-
tion selected by the administration—a blockade of Cuba—seems ideal in multiple
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respects. It permitted the administration to take a forceful stance while avoiding un-
necessary provocation. With a naval blockade, it could control the flow of military
resources to the island and send an implicit, yet strong, coercive message—a US
willingness to capitalize on US regional conventional superiority—while shifting
the burden of violence to the Soviet Union. Soviet ships would have to run the
blockade—initiating conflict—to regain the initiative.

Still, we must avoid the temptation to link consequences to intentions by
attributing a “good” outcome to good decision-making. Indeed, the decisional
participants failed to show due diligence in multiple critical respects. Specifically,
the participants neglected (a) the consequences of “doing nothing,” (b) the US and
Soviet goals at issue, and (c) the liabilities of relying on coercion in pursuit of US
goals. That shortfall might have produced a disastrous outcome under less favorable
conditions.

The Consequences of “Doing Nothing”

The participants failed to consider the advantages of doing nothing—that is, of
simply accepting the “reality” of Soviet missiles in Cuba. They focused, instead, on
ridding Cuba of the Soviet missiles.

But why were these missiles a problem? President Kennedy, among others,
downplayed the possibility that the Soviets would rationally launch missiles from
Cuba, even under US attack, given the inevitable consequence—an all-out nu-
clear war. Indeed, Kennedy and his principal advisors, without exception, believed
that deterrence (i.e., the prospect of unacceptable cost) inhibited the Soviets from
attacking the United States, and near unanimously (Taylor excepted) maintained
that the introduction of Soviet missiles into Cuba did not fundamentally change
the US-Soviet nuclear balance.? Why should US officials have worried then about
these missiles? Indeed, these missiles seem far less a strategic challenge to the United
States than pending increases in the size of the Soviet ICBM force or the Soviet
acquisition of a significant submarine force, also capable of firing missiles close
to US shores.”” Although the actions of Cuba’s government complicated matters,
participants thought it quite unlikely that Russia would cede control of these
weapons.

True, the missiles had coercive value: NSC members seemed to agree that the
missiles presented a political challenge to the United States. If left unanswered,
participants thought countries would doubt the administration’s willingness to back
US interests, and tough talk, with action. Leaders abroad would conclude that the
United States would retreat, not resist, in the face of adversity. Thus, the Soviets
would obtain a “coercive” edge in dealings with the United States and, regardless,
would continue to probe and push. They saw a need, then, to stand firm.

Yet a coercive advantage requires its recognition as such. Inasmuch as the admin-
istration had stood firm in Europe and was moving to strengthen the US position in
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NATO, held a significant advantage in nuclear hardware and delivery capability, and
was actively backing allies around the world (including in Asia), why should Soviet
nuclear missiles in Cuba have created a US coercive disadvantage? These missiles
could have had the opposite effect if they had reinforced the perceived Soviet threat
and thereby increased pressure on Kennedy to resist further Soviet transgressions.

The administration retained options to deflect Soviet coercion. It could obtain
leverage in future confrontations, following the Soviet lead in Cuba, by engaging
in high-risk behavior. For that matter, it could have answered the Soviet missiles
in Cuba with deployments in kind. Instead, it rejected the option of adding bal-
listic missiles along the Soviet perimeter. Although such a buildup seemed provoc-
ative, and it ran counter to administration hopes to end the crisis with a missile
trade, it nonetheless offered a symmetric (arguably, “proportionate”) response to
the allegedly unfavorable shift in the “coercive” balance, seemed a far less provoc-
ative response than did military action, and fit Kennedy’s desire to trade missiles
for missiles. After all, what went up could come down—especially if the additional
missiles pressed the Soviets to deal.

Apart from concerns about a coercive disadvantage, could the administration
rightly have feared that rewarding Soviet behavior with US inaction would en-
courage further Soviet malfeasance? After all, the parties could stumble into war if
the Soviets pushed into areas of US vital interest. But that scenario assumed a world
of continuous Cuban-type crises that seemingly came out of nowhere, with no
space between them for US signals—words and deeds—that warned against Soviet
encroachments. It also assumed that US vital interests, and military capabilities,
would not “speak for themselves” (on this, see Betts 1987) when, in actuality, any
coercive edge the Soviets might obtain might still not outweigh the “credibility” of
US foreign commitments. At some level, Kennedy administration officials conceded
as much. They gave no thought in the CMC sessions, for example, to whether US
actions, or inactions, in Cuba would provoke a Soviet attack on Western Europe.

Of course, the Soviets might have “guessed right,” if continuing to probe,
establishing positions in parts of the world that the United States was unwilling to
“defend.” Would that not put the United States in a bind? But that question is both
asked and answered. We can doubt the loss to the United States should the Soviets
have gained position in countries that the United States had deemed of limited stra-
tegic value. We can even question the cost-effectiveness of such Soviet “gains” given
the aid and political concessions required to sustain them.

What about the (domestic) political fallout of not standing up to Soviet “ag-
gression,” especially after Kennedy had publicly warned the Soviets not to place of-
fensive weapons in Cuba? He was arguably caught in a “commitment trap” (Sagan
2000) which left him with two bad options. He faced a loss in credibility at home,
and abroad, if he failed to act decisively, but he also incurred unnecessary risks
if acting only to preserve US credibility. Why did he not try, then, to finesse his
public pledge—by seeking some political way out? Yes, the missiles were politically
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problematic: by merit of their proximity to the United States, the missiles drove
home the “reality” of what was otherwise an abstract, existential Soviet threat.
But the administration was otherwise finessing the issue. It focused attention on
the threat from Soviet ballistic missiles, not Cuba-based, nuclear-capable, Soviet
bombers that could hit collocated US population centers and military bases in a
surprise attack.?®

Maxwell Taylor, as JCS chair, made the case for air strikes by asserting that “the
risk of these missiles being used against us was less than if we permitted the missiles
to remain there” (Gibson 2011: 398). But what was the basis of his calculations?
Whether or not the missiles in Cuba gave the Soviets a military or coercive advan-
tage, NSC members still needed to weigh the risks of removal against the risks of
doing nothing.

The Neglect of Underlying Purposes

Assumptions about Soviet goals did matter in the NSC assessments. NSC members
frequently wondered why the Soviets acted as they did, or how the Soviets might
respond to US military and diplomatic moves. They nevertheless answered largely
through bold assertions that were rarely subject to scrutiny. In consequence, policy
rested on specious and, at times, inconsistent assumptions about how the Soviets
might react and whether deterrence was secure.

Soviet Reactions

The air strike option suffered, at times, in deliberations from fears that the Soviets
would use such an attack as a pretext for acting elsewhere in the world. A Soviet
attack on Berlin, or a move against the US missiles in Turkey, loomed large in the
discussions.

But such fears hardly justified the US blockade decision. If the Soviets had placed
missiles in Cuba to bait a US attack, why would the US decision to blockade Cuba
have made a difference? Would not a US blockade of Cuba give the Soviets an even
better pretext for acting in Berlin as a “proportionate” response to the US action?
The 1948 Soviet blockade of Berlin, which did not produce a US military response,
certainly set a precedent for such a Soviet move.

These fears also lacked a firm logical foundation. The pretext argument rested on
a mismatch between Soviets means and purposes. If the Soviets were looking for a
pretext to attack Berlin, a gambit in Europe—or a provocation more directly linked
to Berlin—would have better served that purpose. The pretext argument assumed,
moreover, that the Soviets would take high risks for limited gains. The idea that
these missiles were pawns to be sacrificed for Berlin or, perhaps, the US-nuclear
armed (Jupiter) missiles in Turkey did not suit the large Soviet investment in, or the
high risks of, the Cuban venture (Lebow 1983: 438). The Soviet investment was too
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significant, and the risks to the Soviets simply too great, to have been designed only
to bait the United States. The small number of Jupiter missiles on the Soviet perim-
eter posed little threat to the Soviets compared to the many hundreds of ICBMs and
SLBMs in the US arsenal—a threat that would only grow into the 1960s. For that
matter, the size of the Soviet arsenal would also increase to dwarf the threat from the
Turkish-based missiles.”

Finally, the pretext argument supplanted more reasonable explanations for Soviet
behavior. NSC members routinely discounted Soviet claims that the missiles were
meant to provide political and military support to the Cuban government. That ex-
planation, though still incomplete, better fits the evidence than does the pretext ar-
gument. Indeed, not known to the United States at the time, the Soviets had sent
troops armed with tactical nuclear weapons to Cuba. These weapons, though useful
for Cuba’s defense, had no influence on the global nuclear or coercive balance and
were unlikely US-attack targets, given their numbers and low profile, if the Soviets
were seeking a pretext for action elsewhere. The Soviets, in accepting considerable
risk that they would use these weapons, in the event of a US invasion, surely indi-
cated that the Soviets valued their Cuban commitment.

The Stability of Deterrence

NSC members seemed confident that the Soviets would not simply launch these
missiles when they became operational. That is, they did not believe that the Soviets
would attack the United States when they could. Yet they suggested, at times, that de-
terrence was fragile, at best.

The participants acknowledged that the Soviet deployments best served a de-
terrence function given the limited size and capabilities of the force. It might in-
crease the costs that the Soviets could inflict in war but not limit the damage that the
United States could inflict in a retaliatory strike. They acknowledged—and believed
the Soviets knew—that the United States would read any missile attack from Cuba
as a Soviet nuclear attack and would respond accordingly.

Still, participants waffled implicitly in their deterrence commitment. Some NSC
members expressed concerns early that, if alerted to the US detection of the missiles,
the Soviets might take the nuclear offensive. Partly for that reason, participants ini-
tially rejected diplomatic initiatives, including prior announcement of the discovery
of the missiles, and even low-level reconnaissance flights over the missile sites that
could provide invaluable intelligence. Although the participants soon put those
concerns to rest, they remained troubled that the Soviets had armed these missiles.
Why the arming of these missiles presented a graver threat to the United States,
if deterrence was secure, was left unaddressed. A similar logical problem afflicted
concerns that a US air strike would spare some of the Soviet missiles. Whereas
General Taylor made clear that a US strike would likely fall short of perfection,
NSC members seemed convinced that the Soviets would still not risk an all-out US
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nuclear response by launching the surviving missiles. Indeed, Taylor, and the JCS,
pushed for a broad-based air campaign while expressing no outward concern about
a potential Soviet missile launch. Again, the question is, “Why would armed-Soviet
missiles directed at the United States present a problem if deterrence held?”

An answer, of course, is that the Soviets could launch these missiles accidentally
or inadvertently—or even transfer their control to the (less rational) Cubans. The
participants focused their attention instead on what Soviet leaders might intention-
ally do and explicitly discounted the likelihood of a missile transfer.*® So, again, why
was an incomplete strike, like an operational Soviet missile force, so troubling for

US officials?

The Liabilities of a Coercive Option

The deliberations eventually left air strikes in loose contention with the blockade
option. Whereas air strikes were viewed as a forceful solution to the missile problem,
a blockade was viewed, instead, as a coercive solution that might create space (and
time) for a non-forceful resolution of the dispute. Kennedy and his advisors hoped
that, with careful crisis management and the right set of signals, the Soviets might
back down.* A blockade could signal US resolve while, paradoxically, permitting
flexibility in implementation. Indeed, Kennedy initially let Soviet ships pass and or-
dered the Navy quarantine line moved closer to Cuba to give the Soviets time to re-
flect. Still, the deliberants did not fully consider the trade-offs required in adopting
one option—air strikes or a blockade—over the other.

The participants most definitely acknowledged the limits of air strikes as a forceful
solution. Yet none of them suggested that less-than-perfect air strikes might still
send the convincing coercive message that the surviving missiles were a severe Soviet
liability. The Soviets might have withdrawn them, then, to avoid an escalation of the
conflict in and around Cuba, where the United States enjoyed a significant military
advantage. Administration officials could reasonably expect such successful mes-
saging if they were true to their assumption that deterrence was secure.

Of course, administration officials had good reason to doubt that the Soviets
would interpret the message as intended. But the participants nonetheless showed
little recognition that the nature and severity of the US response in Cuba might
(a) increase Soviet insecurity, (b) push the Soviets to respond to recoup their cred-
ibility, or (c) boost Soviet concerns about a strategic imbalance, spurring rapid
growth in Soviet conventional or nuclear capabilities. For all their attention on
Soviet gamesmanship—the Soviet missiles in Cuba as bait for a trap—they virtu-
ally ignored the escalatory potential of air strikes per se. Although they occasionally
fretted that air strikes would inflict Russian or Cuban casualties, the deliberants did
not ask whether the US response might trigger the Soviet countermoves that so
troubled them.
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The implications of a blockade also remained unaddressed. Once a blockade be-
came the less risky alternative to air strikes, it provoked no deep probing or second-
guessing. Left unexplored was whether a coercive action—meant to retain control
and avoid the use of force—might result in a loss of control, and a forceful Soviet
response. A half-century after the momentous events, ongoing disclosures—as
discussed in Chapter 6—reveal in frightening respects how little control Kennedy
and Khrushchev effectively exercised over events.

Conclusions

In sum, assumptions drawn from the deterrence and spiral models help explain
the administration’s answer to the Soviet challenge in Cuba. These assumptions
survived though lacking necessary scrutiny and critical factual support.

These assumptions nevertheless offer but a partial explanation for the decisional
outcome. Attributing outcomes to one set of assumptions or the other fails to ac-
count for the preoccupation with air strikes in the initial NSC sessions, the reduc-
tion of these two models in practice to a binary choice between the air-strike and
blockade options, or the under-examining of conditions under which an air strike
or a blockade would succeed or fail in the crisis. True, the ascendance of deterrence
principles soon made air strikes the option of choice, and the ascendance of spiral
concerns eventually made the blockade the “winning” option. President Kennedy’s
more consistent reticence toward escalating the crisis certainly contributed to its
peaceful denouement. Yet the deliberations, throughout, were consumed by opera-
tional issues—whether and when air strikes could destroy Soviet missiles, how var-
ious audiences would respond to air strikes, and so forth—at the expense of broader
issues related to the utility of force. Whether the United States had more to gain, or
less to lose, by accepting the regional presence of Soviet missiles was rejected out of
hand. What the Soviets sought to achieve by placing missiles in Cuba was addressed
mainly by assumption, treated as a subject of puzzlement, or reduced to a “frame”
for selling the preferred military option. Whether and when coercion might carry
the risks of a forceful resolution was left unexplored. In the void, a blockade became
the option of choice, as the salient alternative to air strikes.

Evidence of US decisional failings in the Cuban Missile Crisis requires recogni-
tion, then, in the form of apparent perils and pitfalls.

7.1: In a crisis, officials might lack the foresight, deliberativeness, and control to
produce desired effects.

7.2: In a crisis, officials might give insufficient thought to whether, or how, their
preference among conventional options might spark a nuclear conflagration.
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7.3: In a crisis, officials might defer to salient (perhaps prepackaged) options with
little insight, or effort to gain insight, into the adversary’s goals or the conditions that
could cause a conflict to spiral beyond control.

7.4: In a crisis, officials might give little thought to whether and how US nuclear
advantages might yield a coercive edge.

That leaders and leadership mattered in the most dangerous nuclear crisis in human
history provides reason for optimism, but also pessimism, that nuclear-armed
parties can avoid open warfare. The specter of nuclear destruction might prove an
insufficient deterrent when confidence, stemming from optimism, invites consid-
erable risk—or when available military options—conventional, nuclear, or both—
become the options. If so, they will dictate the direction of discussion, limit the
latitude for choice, and draw attention from the consideration of consequences and
goals. Under these conditions, the illusion of choice will pose the biggest threat to
control in the crisis.



When Red Lines Consume Debate

Thwarting Iran’s Nuclear Ambitions

US efforts to constrain Iran’s nuclear ambitions, culminating in the 2015 Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) agreement in the Obama administration,
tell us much about the practical implications of US nuclear superiority. Controversy
centered largely on the material dimensions of the challenge—that is, establishing
thresholds and allowances for Iran’s nuclear program. Yet underexamined assumptions
about Iranian intentions—based on prior ideological commitments—determined
whether members of the large US policy community accepted or rejected the deal.
Thus, the material focus—far from highlighting enormous US ratios of advantage—
had just the opposite effect. Ironically, US policy hawks who had long stressed the
value of relative nuclear advantages were the ones who most stressed the unsettling
impact should Iran acquire any nuclear weapons. With the focus on what Iran could
do, lost in discussion and debate was what Iran would do given the incentives and
disincentives ostensibly created by the fact of US nuclear superiority.

Backdrop to an Agreement

In the lead-up to the signing of the JCPOA, in July 2015, Iran’s unwillingness to ofter
meaningful concessions fueled controversy over their pace and substance. Indeed,
Iran largely controlled the negotiations through drawn-out bargaining with the EU-
3 (France, Germany, and the United Kingdom), the PS + 1 (China, France, Russia,
the United Kingdom, and the United States; plus Germany), the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), and assorted other countries, including Turkey
and Brazil. The Western powers strove in the mid-2000s for a comprehensive set-
tlement that would constrain Iranian nuclear options, seeking a deal that would
end Iranian enrichment and commit Iran to tight safeguards. Iran tried to keep its
options open, however, by eschewing specifics, narrowing commitments to certain
facilities and points in time, and tying “concessions” to nonnuclear issues.' With the
resumption of the PS + 1 talks in February 2013, Iran proved unwilling to respond
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in any detail to Western proposals or to schedule a follow-up meeting when the talks
ended without agreement.

Iran’s outward cooperativeness increased considerably when, in mid-2013,
Hassan Rouhani assumed the Iranian presidency. By year’s end, his outreach to
the West, eleventh-hour compromises, and hard bargaining produced an interim
agreement (the Joint Plan of Action)—the first respite in the Iranian program
since negotiations began a dozen years earlier, a period in which Iran’s holdings
increased from a couple of hundred to almost twenty thousand centrifuges.” As a
step toward a comprehensive agreement, the six-month deal froze and rolled back
critical portions of the Iranian nuclear program. Under the terms of the deal, Iran
had to halt the installation of new centrifuges, cap low-grade (S-percent) enriched-
uranium production, cease work on a heavy-water reactor, deplete stocks of 20-
percent enriched uranium, and accede to daily inspections of its nuclear facilities.
In exchange, Iran received only modest financial concessions: limited reduction of
some sanctions and access to some frozen funds.

In pronouncing their country’s right to enrich uranium, Iran’s negotiators still
edged closer to the demands of the country’s hard-liners than to the positions of PS + 1
negotiators; the latter insisted that Iran significantly reduce its enrichment capabilities,
shut down its enrichment facility at Fordow and heavy-water reactor, account for its
full range of prior nuclear work, and accede to far-reaching inspections. So, the ac-
tual significance of Iran’s concessions in the negotiations would remain unclear. As
Iran’s defenders could note, the Fordow complex was a logical place for an enrichment
facility because it was hardened to a preventative attack; an expansive enrichment
program would allow Iran to meet “future” nuclear-energy needs, the increased trans-
parency from nuclear inspections should reduce the need for constraints on Iranian
enrichment, Iran should not have to compromise its nuclear programs without actual
sanctions relief, and so forth (ICG 2014: 17-19). For that matter, Iran could create
doubts about its sincerity in these talks by complying with some, but not all, of the
terms of the interim agreement. It required that Iran address the IAEA’s concerns over
the country’s prior nuclear activities, which Tehran had long resisted.?

After weeks of arduous bargaining in which Iranian negotiators allegedly
withdrew prior concessions and increased their demands, a breakthrough of sorts
occurred in early April 2015 with the signing of a general framework agreement, in-
tended as a step toward a more detailed agreement.* The framework’s strenuousness
exceeded the expectations of many skeptics in requiring that Iran:

1. reduce its number of centrifuges from around 19,000 to 6,000 and then limit
enrichment activities, for ten years, to roughly 5,000 older and less-efficient
(IR-1) centrifuges operating in a single (the Natanz) facility;

2. reduce its stockpiles of low-enriched uranium from 10,000 kilograms to 300
kilograms;

3. forgo uranium enriched beyond the 3.67 percent levels required to fuel a nu-
clear power plant, for a fifteen-year period;
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4. restrict the hardened Fordow complex to research, involving no fissile mate-
rial for fifteen years;

S. convert the Arak nuclear reactor, to reduce its plutonium production, and
forgo plutonium reprocessing;

6. accept far-ranging inspections under the Additional Protocol; and

7. acknowledge the contingency of sanctions relief on Iran’s compliance with an
agreement.

As always, however, the devil was in the details, and these were largely unsettled.
The parties had agreed on a short, joint text for public release but that each side
could separately publicize the agreement’s specifics as “fact sheets” without the
prior approval of the other. Although some residual ambiguity is typically necessary
to overcome differences to forge international agreements (especially involving sen-
sitive, domestic issues), the extent of the discrepancies between the US and Iranian
specifics—or, at least, the unwillingness of one or both parties to own up to their
concessions—led many critics to wonder, justifiably, whether the agreement would
truly curtail Iranian options.® Even major issues remained unresolved. Iran had not
agreed to export its uranium stockpiles or inalterably convert them to prevent their
reuse in a bomb program, destroy its unused centrifuges, ban advanced centrifuges
(for “research”) from the Qom facility, or allow full and permanent access of inspec-
tors to all suspect (including “military”) facilities. Iran also insisted on immediate
sanctions relief with the signing of a final agreement and the end to all controls with
the expiration of the agreement.

So, the question stood, did Iran’s obstructionism amount to inflexibility or, in-
stead, to good (hard) bargaining?® More generally, the question for those negotiating
with Iran remained, “Will Iran foreclose its nuclear options?” Answering both
questions left the negotiators tying ambiguous evidence to their own assessments
of Iranian intent.

Setting Red Lines

The policy debate surrounding Iran’s nuclear program appears to rest on concrete
criteria for determining dangerous levels of nuclear progress. Such progress fuels a
controversy among nonproliferation experts and concerned policymakers: at what
point should a country be considered a significant proliferation threat and, there-
fore, where should states place red lines that, when crossed, signal a clear and pre-
sent danger, perhaps requiring a forceful military response?

Aswastruein US—Sovietarms control, however, policymakers draw proscriptions
(and prescriptions) to halt nuclear proliferation implicitly from the intentions of the
suspect country. Although Iran’s intentions inform all debate, even experts obscure
the central issues by structuring these red lines around key metrics. As we shall see,
these metrics cannot provide conclusive standards, for they all leave considerable
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room for disagreement and debate. The issue of line setting is perplexing, in part,
because a country can adhere to the 1968 Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT),
maintain robust enrichment capabilities, and position itself to acquire nuclear
weapons once renouncing its NPT obligations. Discussion and debate center on
three basic standards.’

Nuclear testing emerges as one prominent line in debate. In this regard,
Jacques Hymans argues that the NPT generally embodies the best standard—
the performance of a nuclear test—for judging whether a country has crossed
a critical threshold toward becoming a nuclear-weapons state (Hymans 2010).
The testing standard has the advantage of requiring that countries demon-
strate a nuclear-weapons capability given the regularity with which states have
announced their nuclear-weapons programs with tests; the potential for test
failures, such as those in North Korea; the reality that countries, including Japan
and possibly South Korea, acquire fissile-material stockpiles without intending
or deciding to go nuclear; the useful warning that a test by a country provides be-
fore it stockpiles bombs and makes them deliverable; the uncertainties of judging
progress in earlier (pretesting) stages of a nuclear program; and the incentive
that earlier thresholds give states to acquire nuclear weapons—since they are
presumed “guilty” when crossing those thresholds. Thus, as a consistent feature
of nuclear-weapons development and a shiny bright signal, with an undeniable
meaning and impact, the explosion of a nuclear device overcomes challenges of
perception and uncertainty for parties that must monitor a country’s nuclear
progress from a distance.

Many of these arguments hold up to criticism. Although critics argue, for in-
stance, that a state can acquire a nuclear-weapons stockpile, as Israel did, without
ever having tested a weapon, the Israeli case might well be unique. As Jacques
Hymans and Matthew Gratias conclude, testing is virtually inevitable in a nuclear
program: current nuclear aspirants lack the will and capability to duplicate Israel’s
“bomb in the basement” strategy of secretly deploying nuclear weapons without
ever testing them (Hymans and Gratias 2013). Iran, for one, would likely test a de-
vice to ensure it works and to advertise the country’s nuclear prowess for deterrence
benefits. It might do so recognizing that its fragmented government would un-
dercut the broad consensus that makes the strategy work. Critics also maintain that
a state can hide the true purposes of a test by claiming that it had peaceful purposes.
Backing these claims, the global reaction to India’s 1974 peaceful test was notably
tame in comparison to the reaction to India’s 1998 military test.® Assertions that
a nuclear test is peaceful are likely to remain unpersuasive, however, when made
by countries like Iran that have invested heavily in delivery systems and heretofore
denied seeking nuclear weapons. Critics maintain, moreover, that a state can move
rapidly from a successful test to weapons that might then be hidden or used. Again,
the strategy might produce little net gain. After any such test, a country might con-
front considerable developmental challenges—in a lengthy process of trial and
error—before acquiring a deliverable weapon.
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The most compelling retort to the testing standard is that aspirants could gain
an edge by acquiring and hiding large amounts of enriched material before a test
explosion. Iran could position itself, then, to build a multiple-warhead nuclear
arsenal—following the North Korean model—Dby hiding, shielding, and dispersing
its enriched material and bomb-making and delivery capabilities from any military
retaliation that a nuclear test would invite. Indeed, Iran could conceivably stockpile
uranium, construct numerous less-efficient nuclear devices, and test one to ensure
it works. Having dispersed its nuclear materials or devices and acquired a weapons
reserve to guard against retaliation, it could proceed then to develop more-efficient
warheads. Iran could benefit after a bomb test, from the large array of targets an
attacker would have to hit in a preventative strike to set back the country’s nuclear
weapons program—as compared to the smaller number of perhaps more vulner-
able targets (plutonium-based reactors, uranium enrichment facilities, and so forth)
that could have been hit in the earlier enrichment phase. For that matter, Iran might
benefit from a post-test, global hesitancy to attack Iran given residual uncertainty
about the actual extent of its nuclear program, its vulnerability to attack, and the
strategic implications of targeting nuclear weapons.’

Given these limitations, some critics have explicitly and implicitly proposed
an alternative threshold: the possession of a significant quantity of fissile material.
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, in a 2012 United Nations General
Assembly speech, set the red line for Iran at the accumulation of medium-enriched
uranium sufficient for one bomb. With a significant quantity of material, presum-
ably most of the hard work has been done; by comparison, the transition from a
significant material quantity to nuclear-weapons status is relatively short, unprob-
lematic, and unobtrusive. The fissile material can be hidden somewhere, for as long
as necessary, until it becomes part of a deliverable weapon. Still, critics rightfully
ask whether a significant quantity of material is the real issue. After all, some non-
nuclear-weapons states possess sizable material stockpiles or could acquire them
quickly with the necessary infrastructure in place. Although global attention has fo-
cused, for example, on Iranian stocks of 20-percent enriched uranium that could,
with further enrichment, supply material for a bomb, enlarging these stocks is no
more a proliferation threat than is expanding centrifuge capacity for producing low-
enriched uranium. The latter could eventually fuel a large nuclear arsenal.'

With the risks and limits of the more technical standards, hawkish critics of US
policy haveinsisted that countrieslike Iran cross the critical line early through actions
that impugn their stated peaceful intent, such as reneging on NPT obligations."
When North Korea withdrew from the NPT in 2003 and Iran suspended its ob-
servance of the Additional Protocols (though not legally bound by them) in 2006,
the international community was thereby placed on notice that these countries had
“bad intent” and would pursue their nuclear options. These critics are inclined,
then, to set lines somewhere before the hardening, dispersal, or development of a
suspect nuclear program renders it impervious to destruction.
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This approach to line drawing fueled the very public US-Israel dispute over the
wisdom of attacking Iran—sooner rather than later—to destroy its nuclear infra-
structure. Israel set red lines for using force earlier than is warranted from the US
perspective. The divergent reasoning of the United States and Israel reflected their
relative exposure to an Iranian bomb and the greater vulnerability of the Iranian
nuclear infrastructure to a US attack as compared to an Israeli one.'” Israel’s red
lines would keep the Iranian program ostensibly within reach of Israel’s destructive
capabilities, as Israel lacks the logistical and deep-penetration capacities of the US
Air Force—for example, refueling and bunker-busting abilities. Israel’s fear, shared
by US policy hawks, has been that Iran is playing for time—to take the Iranian pro-
gram beyond some point of no return—by making false promises and feigning com-
promise. Although, under Israeli and domestic pressure, the Obama administration
responded by pledging that the United States would not tolerate a nuclear Iran, the
administration left itself some wiggle room, and Israel ultimately chose to placate its
more powerful ally."* The latter conceded—Dby default—that an attack on Iran would
occur on the US timetable, as dictated by US capabilities and threat assumptions.

Setting the red line around the limits of preventative-strike capability assumes,
however, that outside parties can judge the location and vulnerability of key sites
when nuclear-weapons programs are hidden from scrutiny. These programs in-
volve activities that “take place in secret on computers, in small shops and labs,
and in bunkers and underground, and they may not be revealed until long after
the program has been terminated.”'* It could also push these parties to act despite
being highly uncertain about the suspect country’s intent given the ambiguity of
available information. In the Iranian case, the evidence was sufficient to convince
the US intelligence community, as evinced in its 2007 national intelligence es-
timate, that Iran ceased work in 2003 on its nuclear-weapons program. Indeed,
Iran had subsequently allowed the international monitoring of its uranium enrich-
ment facilities and kept enriched uranium amounts below a threshold—even be-
fore it agreed to extend the limits and increase transparency in late 2013 under
an interim agreement. But observers also had grounds for more dire conclusions.
Iran only admitted to constructing enrichment facilities at Natanz and Qom after
these sites became known, continued to expand its uranium-enrichment beyond
the country’s energy needs, and maintained an active program to develop ICBMs
(Kroenig 2014).'

Danger exists in over-reading the signals in noncooperation (Jervis 1976,
1982/83). Moving against non-cooperating states has a significant downside if
requiring that the United States and its allies shun rule violators when engaging
them instead could reveal options, generate useful information, and overcome
misunderstandings.' The chances for compromise are hurt when parties view
outcomes in zero-sum terms, lock into their positions, and fail to see the conflict
from an alternative perspective.'” A lack of informational access can cause outsiders
to exaggerate a threat. That was certainly the case with the now infamous October
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2002 national intelligence estimate, “Iraq’s Continuing Programs for Weapons of
Mass Destruction.”'® Used to justify the 2003 war in Iraq, the report expressed
the general view within the US intelligence community that Iraq had substantial
holdings of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and was reconstituting its nu-
clear program." Bush administration officials, who ardently believed that Iraq had
WMD, reinforced this view. Accordingly, they trumpeted impugning evidence,
readily accepted the intelligence agencies’ judgments, and implicitly established a
standard of proof that inhibited professionals from challenging the administration’s
conclusions (Rovner 2011: 137-184; Pillar 2014). Post-mortem assessments es-
tablished, however, that US intelligence was a captive of the belief that Iraq had not
destroyed its illicit weaponry and production capabilities.”

Given differing and ambiguous threshold positions, and the limitations of all
of them, whether (not just under what conditions) the United States might strike
Iran remains an open question. The Obama administration’s stated red line—not
allowing Iran to acquire a “nuclear weapon—Ileft doubt about exactly when the
United States might act militarily to disrupt a suspected nuclear-weapons pro-
gram.”! The administration certainly had good reasons to avoid specificity. Risks
exist to the line drawer when much remains unknown about the target’s intentions
and capabilities and the full effects of acting on a threat. The equivocations of the
administration in setting a clear red line for the Iranian nuclear program were thus
an understandable response to the difficult challenges of deterring and compel-
ling adversaries in international politics. But they also stemmed from its struggles
to respond to a difficult question: “What kind of Iranian nuclear program could
the administration accept, and under what conditions?”** The answer rested on
assumptions about Iranian intent.

Certainly, relative capabilities inform the red-line debate. While proponents of a
precipitous US military strike against Iran’s nuclear assets accentuated the dangers
of delaying an attack, opponents emphasized the confounding implications of
an attack and the incompleteness of the military solution.”® After an attack, Iran
might have an even greater incentive, and public backing, to reconstitute its pro-
gram (an attack will set back a program, not end it), seek a nuclear weapon, engage
in terrorism, and act aggressively to undermine the attacking countries’ regional
positions. For that matter, Iran would have even less incentive, after an attack, to
open the country to inspections, which would, from its perspective, assist the future
targeting of Iran’s nuclear and military infrastructure. But capability considerations
are only part of threat assessment, and not typically the biggest part given the range
over which presumed intentions can vary.

Thus, the essential disagreement among policymakers, and states, was not over the
disutility of force or the precise criteria for determining nuclear-threshold status—
however critical these criteria might appear. More important to policymakers were
the nature and urgency of the threat—whether, how, when, and against whom a
country might use a nuclear weapon. For them, the underlying issue was whether
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decisive preventative action was required, and sooner rather than later. The specifics
of progress fueled debate but remained at most a secondary concern.

Policymakers who doubted that nuclear weapons serve Iran’s strategic ambitions
(except under dire circumstances, such as deterring an attack) preferred vague,
faint, or distant lines based on a belief that Iran has little reason to pursue nuclear
weapons. They argued accordingly that Iran had expanded and maintained its re-
gional influence effectively through nonnuclear means, including its support for
Hezbollah and other regional militant groups, and had shown little desire for a di-
rect military confrontation with Israel, the region’s only nuclear power. They argued
also that the principal threat to Iran’s leadership is internal, not external. Thus, in
opting to acquire a bomb, Iran’s leaders would have to accept continuing sanctions
that could weaken the leadership’s grip on power. Furthermore, Iran would have to
pay a prohibitive price should it target or threaten its powerful adversaries with nu-
clear weapons. The United States and Israel were unlikely to back down and would
certainly retaliate—perhaps with annihilative force—if attacked.

Policymakers who argued that nuclear weapons serve Iran’s objectives instead
preferred proximate red lines, though these policymakers disagreed implicitly
over exact line placement. Pushing the line back, perhaps far back, were those who
believed that nuclear weapons serve more traditional purposes—that is, that nu-
clear weapons would allow Iran to acquire status by joining the exclusive global
club of nuclear-armed countries and to deflect major security threats that include
Western-imposed regime change. Moving the line forward, perhaps considerably
so, were those who maintained that a nuclear Iran would use its weapon(s) to harm
the country’s adversaries (regardless of the retaliatory consequences) or, at least, to
coerce other states and pursue regional aggression with impunity. Unsurprisingly,
Israel showed zero tolerance for any nuclear program in a hostile Middle East
country, as demonstrated by its precipitous attacks on Iraq’s Osirak reactor in 1981
and Syria’s al-Kibar nuclear facility in 2007 and its hardline position toward the
Iranian program. Hard to ignore, from Israel’s perspective, was that Iran’s leaders
had called repeatedly for Israel’s destruction and that Iran had strongly supported
militants in Lebanon and Gaza and a Syrian regime that had targeted Israel directly.

The point is that important indicators of nuclear progress fuel debate but do not
determine the essential positions of policy advocates. Why else has Iran attracted
global attention when Japan and South Korea have more developed nuclear
infrastructures and, by various metrics, present the greater proliferation threat? For
that matter, why were India and Pakistan, despite their alleged nuclear aspirations,
allowed to stand outside the proliferation regime, and why, after the Indian nu-
clear test, did the George W. Bush administration sign a civil-nuclear agreement
with India? The answers, obviously, are that the United States and its allies con-
sider motives when determining which countries deserve exceptional scrutiny and
the timing and form of any retaliatory measures. The metrics,** in shifting attention
from critical assumptions about these motives, can well serve as a distraction.
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Giving Green Lights to Nuclear Activities

The Cold War ended, but its pattern of reasoning remains. Then as now,
policymakers defended their agreements by arguing that they have everything to do
with restrictions and verification and nothing to do with trust. But they have every-
thing to do with trust when understood to mean that another, from a reading of its
intent, will not act as it is capable (Hoffman 2006). Even those who believed that
the agreement controversy was an unnecessary distraction—that deterrence would
ultimately stop a nuclear-armed Iran from achieving aggressive goals—trusted that
Iran will not willingly accept the costs of aggression.

Of course, intentions provide a deficient basis for national-security policymaking.
Intentions are opaque and variable, as many realists are quick to note. Realists are
wrong, however, when they insist that the viable alternative to considering intentions
is to ignore them and to rely, instead, on the worst-case assumption that others act
as they are capable. Agreement is impossible under these conditions—for no agree-
ment is ironclad or exempt from interpretation. The critical issue is whether laxities
or safeguards matter given a party’s incentives to exploit or adhere to the terms of
the agreement.

The basic differences in perspectives and interests proved challenging to over-
come. In the ensuing months, old issues resurfaced, and new issues emerged. Each
side accused the other of backtracking, and deadlines for an agreement came and
went. In July 2015, after a week of dashed hopes that a deal was “imminent,” the
negotiators delivered a detailed agreement that largely built on the April frame-
work.”® Among the provisions affecting Iran, the agreement

1. retained the framework’s limit on centrifuge numbers over a ten-year pe-
riod (now, with a staggered [eight-and-a-half- to fifteen-year] schedule for
introducing advanced centrifuges at Natanz, the only permissible enrichment
site for the fifteen-year period);

2. limited low-enriched uranium stocks to 300 kilograms, severely curtailed plu-
tonium generation, and prohibited plutonium reprocessing capacities for the
same fifteen-year period;

3. permitted inspectors access to all suspect sites, with a dispute-arbitration pro-
cess under the effective control of a Western voting majority;

4. delayed the loosening of sanctions until Iran’s initial compliance was con-
firmed by the IAEA; and

S. outlined a process permitting sanctions to “snap back” into place with evi-
dence or suspicions of Iran’s noncompliance.

In return, Iran could challenge inspections of suspect sites and delay access for a
matter of weeks; would receive an estimated $100 billion in frozen oil-sale assets;
and would have all nuclear-related, multilateral sanctions on the country lifted
(likely within a matter of months), along with the embargo on conventional arms
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within five years and restrictions on Iranian missile-technology acquisition within
eight years.

In critical respects, the agreement drew from the advice of nuclear experts who
argued that various restrictions could work in tandem to foreclose Iranian options.*
The negotiators thereby sought the monitoring of Iran’s full fuel cycle—mining,
uranium conversion, and centrifuge production, operation, and storage—to boost
the probability of detecting illicit Iranian activities. Their goal was to lengthen the
time required for Iran to accumulate the materials to construct a nuclear weapon.
Thus, the PS + 1 crafted the JCPOA framework and the July 2015 agreement that
followed to give countries a full-year’s warning before Iran could obtain a nuclear
weapon. Presumably, a year gave the PS + 1 time to bring Iran into compliance
with the agreement through assorted threats and sanctions or to disable or destroy
its nuclear infrastructure by force, should Iran race for a bomb. Secretary of State
John Kerry testified before the US Senate that increasing US warning time by six to
twelve months was “significantly more” than the current window.”” Whether Kerry
was right or wrong obviously depends on whether these controls gave the United
States and its allies additional warning time; breakout time is only “a useful proxy
for the obstacles a deal might create for an Iranian sprint to the bomb” (Robb and
Wald 2014: 30). But it also depended on whether any additional time improved the
US position significantly to counter Iranian transgressions. Accordingly, answers to
two basic questions informed all readings of the agreement.

First, would Iran simply wait out the agreement, expecting that it could acquire
a nuclear arsenal in short order once the agreement has expired? A reasoned re-
sponse required that analysts assess both Iran’s current and future commitment to
obtaining a nuclear weapon; and, given an affirmative commitment, Iran’s willing-
ness to postpone acquisition to some point in the future. In making the required
judgments, analysts had to consider Iran’s openness to the beliefs of hard-liners
versus reformers, domestic and strategic conditions that press for and against ac-
quisition in the near and long term, willingness to concede the country’s nuclear
ambitions to obtain resources to pursue other military or subversive political goals,
and acceptance of the risks of conducting research and constructing facilities in
secret. Definitive judgments in these regards were elusive, of course, which left
policymakers and skilled analysts alike to rely on rather general assumptions about
Iran’s objectives.

Proponents of the agreement maintained, then, that a fifteen-year sunset pro-
vision provides considerable room for Western cooperation with Iran to grow and
that the risks to Iran from endangering the agreement override any temptation to
cheat. In this view, Iran had made the costly commitment of conceding the country’s
nuclear prerogatives by agreeing to very stringent terms that would essentially cut
off all pathways to a bomb for a full decade and a half. During that period, Iran
might reform under pressure from a growing middle class (strengthened by eco-
nomic growth), acquire good cooperative habits, and receive ever-greater economic
and political incentives, through ongoing relationships, to build bridges to the West.
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In turn, the agreement’s critics feared that Iran made short-term concessions
to realize the country’s long-term goal of acquiring a nuclear weapon. That is,
Iran might prepare, through ongoing research, development, and accumulation of
wealth, to rush for a bomb as the agreement expires. After fifteen years, Iran would
be freer to increase and expand its nuclear enrichment capabilities without restric-
tion. Under the deal, Iran’s program “will be treated in the same manner as that of
any other non-nuclear-weapon state party to the NPT,” as stated in the Agreement’s
Preamble and General Provisions. Critics asked why a stronger Iran (now, a “nuclear
threshold state”) would presumably be a more compliant Iran.

Second, would Iran violate the terms of the deal? In other words, would Iran incur
the costs of a breakout from the agreement with a transparent push for a bomb, or
seek, alternatively, to minimize the risk of premature exposure by conducting nec-
essary research, developing relevant technologies, and enriching uranium in secret
facilities? A reasoned response required analysts to judge Iran’s risk propensities
under the agreement, again by considering Iran’s goals.

Proponents concluded, accordingly, that Iran is unlikely to test the will of
Western countries by engaging in prohibited nuclear activities when the chances of
detection are high. Iran carries the burden of providing access and information to
allay Western suspicions, and any one party to the agreement can take its concerns
to the UN Security Council where a consensus is required to block the automatic
re-imposition of sanctions within a matter of weeks. Knowledgeable proponents
argued further that the possession of a significant quantity of fissile material is but a
single step toward a survivable nuclear arsenal. Thus, by violating the nuclear deal,
Iran invites potentially high political and economic costs without compensatory
gains in security. Proponents maintained, then, that a cautious Iran would concede
its nuclear prerogatives to come out from under the threat of sanctions or military
attack.

In contrast, US policy hawks opposed any agreement that provided less-than-
complete transparency and allowed Iran latitude to pursue its nuclear ambitions. If
Iran’s technological knowledge and capabilities could improve over time, increasing
vigilance was also necessary, backed by a credible threat to impose costs on Iran for
any lack of transparency. Critics worried, in fact, that Iran would repeatedly block
inspections by insisting that “credible evidence” of violations is lacking, or they
might delay access to suspect sites for a number of weeks (in the name of “man-
aged access”) to hide incriminating evidence.?® Through obstruction and deceit,
Iran might position itself to pursue a bomb before the agreement had expired. The
opportunity to do so actually increased at the mid- to far end of the agreement’s life
span, as the time that Iran needs to acquire the nuclear material to build a bomb
reduces under the terms of the deal.

Iran might bet, then, that it could eventually violate the agreement without cost
due to favorable political conditions. Critics worried also, then, that foreign leaders
would remember the arduous negotiations that led to the July 2015 agreement and
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seek not to reopen old debates, fearing that Iran would renounce all constraints on
its nuclear program (the nuclear “snapback” option). Experts would disagree over
whether the incriminating evidence is convincing, Iran’s actions reflect “legiti-
mate” alternative interpretations of the agreement, or the potential developments
bring Iran meaningfully closer to a bomb (Hymans 2013). Military and intelli-
gence officials would maintain that a US attack on the Iranian nuclear infrastruc-
ture can only damage known facilities and set back—not stop—an Iranian nuclear
program. US allies might argue that a significant quantity of nuclear material is dif-
ferent from a weapon in hand. Regional experts might urge caution, warning that
attacking Iranian facilities would provoke a regional (maybe global) conflict and
would weaken the position of Iranian moderates who could impede Iran’s march
toward a bomb. Finally, commentators throughout the world could insist that coun-
tries that acquire nuclear weapons can still be deterred and have strong reasons to
act responsibly.

Iran could benefit further if it had planned a breakout from an agreement to
catch foreign opponents flatfooted, that is, when sanctions have ended, the counter-
proliferation coalition has splintered or eroded, and the military option has lost vi-
ability with the hiding, hardening, or dispersion of Iranian nuclear assets. The risks
to Iran at that point are potentially small. Iran might sprint toward the finish line,
expecting countries to accept one more nuclear-armed state, as they had a nuclear-
armed North Korea. In time, the United States and its allies might well accommo-
date the “new reality” rather than sacrifice trade and investment opportunities or
accept the risks of forcefully resolving the dispute. Iran had reason to expect a favor-
able resolution. By pursuing a one-year window to respond to Iran’s violations, the
United States implicitly conveyed its own uncertainty about its willingness to act
and ability to build a supportive international coalition. After all, the United States
does not require a full year to pre-position US forces in the region to attack known
Iranian nuclear facilities and requires considerably more time for new sanctions
to work.

Supporters of the July 2015 agreement insisted, however, that intentions are be-
side the point. They were arguably correct if any agreement with Iran is the best that
the PS + 1 could achieve under the circumstances and better for the PS + 1 than
no agreement. Therefore, they maintained that, with an agreement, controls and
checks on the Iranian nuclear program will increase. Indeed, the US capability to
damage the Iranian nuclear infrastructure will only improve under the agreement
with the information that is obtained from monitoring critical sites, the reduced
size of the Iranian program, and the program’s concentration in a smaller number of
facilities.”” They further maintained that, without an agreement, the sanctioning re-
gime will fracture, the transparency of the Iranian nuclear program will dramatically
decline, and the military option would remain as the sole—bad—alternative. These
very conditions, according to President Obama, left the US Congress with no viable
reasons to oppose the agreement.
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Supporters and opponents undoubtedly said what they must to sell or to kill a
deal. One prominent opponent, former ambassador Eric Edelman, noted accurately
that the Obama administration once deflected criticism with the mantra, “a bad
deal was worse than no deal,” yet defended the final agreement by suggesting that
“this deal, whatever its flaws, is better than no deal and the only alternative is war.”*
Others argued that, should Iran violate the deal, UN sanctions will fully snap back
into place, while insisting nonetheless that states will ignore these same sanctions
should the United States reject the agreement.>' In turn, critics, who once insisted
that “sanctions would not work,” now championed the retention of sanctions to get
a “better deal” They also challenged the agreement by implying that the alternative
was a better deal, not—perhaps—no deal, which could leave the world without a
window on the Iranian program or control over its direction.

Salesmanship aside, even reasoned judgments about whether the agreement is
the “best that we can do” derive in no small part from assessments of Iranian intent.
For a reasoned judgment, supporters had to consider what Iran will ultimately con-
cede to get a deal, whether Iran will abide by the terms of the agreement or violate
it brazenly or artfully to thwart the re-imposition of sanctions or a preventative mil-
itary strike, how Iran will respond to the renunciation of the agreement or a mili-
tary strike, and whether Iran will build the infrastructure to rush for a bomb from a
stronger strategic position at the far end of the agreement. In fact, US policymakers
had grounds to reject the JCPOA if concluding that Iran will effectively violate the
deal at some moment of strategic advantage and that the agreement could breed
complacency, an overriding commitment to making the deal “work,” or a desire to
avoid confrontation at all costs by those who are charged with holding Iran account-
able. To avoid that trap, the United States could renounce the agreement, press for
further concessions, exert economic pressure on Iran, and try—through various
means—to impede its nuclear progress. Should the United States stand alone, its
disruptive influence and potential might give US allies and the business community
pause in their dealings with Iran and provide Iran reason to placate the foreign op-
position by holding, at some level, to the terms of the agreement.

The implications of these various arguments are simple—and perhaps discon-
certing. Like it or not, the agreement came with risk, and the risk grew or receded
with assumptions about Iranian goals. Obviously, stringent constraints on Iranian
nuclear prerogatives were preferable to lax constraints. Tighter constraints could
only increase the risks to Iran should it try to violate the terms of the agreement.
But support for a nuclear deal within US policy circles was far more sensitive to
assumptions about the intentions of Iran than to its opportunities to reap gains,
illicit or otherwise, from the agreement. Assumptions about these goals, as shaped
and charged for political effect, will determine whether an agreement’s presumed
benefits are worth the costs.

Critics certainly tried to scuttle the agreement by focusing on its laxities. They
suggested, for example, that Iran will exploit any openings to its advantage, that these
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openings constitute prima facie evidence of Iran’s bad faith in the negotiations, and
that Iran’s prior compliance with agreements surely indicates that negotiations work
to Iran’s favor. Focused thusly, critics made two incompatible assumptions about
Iranian objectives. When challenging the agreement’s safeguards, critics assumed
that Iran will pursue nuclear weapons with urgency; it will secretly or blatantly cheat
on the agreement because these weapons serve the country’s coercive or destruc-
tive goals. Conversely, when excoriating the agreement’s effective expiration date,
critics suggested that Iran will postpone nuclear-weapon acquisition to some point
in the future. By then, the sanctions regime will have eroded, Iran’s economy will
have improved, Iran’s nuclear infrastructure will have matured (as it introduces new
centrifuge models and reaps benefits from permissible research and development),
and the onerous constraints of the agreement will have loosened. Taken together,
these assumptions present a logical conundrum.*? An Iran that is plotting to acquire
nuclear weapons in secret will act with haste and take high risks and presumably
seek one or more nuclear weapons for their inherent game-changing potential. An
Iran that is plotting a long-term nuclear challenge to Western interests is presumably
postponing—maybe, compromising—its nuclear aspirations in deference to cost.
At the very least, such an Iran seems unlikely to exploit all potential avenues to ac-
quire a bomb, let alone use it to harm the United States, Israel, or any other country
simply because it can. Rather than refining their positions, however, critics resorted
to grand assumptions. For instance, an open letter to Congress from two hundred
retired US general and admirals recounts the litany of short- and long-term failures
of the nuclear deal and concludes, with insufficient support, that the “agreement
will enable Iran to become far more dangerous, render the Mideast still more un-
stable and introduce new threats to American interests as well as our allies.”**

In making their case, supporters of the agreement constructed a wobbly edi-
fice of their own. In emphasizing the challenges confronting Iran should it secretly
pursue a bomb, they focused on near-term treaty safeguards that permit a one-year
warning period. Supporters thereby answered critics who argued that Iran will re-
lentlessly pursue its nuclear objectives through all available means. They did so,
however, only by de-emphasizing long-term risk. Supporters noted correctly that
some safeguards will continue for two decades and beyond and that Iran committed
to additional long-term monitoring of its nuclear program by agreeing to seek rati-
fication of the NPT Additional Protocol under the agreement (see, e.g., Davenport
2015). Still, negotiators would most definitely have rejected these more limited
long-term restrictions had they been proposed as sole, near-term constraints on the
Iranian program. What will have changed during the duration of the agreement to
justify relaxing the restrictions? If the unprecedented short-term constraints are re-
quired because Iran might accept great risks and costs to acquire a bomb, does not
that preclude weakening these constraints at the far end of the agreement?

Supporters offered answers that begged for further development. Some
advocates inside and outside of the Obama administration pinned their hopes for
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the coming years on Iran’s willingness to reform and opt for cooperation with the
West.>* One nuclear-proliferation expert concluded, for example, that “the JCPOA
provides a solid formula for blocking Iran’s ability to build nuclear weapons for at
least 15 years, and the time necessary to pursue and implement complementary
initiatives to head off the possibility that Iran will try to pursue an expansion of its
nuclear program over the long-term.”** But why should Iran’s leaders moderate their
goals as they become increasingly realizable? If they “have been on a superhighway,
for the last 10 years, to create a nuclear weapon or a nuclear weapons program, with
no speed limit,” as former Secretary of State Colin Powell put it in praising the “re-
markable” short-term restrictions of the agreement, why would they not just hit the
gas when these restrictions are lifting?*

Elsewise, supporters focused on the safeguards entirely in suggesting that
Iran’s goals are irrelevant. Indeed, three dozen former admirals and generals, who
supported the Iran deal, signed an open letter to Congress that highlighted the deal’s
ability to block “the potential pathways to a nuclear bomb” and strictures for “intru-
sive verification” yet simply rejected insinuations, also without sufficient backing,
that the agreement was “based on trust.*” As a result, supporters downplayed two
plausible scenarios. Iran might seek to weaken US resolve and capability to con-
front Iranian transgressions, at home in its nuclear program and abroad by playing
to widespread desires to preserve the nuclear arrangement; or, instead, Iran might
simply wait out the agreement and push for a bomb once the deal has expired.

Thus, opponents and supporters heatedly dueled over laxities and safeguards in
the agreement. Despite the tenor and substance of the debate, both sides relied on
their unexamined assumptions about what Iran is likely to do in the near and long-
term future.

Postscript: Leaving the Agreement

As we see, red lines can acquire formal status in agreements that also explicitly
green-light some nuclear activities. Yet the red lines, no less than the green lights,
will remain controversial: Whether they are duly restrictive or overly permissive
depends on assumptions about a potential proliferator’s intent.

The Trump administration’s rejection of the Iran agreement was thus perhaps
preordained. In April 2018, Donald Trump fulfilled a campaign promise by walking
away from what he deemed “a horrible one-sided deal that should never, ever
have been made*® The administration reimposed sanctions on Iran’s economy—
which had been lifted under the agreement—while adding 1,500 new ones. Its
justifications were as follows.

First, the administration accused Iran of numerous violations. Most notably,
these included impairing IAEA access to nuclear facilities and exceeding limits
on centrifuge numbers and heavy water stocks. For the agreement’s defenders,
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however, the alleged violations were but technical, materially insignificant, or reme-
dial infractions—if infractions at all, given valid interpretations of provisions.* In
their view, controversies concerning a party’s adherence to an agreement inevitably
arise inimplementation. The JCPOA (much like strategic nuclear arms agreements)
include negotiating structures to address these kinds of issues.

Second, the administration insisted that Iran’s past behavior showed that Iran
could not be trusted. The administration jumped on the incriminating evidence
when, in 2018, Israel released a treasure trove of Iranian documents that disclosed
Iran’s past nuclear-weapons activities. Although US intelligence had concluded (in
2007) that Iran had ended its nuclear-weapons program in 2003, the program was
more advanced than previously credited and continued beyond that year (Albright
et al. 2018). The agreement’s proponents could argue, however, that the evidence
still did not reveal how long the program continued—and thus whether Iran’s on-
going activities violated the terms of the JCPOA.

Third, the administration pointed to the years down the road when (given
“sunset clauses”) some constraints on the Iranian program would expire. Then,
in Trump’s words, the United States and its allies could not stop Iran “under the
decaying and rotten structure of the current agreement.” Still, the agreement’s
defenders noted correctly that, in those outlying years, Iran was not “free” to pursue
its nuclear options. Under the JCPOA, Iran explicitly committed not to build nu-
clear weapons; and, as an NPT signatory, Iran accepted restrictions on its nuclear
program. Thus, the international community could hold Iran accountable should it
move to acquire nuclear weapons. Regardless, they asked, what constraints would
impair Iran in the absence of an agreement? Iran provided an answer. By 2021, with
the US exodus from the JCPOA, Iran was enriching uranium at 60 percent enrich-
ment and employing advanced centrifuges at the Fordow facility, among other
breaches of the agreement.

Fourth, the administration charged that Iran had continued its ballistic missile
programs in violation of UN Security Council resolutions, and that the agreement,
itself, failed to impose restrictions on Iran’s capability to develop missile-delivery
capabilities. Likewise, it charged that the agreement failed to constrain Iran’s mili-
tary and subversive activities throughout the Middle East, which the United States
deemed hostile to its interests. Although these deficiencies arguably spoke to a need
for a broader agreement, the administration most certainly knew that such an agree-
ment was “unlikely” with the existing Iranian regime. Even so, the administration
was asking for broad restrictions which Cold War—era administrations rejected in
strategic arms control negotiations. These administrations sought, instead, to con-
strain the strategic-nuclear competition, not to end strategic competition with Russia
nor even to curtail the deployment of non-strategic nuclear weapons.

Notwithstanding its public posturing, the administration did not actually seek
a better agreement. Instead, it sought to disrupt Iran’s struggling economy, through
the reimposition of sanctions, hoping to spur a change in regime.* Although the
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administration focused its ire on the JCPOA’s supposedly lax constraints, and their
violation nonetheless by Iran, its evidence was neither clear-cut nor convincing. It
suggested, then, that Iran’s intentions, not the agreement’s restrictions, were in fact
the issue. Put simply, the administration assumed that Iran sought the agreement to
cloak the country’s rush for the bomb, from a more advantageous economic, polit-
ical, and technological position, at some point in the future. Thus, the evidence—
its selection and interpretation—could only validate the administration’s prior
assumptions, not change them.

Conclusions

Nuclear-proliferation experts recognize that restrictions can work in tandem to
foreclose the options of potential proliferators, even those that remain determined
to maintain a nuclear infrastructure. The solution resides in a diverse range of meas-
ures that include limiting uranium stocks and imports of critical technologies;
restricting the numbers, sophistication, and configurations of centrifuges and the
production and reprocessing of plutonium; continuous monitoring of known nu-
clear facilities and intrusive inspections of suspect sites; and exchanging relevant
information among national intelligence agencies and IAEA inspectors.

For their part, arms-control experts recognize, importantly, that a verification
system can work despite its imperfections. Negotiators need not close every loop-
hole nor strive for a fully verifiable agreement. Even a small probability of detec-
tion is adequate for enforcing an agreement if the monitored party is risk-averse or
highly values the benefits of the agreement. Thus, monitoring a portion of the fuel
cycle well, or multiple portions less well, can strengthen an agreement by increasing
the chances of detecting a violation. The odds of detecting noncompliance only im-
prove when interdependencies exist between a permissible and an illicit program
that could expose irregularities or diversions of labor, material, and supplies or
when any discovered violation can trigger more rigorous or exhaustive inspections
or impugn the monitored party’s adherence to jeopardize the agreement.

Although the JCPOA broke new ground in its exhaustive restrictions, assessments
of the negotiating progress nonetheless reflected implicit readings of Iran’s current
and potential goals. Whether the agreement’s terms were seen as duly restrictive or
overly permissive depended on presumed assumptions about Iran’s intentions that
remained largely buried in the debate. Policy hawks could push, then, for the most
severe restrictions on the Iranian program with little regard for ostensible US nu-
clear advantages. In other words, they paid little heed to the inconsistency between
their own: (a) fears that Iran might capitalize on the agreement’s laxities to acquire
but a small nuclear arsenal and (b) beliefs that a quantitatively and qualitatively su-
perior US nuclear force conferred practical political and military advantages. The
deficiencies in such thinking deserve recognition in the final set of perils and pitfalls.
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8.1: Given a capability focus, US national-security policy debates center inordinately
on what adversaries could do rather than what they would do.

8.2: Despite the attention that strategists devote to nuclear superiority, US nuclear
advantages might little affect how US policymakers identify and address perceived
threats.

Indeed, US nuclear superiority had no apparent influence on Iran’s willingness to
bargain or on the terms of the deal that Iran ultimately accepted. If anything, Iran’s
desire to free the country from the oppressive effects of even some of the Western-
imposed economic sanctions explain Iran’s past willingness to deal and current
hints of a willingness to return to serious negotiations (under still-unspecified
conditions). Of course, Iran’s decision to forgo a bomb could reflect the positive
effects of nuclear deterrence: the recognition by Iran that it was ill prepared to com-
pete in a nuclear arms race. Yet, if that were Iran’s logic, Israel—a nuclear superior to
Iran—was also well positioned for that (deterrence) purpose. That is, we could not
attribute Iran’s choice of strategy to US nuclear superiority.

8.3: Despite the attention that strategists devote to nuclear superiority, US nuclear
advantages might little affect the decisions of non-nuclear armed adversaries to
conflict or cooperate with the United States.



The Case for Nuclear Superiority

Assessing What We Know (and Do Not Know) about
Nuclear Deterrence

The Cold War stands as a golden age for thinking about nuclear deterrence and
nuclear-war strategies. Academics and policy analysts cite deterrence theory, then,
as a rare success story of bridge building between the academic and policy worlds.
The arcane debate between hawks, doves, and those who sought some middle
ground preoccupied the policy community and dominated academic studies of in-
ternational politics. Scholars mastered the technological complexities of weapons
development, deployment, targeting, and performance and moved freely into think
tanks and government positions to help devise and sell US nuclear strategies. Yet
the strategies suffered under scrutiny.

The dubious assumptions of the past now undergird claims of US nuclear su-
premacy. We are led to believe that, for the United States atleast, deterrence is secure.
The United States can negate or (at least) significantly limit the disastrous effects of
a nuclear conflict with the right US technologies, in the right numbers, in the right
places. The United States could thereby dissuade an adversary from attacking, and
perhaps even disarm them if they foolishly planned to attack. At worst, the United
States could play off its nuclear strength with coercive tactics that lend credibility to
US threats to employ nuclear force.

With such claims, contemporary strategies echo the logic of their Cold War—era
predecessors. As before, the claims rest on compelling but indeterminate math—
inconclusive ratios or differences of advantage—and ungrounded assumptions
about the relative willingness of the combatants to absorb cost. No less problemat-
ically, they exaggerate US control over nuclear-crisis outcomes by downplaying the
confounding influence of political, social, psychological, and organizational forces
on all parties to the conflict.

The False Promise of Superiority. James H. Lebovic, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2023.
DOI: 10.1093/050/9780197680865.003.0009



The Case for Nuclear Superiority 221

The Flawed Case for US Nuclear Superiority: The

Biases of Strategic Reasoning

Nuclear capabilities and compensatory tactics continue to drive our thinking about
deterrence requisites and challenges. US analysts inflate the benefits of seemingly
overwhelming nuclear advantages and, lacking a capability to impose the US will,
the compensatory benefits of coercive tactics.

Table 9.1 underscores these deficiencies by grouping the logical perils and
pitfalls found in the prior chapters. The first set draws from Chapters 2, 3, 7, and 8
in exposing the exaggerated influence, in the Cold War and post-Cold War years,
of capability-centered reasoning. It reduced critical deterrence issues to matters
of weapon options, numbers, types, and locations. The second set of deficiencies
draws exclusively from Chapter 3. It highlights the aversions of nuclear states to
using nuclear force, which limit the coercive influence of nuclear weapons. The third
set of deficiencies draws from Chapters 4 and 6. It references the exaggerated ef-
fectiveness of coercive tactics in Cold War and post—Cold War strategic thinking,
while the fourth set draws, in turn, from the same chapters to underscore the in-
effectiveness and counterproductivity of these very tactics. The final set of perils
and pitfalls draws from Chapters 5 and 7 to recognize the understated challenges of
maintaining control in a crisis.

To be sure, social science provides reasons for crafting theory around nuclear
capabilities and compensatory bargaining tactics. First, we must always “bracket”
some aspects of problems, assuming away their effect, to keep intellectual problems
manageable. Even a talented juggler can only keep a finite number of balls in the
air at one time. Second, understanding progresses through advocacy, not through
equivocation. Other factors can always confound conclusions, but theorists must
nonetheless make their best case—pushing their preferred arguments to their limits.
Third, we advance knowledge by favoring general and parsimonious explanations—
then, for broadly defined phenomena—to achieve the benefits of efficiency. After
all, we could argue that all factors have at least some explanatory impact under some
circumstances. Fourth, we build knowledge through coherent—that is, unambig-
uous and logically consistent—explanations. No theory can, or should, explain all
evidence or incorporate the assumptions and arguments of rival theories. How can
you logically reconcile rational deterrence theory (that allows for “uncertainty”)
with a theory that presumes that existing beliefs color, filter, and thereby override
evidence?

We lose much, however, when we doggedly adhere to explanations to the exclu-
sion of available evidence and explanatory alternatives. Efforts to preserve the in-
tegrity of a theory could reflect a profound bias. Indeed, an “instrumental” bias and
“linear” (as opposed to “dialectical”) thinking (Luttwak 1987) have long colored
US theorizing about nuclear advantages.



Table 9.1 Perils and Pitfalls in Assessing Nuclear Advantages and Coercive Tactics

Overstating the utility of nuclear capability by focusing on:

2.1: The salient capabilities of protagonists at the expense of their less-salient objectives.
2.2: Weapons in numbers, types, and locations to address asymmetries, without regard
for their actual significance or the range of available options.

2.3: Conflict escalation narrowly as a product of weapon attributes, deployment, and
employment.

2.4: Flexibility and matching in force employment to avoid hard questions pertaining to
when, how, and where to use nuclear force.

3.1: Simple math, though insufficient for assessing relative nuclear advantages given
the complexities of determining outcomes, with different force sizes, usages, and
capabilities, over the course of a nuclear conflict.

3.4: Selective history, suggesting that the United States obtained coercive leverage from
nuclear advantages over US nuclear- or non-nuclear-armed adversaries.

7.4: US nuclear advantages, when US officials might give little thought, in a crisis, to
whether and how their nuclear advantages yield a coercive edge.

8.1: What US adversaries could do rather than what they would do.

8.2: US nuclear advantages, which might little affect how US policymakers identify and
address perceived threats.

8.3: US nuclear advantages, which might little affect whether a non-nuclear-armed
adversary conflicts or cooperates with the United States.

Understating the coercive limits of nuclear capability by ignoring or downplaying
(the effects on intentions of ):

3.2: The relative cost acceptance and shared aversions of the conflicting parties.

3.3: The impact of deterrence on ostensibly “superior” parties that do not believe they
can fully disarm their opponent with assuredness.

3.5: The effects of a nuclear nonuse “tradition,” which constrains behavior through fear
of the cascading effects if bucking the tradition.

3.6: The deterrence benefits available to states with relatively small nuclear arsenals,
given even the small chance of landing a warhead on the adversary’s territory.

3.7: The implication that, by settling for “inferiority,” US rivals impugn the practical
impact of nuclear “superiority.”

3.8: The risks of using nuclear weapons against a US ally, which weigh decisively in an
adversary’s cost-benefit analyses.

3.9: The behavior and incentives of “rogue-state” leaders, which suggest they reject the
potentially devastating costs of attacking the United States or its allies with nuclear
weapons.




Table 9.1 Continued

Overstating the utility of coercive tactics by relying on:

4.1: The signaling effectiveness of words or deeds—or one over the other—given the
strengths and deficiencies of both.

4.4: The actual opaqueness of ostensibly ambiguous commitments.

4.5: The value of ambiguous commitments, which might offer a “worst of both worlds”
solution: a commitment that is too soft to impress potential challengers yet sufficiently
strong to pull the defender into action to confront an actual challenge.

6.1: The strong evidence that policymakers seek to show resolve or establish
reputations for acting at the expense of weaker evidence that US adversaries respond, in
international conflicts, to shows of resolve or reputations for acting.

6.2: The reputed effects of a party’s resolve or reputation in crises though the effects are
attributable to the perceived interests and/or capability of the party.

6.3: The reputed effects of a party’s resolve though the effects are attributable to a

leader’s risk acceptance, government preparedness, and public support.

6.8: The utility of faux madness, which might not convince targets to back down and

could provoke them.

Understating the limits of coercive tactics by ignoring or downplaying (the effects
of intentions on):

4.2: The ineflectiveness of a defender’s commitments when:
a) a defender cannot accurately gauge the scope and nature of future challenges.
b) a challenger believes that the operant conditions do not hold.
c) a defender speaks without clarity and precision.
d) a defender’s messages are lost to contradictory signals.
4.3: The counterproductive nature of commitments when:
a) viewed by challengers as provocations.
b) foreclosing acceptable exits.
c) trapping the defender by limiting its future options.
d) implying concessions through exclusion.
e) viewed as a “challenge” or demand by a challenger which “compels” it to act.

4.6: The potential for ambiguous commitments to (a) lead incrementally to firm
commitments that “trap” the committing party or (b) reflect or enable indecisiveness
which weakens commitments (in appearance and execution) when challenged.

(continued)
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6.4: Ineftective signaling when efforts to establish resolve or burnish a reputation invite

the challenges of communicating clear commitments.

6.5: Ineffective signaling, in reputation building, when a target attributes to a disposition
what an actor attributes to the situation, and vice versa.

6.6: Confounding results when the beliefs and expectations of the audience determine
whether reputations form, what reputations form, which party reputations involve, and
how much reputations matter.

6.7: Counterproductive results when behavior meant to communicate resolve or bolster
areputation raises the (short- and long-term) stakes and risks of a conflict.

Understating the challenges to crisis control by ignoring or downplaying:

5.1: The fact or likelihood that policymakers will accept risks and tradeoffs of
precipitous action without duly considering arguments, information, and available
alternatives that weigh toward a cautious response.

5.2: The fact or likelihood that the rules and practices of military organizations will

remain largely unknown to government leaders and confound policy implementation.

5.3: The constraints on the gradual or discriminate employment of nuclear force given
military efforts to maximize force capabilities in conflict.

5.4: The interdependent actions of competing military organizations, which could fuel

escalation toward war, and even an all-out nuclear conflagration.

5.5: A critical trade-off: Constraining the nuclear-launch authority of a US president
compromises the US capability to respond as quickly, and lethally, to a nuclear attack,
but conceding complete launch authority to the president could empower a poor, venal,

or malign decision maker.

5.6: A fading opportunity for control: At some point, maybe early in a nuclear
confrontation, the parties might stop manipulating risk and start preparing for the worst
to hedge against the inherent risks of the confrontation.

7.1: The limits of decisional capability: In a crisis, officials might lack the foresight,

deliberativeness, and control to produce desired effects.

7.2: The limits of foresight: In a crisis, officials might give insufficient thought to
whether, or how, their preference among conventional options might spark a nuclear
conflagration.

7.3: Deference to salient options: In a crisis, officials might defer to conspicuous
(perhaps, prepackaged) options with little insight, or effort to gain insight, into the
adversary’s goals or the conditions that could cause a conflict to spiral beyond control.
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Instrumental Bias

With “instrumental” bias, individuals attend to policy means more than policy
goals or policy consequences; indeed, they think about policy means as if they were
policy objectives. These tendencies are perhaps understandable in thinking about
nuclear conflicts. After all, the goals in such conflicts are elusive. They will depend
on where, and for what, the war is fought, the presumed cost acceptance of both
parties, and assumptions about the likely course and collateral effects of war.

By contrast, nuclear capabilities command attention—and then, for various
reasons. First, military capabilities are tangible. Their physical form makes them
observable. Their quantities and qualities give them salience when states prepare
for war, vie in combat, or flaunt their power with military parades, flyovers, mis-
sile tests, and naval shows of force. Second, military capabilities are measurable.
Analysts can predict changes in capabilities by assessing their growth rate, trajec-
tory, or likely value based on changes in other critical variables. Third, military
capabilities are relatively stable. They typically do not change rapidly, tied as they
are to a country’s economic scale and resources, technological prowess, and pop-
ulation base. Fourth, military capabilities are manipulatable. States can increase
their capabilities to counter the capabilities of other states. Conversely, they can
decrease their capabilities, signaling peaceful intent, to defuse conflicts and re-
duce ambient levels of threat. Finally, military capabilities are transparent. Realists
argue, for instance, that states must defend against the capabilities of other states,
not their intentions, because intentions are opaque and subject to change (see
Waltz 1979).

Yet a focus on military capability can bias the assessment of policy problems
when analysts read more into that capability than is warranted. That effect is ap-
parent when analysts conflate intentions with capability and assume that the ad-
versary will act as it is capable. Thinking that the adversary will do what it can do
has stoked fears of the consequences should certain states acquire a single nuclear
weapon. Conversely, the same mode of thinking instills an excessive faith that US
nuclear capabilities can overcome basic deterrence challenges. Efforts to impose
solutions through force, or to coerce through some bold use of tactics, might not
work, and could prove counterproductive.

The strength of means-centered bias is apparent in its pervasiveness.
Organizations routinely pursue surrogate goals—crafted to reflect organizational
means—without due concern for broader purposes (March and Simon 1993).
Wartime officials thereby read success into deceptive military indicators such as the
body count, sorties flown, weapons captured, and the intensity and pace of combat.
Academics, too, fall prey to the same basic tendency. We saw this, with the Cold
War’s end, when international politics theorists made much of the ostensible transi-
tion from a bipolar to a unipolar global system.
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We could benefit from dwelling a bit on that example. Theorists made a seem-
ingly compelling case for a now “unipolar” global system by highlighting relative
US military capabilities—as measured, most prominently, by the US share of global
military expenditures (Wohlforth 1999). But the case for “unipolarity”—like that
for “bipolarity,” before it (Wagner 1993)—weaken when we assess the standards in
use. For instance, by one definition, the system is unipolar when a state is sufficiently
strong “that no other single state is powerful enough to balance against it” (Pape
2005: 11-12). But why a mere “plurality of power”? Could some grouping of states,
even if not allied in opposition, successfully oppose it? After all, the United States
was tested severely when it fought two wars simultaneously in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Raising the standard—to say, a “majority” of capability (Thompson 2006: 12)—
does not solve the problem. How can we assess the utility of US capability—US
preeminence aside—without evaluating the goals of the parties, their relative cost
acceptance, and where and how any war is fought?

Aswith nuclear superiority, a simple statistical case for US conventional-military
preeminence was easier to provide than logical support for the capability share cen-
tral actors must possess to establish preponderance (Mansfield 1993). In a word,
the logic used to pronounce systemic unipolarity was “indeterminate.” We cannot
discern polarity logically from aggregate capability distributions, even should they
appear related to implicating behaviors. Indeed, what some scholars took as post—
Cold War “balancing” against the unipolar state, others read justifiably as normal
interstate competition and cooperation. (On polarity, and unipolarity, see Lebovic
[2017].)

We lose touch, then, with the limits of capability when we work with numbers,
blind to their practical significance and implications. The United States enjoys an
unquestionable qualitative edge against all nuclear opponents in command and
control, communications, intelligence, and force performance. It also presents an
enormous quantitative challenge to all its nuclear adversaries. But we must predict
all conflict outcomes with large margins of uncertainty. The US wars in Vietnam,
Iraq, and Afghanistan testify to the hazards of forecasting based on prewar military
balances. The consequences of nuclear wars are hardly more predictable. Indeed,
they invite phenomenal costs, regardless of scale, that are lost in thinking about rel-
ative nuclear advantages.

Linear Thinking

Strategic theorizing is afflicted further by “linear thinking” In such assessments,
researchers ask, for instance, how a party can strengthen the credibility of its
threats—perhaps as it progresses through some sequence of programmatic steps to
achieve a desired outcome. If verbal threats do not work, a show of force is deemed
necessary, with intensities that grow along some established ladder of escalation.
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In dialectical assessments, by contrast, researchers confront the complexities and
challenges that weaken both parties’ control over conflict outcomes. What one party
does will depend on what the other party does—so that neither party fully controls
the outcomes.

With a dialectical view—acknowledging both parties and their interdependent
beliefs and behavior—researchers can more fully explore when and how parties
misread each other’s actions. They can also assess how the dynamics of conflict, as
it changes form and severity over time, promotes misperception and stress, feeds
on diverging beliefs, alters the stakes, reduces time horizons, constrains choices,
and creates “self-fulfilling prophesies.” A US adversary could easily see US “deter-
rence” demands as “compellence” threats—even take them as blackmail. The iden-
tity of the “defender” and “challenger” reduces inevitably to the biased viewpoints
of the participating parties. Neither party will need to dig deep into its own his-
tory to establish why it, not its opponent, is the “victim.” Besides, all parties to a
conflict understand their own considerations—the political pressures and material
constraints—far better than they understand the adversary’s situation. Each party
isinclined to attribute its own actions to internal constraints, and pressures, and the
adversary’s prior provocations and current actions to nefarious purposes. The “cure”
offered by coercive tactics is worse than the disease, then, if it reduces US bargaining
space and increases the target’s resistance.

A dialectical view can also increase sensitivity to the narrowing of decisional
groups, and the shifting of command authority, that could occur with grave conflict.
We can appreciate, then, that options will remain significantly constrained, on both
sides of the conflict, by the planning criteria and operating procedures of military
organizations. Prepackaged options will likely become the options when stress, low
decision-time, uncertainty, and miscommunication take their toll. Leaders them-
selves might stand outside the decisional loop should they predelegate launch au-
thority over nuclear weapons to subordinates who will possess only a grounds-eye
view of the conflict and a rule-driven sense of available options. We worry about
troubling encounters that “scream” crisis—the Cuban Missile Crisis, for example.
We must also worry about the silent threats—in preparatory, preprogrammed, or
defensive actions—that can drag parties unwittingly into war.

Lessons from (Almost) Three-Quarters of a Century
of Deterrence Theorizing

Robert Jervis’ seminal distinction between the “deterrence” and the “spiral” model
(as discussed in Chapter 7) provides a useful starting point in assessing what we
know, and do not know, about nuclear deterrence. The deterrence model holds when
states choose not to conflict, given its costs. The model draws from the realist view
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of a world characterized by profound threats and hardheaded cost-benefit analyses.
States will challenge others—even if it means war—when opportunities for gain
present themselves, but states will back down, in the face of threats, when the bal-
ance of forces is unfavorable. By contrast, the spiral model holds when states choose
unwisely to answer threats with threats, and conflict with conflict, regardless of the
underlying payoff. The outcome—even if fueled by defensive concerns—worsens
accordingly, for all parties. Conditions spiral beyond control as threats by one party
reinforce the opponent’s perception that the party is untrustworthy and dangerous
(a “self-fulfilling prophesy”). Conflicts spiral further when threats activate detri-
mental domestic forces. Leaders will act forcefully to deflect charges that they are
“soft” on defense. They might answer with scripted behavior—mobilizing military
forces, for example—which the opponent takes as an act of aggression, even war.

The irony, of course, is that deterrence threats induce spirals because the defender
mistakenly believes that the deterrence model holds. The defender does not under-
stand that, by acting forcefully in response to threat, it is exacerbating conditions,
making its situation potentially worse. To the contrary, it believes that, by standing
firm, it can avoid conflict.

For academics and practitioners, however, the key question is not “Which model
is best?” Instead, it is “Under what conditions (level of conflict, asymmetry of
forces, and so forth) does one of the two models better predict outcomes?” Despite
decades of research, and theorizing, then, we remain ill equipped to predict whether
and how coercive tactics will work, and when they will yield the consequences that
policymakers hope to avoid. So, where does that leave us? With these severe limi-
tations in mind, I offer policy prescriptions that acknowledge the limits of our un-
derstanding, and the dangers that accrue from bold leaps into the unknown. These
(albeit modest) prescriptions are meant—first, and foremost—to reduce the risk of
unwitting escalation and inadvertent war.

First, stay clear of the brink. Because crises are defined by surprise, high threat,
and limited decision time, parties are least able to process information at the very
point when it is most needed. At that point, they might lack critical information, re-
ceive it in overwhelming quantities, and flounder trying to separate the informative
from the noise. The risk, then, is that they will simply react out of fear, only adding
to a cacophony of signals—all the while believing that they, or their opponents, can
control crisis outcomes.

To avoid these conditions, we should let reality—here, the destructiveness of
any nuclear war—"speak for itself.” We risk losing the message—maybe killing all
the messengers—when we manufacture stakes, manipulate risks, show false bra-
vado, and make commitments that ultimately invite future cost that we accept
only by downplaying risk. As crises create stakes for the parties that inhibit retreat,
conflicts become less about specific issues of contention and more about preserving
or correcting the balance in a relationship, and the credibility and reputation of the
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parties. The parties themselves can lose sight, then, of the actual stakes, the costs of
war, and the attending risks.

Parties should intervene, as necessary, to acquire or preserve options or remove
doubts about the consequences of a potential challenge. But they should avoid
precipitous responses and exaggerated threats which can fuel deleterious conflict
dynamics. They should seek to constrain adversary behavior, rather than provoke
it, and to reinforce the visceral tendency to exert caution on matters pertaining to
nuclear war. Although analysts might assume that the United States can manipu-
late risk to its advantage, the opposite might hold true. Perversely, the uncertainty
that US leaders might manipulate for gain can intensify ambient threat. The weaker
party might act rashly, fearing the consequences of acting second.

Second, nuclear weapons serve best as instruments of deterrence, not
compellence. Although parties are more reticent to concede what they possess than
what they do not (yet) possess, policymakers can reduce a compellence challenge
by transforming compellence problems into deterrence problems. A nuclear as-
pirant or nuclear-armed state, with its options or ambitions constrained (deterred),
might eventually concede to (internal and external) forces that reduce the incen-
tive to arm. Or better, policymakers can act with foresight before issues become
compellence problems. They should not shy, then, from identifying their critical
interests (assuming they are critical interests) to avoid major conflicts. To be sure,
demarking interests might tempt adversaries to strike outside these designated areas
of interest. But “line drawing”™—delineating priorities through candid remarks and
routine behavior—is an inevitable feature of international interaction. Although
occasions arise when parties must make their interests explicit, they should not in-
flate the value of previously excluded zones when—that is, because—they are under
assault.

Finally, we should not exaggerate the political or material benefits of relative nu-
clear advantages. Certainly, the logic of damage limitation is seductive. Why not
target adversary nuclear capabilities to reduce the damage an adversary can inflict in
return? Why not build missile defenses that can limit damage to US allies or the US
homeland? But dangers exist in any competition between nuclear offenses, or nu-
clear offenses and defenses. Counterforce targeting, like missile defenses, can foster
an illusion that perfection is possible or that damage in nuclear war is reducible
to acceptable levels. Ironically, damage limitation, whether by offense or defense,
can spur compensatory actions. Imperfect US offenses and defenses might prove ill
equipped to handle the now graver threat that those systems inspired.

Put differently, we must avoid the temptations of denial given the potentials of
punishment. “Perfect” solutions likely rest on an imperfect understanding of operant
conditions. Even if these systems work as advertised, the costs are non-negligible.
Nuclear wars will not reduce to surgical counterforce strikes, with limited human
effects. A high human toll is a likely inevitable consequence of such wars given the
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colocation of targets, miscalculation and accidents, the relaxing of prohibitions and
inhibitions, a heightened state of preparedness, and the ever-present danger that
the “weaker” of two parties will lash out when anticipating an attack, whatever the
apparent payoff.

In short, policymakers must acknowledge that nuclear weapons are exceptional
in the damage they can inflict and the unknowns and uncertainties of use. We must
tervently hope that we will never reduce these unknowns and uncertainties through
practical experience.
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more-evidence-on-siop-62-and-the-origins-of-overkill /.

. William Burr, “U.S. Nuclear War Plan Option.”
. For the basis of this argument, see Davis (1975).
. After all, would US leaders have respected Soviet “restraint,” in 1962, had the Soviets hit the

United States only with Cuba-based missiles?

The principles were articulated in National Security Decision Memorandum-242, in
January 1974.

Indeed, the prior targeting of “war-supporting industry,” by the military’s reckoning, would
result in the killing of 30 percent of the Soviet Union’s population (Burr 200S: 41).

By the mid-1980s, “counter-recovery” targets no longer appeared in the SIOP. See Ball and
Toth (1990: 70).

That is, “military strategic planners generally found the concept of limited nuclear options, as
propounded by civilian analysts, to be an abstraction that could not be translated into realistic
targeting plans” (Terriff 1995: 112). Indeed, “guidance provided by political appointees had
typically been seen by the targeteers as so out of sync with reality, or so vague, that there was
little to be done but to ignore it” (Nolan 1989: 255).

On how the execution of US nuclear plans would have played out in the 1960s and subsequent
decades, see Robert S. Hopkins, III, “How the Strategic Air Command Would Go to Nuclear
War,” National Security Archive, Briefing Book #663 (March 13, 2019); Bruce Blair, “How
SAC Would Have Gone to Nuclear War in the 1970s,” National Security Archive, Briefing
Book #663 (March 13, 2019). https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/nuclear-vault/
2019-02-25/how-strategic-air-command-would-go-nuclear-war. For a discussion of process
and considerations in developing the SIOP, see US GAO (1991).

William Burr “Looking Back: The Limits of Limited Nuclear War,” Arms Control Today
(August 29,2008), https:// www.armscontrol.org/act/2006-01/looking-back-limits-limited-
nuclear-war. See also Nolan (1989: 124).
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During the Kennedy administration, McNamara considered such city trading—a nuclear
game of chicken—as a potential response to the Soviet acquisition of some assured retalia-
tory capability. He shelved the idea, however, when conceding that the Soviets, as the weaker
party, would have little interest in playing a game that would effectively disarm them. They
would run out of weapons (for destroying US cities) before the United States had depleted its
arsenal.

The strategy was codified in 1980 in Presidential Directive-59 (PD-59). On PD-59, see Nolan
(1989: 126-139). For an excellent critique of the strategy, see Jervis (1984).

William Burr, “Jimmy Carter’s Controversial Nuclear Targeting Directive PD-59 Declassified,”
National Security Archive, Briefing Book #390 (September 14, 2012), www.gwu.edu/~nsarc
hiv/nukevault/ebb390.

Slocombe served as Deputy Undersecretary of Defense for Policy Planning.

It replaced the single-warhead SS-4 and SS-5 missiles. They were less accurate, liquid-fueled
(requiring loading before launch), and often silo-based (Anderson and Nelson 2019: 92).
That logic would probably make most hawkish analysts uncomfortable. Similar logic was used
by hawks, however, to oppose Kennedy’s flexible-response strategy. They argued that conven-
tional options deflated the deterrent value of theater nuclear weapons.

US allies in NATO certainly hoped that was not the case, though they retained their suspicions.
Although these missiles could hit Soviet bases and command centers, whether they had suf-
ficient range to hit Soviet strategic command and control centers in Moscow (for an affirm-
ative view, see Haslam 1990)—and thus the degree of threat—was a matter of contention.
Whatever the reality, Soviet fears and perceptions would count in a crisis.

Charles Mohr, “Pershings Put Moscow on 6-Minute Warning,” New York Times (February 27,
1983), https://www.nytimes.com/1983/02/27 /weekinreview/pershings-put-moscow-on-
6-minute-warning.html.

With the country’s insistence that other NATO countries must also accept the intermediate-
range missiles, Britain, the Netherlands, Italy, and Belgium accepted the basing of the cruise
missiles on their national territory. For documentation on the NATO dispute, see William
Burr, “Thirtieth Anniversary of NATO’s Dual-Track Decision: The Road to the Euromissiles
Crisis and the End of the Cold War,” National Security Archive (December 10,2009). https://
nsarchive2.gwu.edu/nukevault/ebb301/.

This outcome was not for lack of foresight. The United States had earlier lobbied for answering
the new Soviet threat, instead, by replacing older shorter-range systems with newer versions.
After all, as Paul Warnke (Carter’s first director of the Arms Control and Disarmament
Agency) recognized, the number of new warheads the United States planned for Europe was
dwarfed by the numbers available in the US strategic-nuclear arsenal (Talbott 1985: 43).
Indeed, a portion of the US SLBM force was dedicated for use in the European theater.
Drawing from AD principles, US policy doves took comfort in the deterrence potential of the
surviving legs of the US triad—the mobility and evasiveness of the substantial US bomber
and submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM) force upon which the United States had
come to depend.

Both conclusions became mainstays of US National Intelligence Estimates of Soviet strategic
capabilities until the Cold War’s end. On the exaggeration of the Soviet threat, see Rovner
(2011: 89-136).

Bombers and submarine-launched ballistic missiles were reputedly not up to the task
throughout much of the Cold War.

Their dark assessment of Soviet intentions would inform future US National Intelligence
Estimates (the authoritative judgments of the US intelligence community).

For a fuller expression of these views, see US Senate (1979b).

Because their criticism focused mainly on the coercive edge the Soviets would obtain before
or after a nuclear exchange, however, we cannot conclude that critics were generally uncom-
fortable with Carter-administration doctrine per se. After all, it ostensibly addressed that con-
cern. For that matter, it is difficult to make much of the treaty’s criticism, at its face, given
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the behavior of the administration to follow. Although hawks found in Reagan a kindred
spirit—he campaigned for president in 1980 as a treaty opponent—his administration soon
announced it would adhere to the (unratified) treaty, if the Soviets did too, and it remained
generally in compliance though accusing the Soviets of treaty violations.

They thus defied dovish claims that the Soviets had only to provide the United States with nec-
essary data for verifying Soviet treaty compliance under the terms of the SALT II Treaty and
that the Soviets themselves lacked unfettered access to US telemetry, which the US military
was loath to provide.

Suspect actions involved the construction of a phased-array radar facility that was not located
on the Soviet border facing outward and the use of radar at Soviet missile test facilities simul-
taneous with tests of antiballistic missiles.

On the compliance disputes, see Schear (1985).

By designing strikes solely around blast damage, US war planners depreciated the overall de-
structiveness of US attacks on the Soviet populous (Burr 2005: 43, 74).

Such thinking was a product of reverse imaging: “We are good and care about our people;
they are bad and care only about their own lives or ideological commitment to preserve the
(oppressive) Soviet-state system.”

Tactical warning would alert a party that adversary bombers and missiles were approaching
their targets; strategic warning, by contrast, would alert a party that the adversary was
preparing to attack.

Thus, AD advocates tended not to insist, for example, that a US interest in missile defense
would feed Soviet suspicions that US policymakers were unwilling to incur the destruction of
US cities, as promised in retaliation by AD doctrine.

Some hard warfighters shared the AD aversion to urban defense but for quite different reasons.
For them, such defenses represented an unnecessary distraction and diversion of resources
from the offensive requisites of warfighting. Stated more crudely, why build defenses when
you can build missiles? For a supportive hard-warfighting view, however, see Van Cleave
(1986).

Even US policy doves, who worried that US defenses might spark an arms race with Russia
and China, were uncomfortable challenging defensive systems that might reduce the costs of
war when the alternative—a preventative US attack—was far less palatable.

Indeed, that was the concern behind Russian fears that less-capable US defenses would be-
come more-capable ones.

The Trump administration’s aspirations were articulated in the Pentagon’s much-delayed mis-
sile defense review. Paul Sonne, “A Missile Plan Akin to Reagan’s ‘Star Wars, ” Washington Post
(January 17,2019), Al.

On this, see Nolan (1999: 29-30).

The START I (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty) was signed in 1991 and went into effect in
December 1994.

The New START agreement was signed in 2010 and entered into force in early 2011. It was set
to expire ten years later.

For an argument against the counterforce emphasis in contemporary nuclear targeting, see
Kristensen, Norris, and Oelrich (2009).

Whereas the Obama administration NPR ruled out a nuclear attack on any country deemed
in compliance with the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, the Trump administration signifi-
cantly loosened various prohibitions. Nuclear retaliation was now permissible in response to
adversary use of weapons of mass destruction, a class that pointedly included chemical and
biological weapons, as well as attacks on US cyber and space assets that could weaken US
nuclear-response capabilities.

Lawrence Korb, “Why Congress Should Refuse to Fund the NPR’s New Nuclear Weapons,”
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (February 7, 2018), https:// thebulletin.org/commentary/
why-congress-should-refuse-to-fund-the-nprs-new-nuclear-weapons/.
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Stephen Collinson, “Biden Sends a Careful but Chilling New Nuclear Message to Putin in
CNN Interview,” CNN (October 12, 2022), https://www.cnn.com/2022/10/12/politics/
joe-biden-nuclear-message-putin-cnntv-analysis/index.html.

On the discrimination challenge, see Vipin Narang, “The Discrimination Problem: Why
Putting Low-Yield Nuclear Weapons on Submarines Is So Dangerous,” War on the Rocks
(February 8, 2018), https://warontherocks.com/2018/02/ discrimination-problem-putting-
low-yield-nuclear-weapons-submarines-dangerous/.

Associated Press, “Russia Slams US Arguments for Low-Yield Nukes,” Defense News (April 29,
2020), https://www.defensenews.com/smr/nuclear-arsenal /2020/04/29/russia-slams-us-
arguments-for-low-yield-nukes/.

Paul Sonne, “Pentagon Looks to Adjust Missile Defense Policy to Include Threats from
Russia, China,” Washington Post (March 2,2018), https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/
national-security/pentagon-looks-to-adjust-missile-defense-policy-to-include-threats-from-
russia-china/2018/03/01/2358ae22-1beS-11e8-8a2¢-1a6665f59e95 _story.html.
Noteworthy, then, the review borrowed the verbiage of a Cold War-era decision memo-
randum (NSDM-242), without the critical terminology. In the words of that memorandum,
“should conflict occur, the most critical objective is to seek early war termination, on terms ac-
ceptable to the United States and its allies, at the lowest level of conflict feasible. This objective
requires planning a wide range of limited nuclear employment options which could be used in
conjunction with supporting political and military measures (including conventional forces)
to control escalation.”

Paul Sonne, “Mattis Portrays Nuclear Strategy as A Check on Russia,” Washington Post
(February 7,2018), A7. Mattiss claim seems odd given the NPR’s conclusion that an aversion
to nuclear war’s horrendous destructiveness had long kept the peace: “Non-nuclear forces also
play essential deterrence roles, but do not provide comparable deterrence effects—as is re-
flected by past, periodic, and catastrophic failures of conventional deterrence to prevent Great
Power war before the advent of nuclear deterrence” (US Department of Defense 2018: 2).
Take, e.g,, the Trump administration’s decision, in 2019, to withdraw from the Intermediate
Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty ostensibly in response to Russian violations of the
treaty. (Negotiated in the final Cold War years, the 1987 INF Treaty banned an entire class
of weapons: land-based cruise and ballistic missiles with ranges of between 500 and 5,500
kilometers.) Seeking the missiles that Russia is pursuing would seem a suitable response, at
first glance, to the alleged violations. Why should a party unilaterally abide by the provisions of
a treaty? The relevant question, however, is “are we better off with the treaty than without it?”
Although people routinely violate speed limits on US interstate highways, would conditions
improve if the government lifted all limits? Thus, we must consider whether the US benefits
from acquiring intermediate-range, ground-launched missiles—given available substitutes—
offset the significant costs of dumping a treaty that imposes some constraints on a major stra-
tegic competitor.

AsHans Kristensen (2010) putsit, “Obama’s OPLAN 8010 s the product of strategic targeting
and war planning principles developed during the Cold War, the Clinton administration’s
expansion of nuclear doctrine, and the Bush administration’s preemption and ‘New Triad’
vision.

Chapter 3

. A Cold War—era observation is prescient now: “The strategic debate has focused on num-

bers of missiles and warheads as if they were living creatures whose survival was of value in
their own right” It thereby ignores the implications of war “in terms of values about which
[statesmen] do care” (Schilling 1981: 72).

. Kroenig claims to address the failings of the more standard brinksmanship argument, which

supposedly focuses on the “payoft to winning” but not also the “expected costs of disaster.”
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. Remarks by the President at the United Nations Security Council Summit on Nuclear

Non-Proliferation and Nuclear Disarmament, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-un-security-council-summit-nuclear-non-proliferation-and-
nuclear-.

. Onthese points, see the H-diplo review of Kroenig’s book by Charles Glaserin “Roundtable 10-

25 on The Logic of American Nuclear Strategy: Why Strategic Superiority Matters,” https://issfo
rum.org/roundtables/10-25-nuclear.

. Beyond payoffs, costs, and risks, the resulting calculations assume that all warheads are equal.

Kroenig thereby ignores the host of variables that will determine the outcome of a nuclear
exchange. Results are sensitive to the timing of the attack (whether a party struck first or
second); weapon survivability, reliability, accuracy, and promptness in delivery; command,
control, communications, and intelligence capabilities; the distribution and temporal spacing
of explosions; the characteristics and choice of targets; and so forth.

. For a critique of Kroenig in that regard, see Long and Green (2015: 66).
. For a critical evaluation of the meaning and consequences of the “nuclear revolution,” see Bell

(2019).

. For a contrary view suggesting conditions under which non-nuclear states consider the nu-

clear capabilities of opponents, see Avey (2019).

. Efforts by the Truman administration to transfer nuclear technology (and, eventually, US nu-

clear weapons) to an international authority offer lessons in this regard. The United States
reserved the right to increase its arsenal until it was assured that an international authority—
in which the United States enjoyed a voting majority—could adequately verify and control
global nuclear capabilities. The Soviet Union refused to play by those rules, ending the hopes
of those who sought early to avoid any global nuclear-arms competition. Whether or not
the Soviets actually sought a surreptitious nuclear advantage, their response to the United
States—disarm first, and then we will talk—is hardly shocking. Indeed, for students of inter-
national politics, the outcome serves as a textbook case of prisoner’s dilemma.

We can reasonably ask whether, rather than validating the hypotheses and measures simul-
taneously, we actually have validated either. A hypothesis test requires valid measures; and a
deficient hypothesis test, reliant on questionable measures, cannot validate those measures.
Disingenuously, perhaps, some warfighting critics did have a point, then, when they chal-
lenged the morality of AD doctrine.

That South Korea and Taiwan have chosen to forgo these weapons, even when close adversaries
(North Korea and China) possess them, and most states have remained non-nuclear countries
despite potential security gains from their acquisition, provides reason to suppose that states
reject the nuclear option out of hand. On this, see Solingen (2009).

Warfighters went to great length to discount these factors in no small part because they played
to AD claims that negative effects would rebound with certainty to afflict the initiator of a nu-
clear conflict.

Truman maintained civilian control of nuclear weapons through the Atomic Energy
Commission.

See Halperin (1966) and Charlie Savage, “Risk of Nuclear War over Taiwan in 1958 Said to Be
Greater than Publicly Known,” New York Times (May 23, 2021), https://www.nytimes.com/
2021/05/22/us/politics/nuclear-war-risk-1958-us-china.html.

US leaders also have strengthened those constraints, albeit unintentionally, by seeking to
strengthen the nuclear nonproliferation regime and thereby giving voice to the principles (in
the NPT Treaty) that the nuclear haves work toward nuclear disarmament.

William I. Hitchcock, “Trump Threatened to Nuke North Korea. Did Ike Do the Same?”
Washington Post (August 11, 2017), https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/made-by-hist
ory/wp/2017/08/11/trump-threatened-to-nuke-north-korea-did-ike-do-the-same/.

See Tannenwald (2007: 309-310). Even President Bush took pains not to suggest that a US
nuclear response to a chemical weapons attack was automatic (Tannenwald 2007: 311).
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See Scott D. Sagan and Allen S. Weiner, “Would the U.S. Really Answer Cyberattacks with
Nuclear Weapons?,” Washington Post (July 11,2021), B1.

In a 1999 Gallup Poll, 66 percent of Americans rated the atomic bombing of Hiroshima “one
of the most important” events of the century when specifically asked. Yet, in a Pew Research
Center for the People & the Press Millennium Survey, less than .5 percent of American
respondents listed the atomic bomb when asked for a word or phrase that describes their im-
pression of the 1940s. Although that is understandable given the overriding importance of the
Second World War, only around a third of the public volunteered answers directly related to
that war. Likewise, a 1999 Gallup/ CNN/USA Today Poll that asked respondents to list the
single most important event to have occurred in that century showed only 2 percent listing
the invention of nuclear weapons or the atomic bombing of Hiroshima—a small number in
absolute but also relative terms. It rated behind space exploration, the Kennedy assassination,
presidential scandals, the Berlin Wall coming down, and—for that matter—the “birth of my
children.” These data were obtained from The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research.

In a 2005 Associated Press Poll, 68 percent of Americans indicated that the “bombings were
unavoidable,” versus 29 percent who maintained that the “bombings were not necessary,” to
bring the war to a “quick end.” In a 2009 Quinnipiac University Poll, for example, 61 percent
of Americans indicated that the United States did the “right thing” in dropping the bombs on
Japan. In a 2015 Pew Global Attitudes Project Poll, 56 percent of Americans said that the US
use of nuclear weapons against Japan was “justified.” Americans split more evenly, however,
when asked if they “approve” or “disapprove” of the decision. In a 2005 Associated Press Poll,
48 percent of Americans either strongly or somewhat approved of the decisions versus 47 per-
cent who either strongly or somewhat disapproved of the decision. A 2016 CBS News Poll
produced roughly similar results, with 43 percent of Americans approving versus 44 percent
disapproving of the bombing. These data were obtained from the Roper Center for Public
Opinion Research.

In a 1991 CBS News/New York Times Poll, only 39 percent of Americans agreed (strongly
or somewhat) the statement that dropping the bombs on Japan was “morally wrong”; 5S per-
cent of respondents disagreed with that statement. These data were obtained from the Roper
Center for Public Opinion Research.

A 1995 CBS News Poll indicated that 76 percent of Americans rejected the idea that the
United States “should formally apologize to Japan and its people” for the bombing, though
a Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll indicated, the same year, that (a lesser) S9 percent of
Americans approved of the US use of the bomb. These data were obtained from the Roper
Center for Public Opinion Research.

Some legal experts argue that the stockpiling of nuclear weapons, given their destructiveness,
is a violation of international law. See, e.g., Vail (2016).

See Hans M. Kristensen, “Falling Short of Prague: Obama’s Nuclear Weapons Employment
Policy,” Arms Control Association, 2013, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2013-09/featu
res/falling-short-prague-obama%E29%80%99s-nuclear-weapons-employment-policy.
Stephen Mihm, “Putin’s Nuclear Threat Is Terrifying Even If He’s Bluffing,” Washington Post
(February 28, 2022), https:// www.washingtonpost.com/business/putins-nuclear-threat-is-
terrifying-even-if-hes-blufling/2022/02/27/Sce6cbbe-9817-11ec-9987-9dceee62a3f6_st
ory.html.

On the uses and misuses of “precedent,” as a term, in one important US national-security de-
bate, see Lebovic (2022).

Still, the “norm” of nuclear nonuse and a nuclear “taboo” are often conflated in the literature.
See, e.g., Sagan and Valentino (2017). A prohibition, however, need not amount to a taboo.
Hitler showed—very quickly, in fact—that he was not reluctant to employ force to achieve his
goals. He soon moved against all of Czechoslovakia, Poland, and indeed much of Europe.
National Security Archive, “First Documented Evidence that U.S. Presidents Predelegated
Nuclear Weapons Release Authority to the Military,” National Security Archive (March 20,
1998), https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/news/19980319.htm.
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theory establishes they address it in a manner that preserves the key belief.
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As Shannon and Dennis (2007: 289) conclude, “Acts of firmness are discounted, reinterpreted,
or situationally attributed to preserve the paper tiger image” among militant Islamists of their
powerful nemesis.

See Harvey and Mitton (2017) for an opposing take on reputational effects in some contem-
porary cases. For a good review of the reputation literature, see Dafoe et al. (2014).

Chapter 7

. Thus, I offer my research, in part, as a response to the long-standing argument (Cohen

1986) that the CMC is over-studied: that the crisis is effectively sui generis.

. In this, I disagree with those who conclude that crisis participants divided between “hawks”

and “doves” (Dobbs 2008b: 5). My thinking is closer to that of Blight et al., who divide the
crisis participants among “hawks,” “doves,” and “owls”—the latter seemingly located between
the hawkish and dovish ends of the spectrum. Indeed, I maintain that the “hybrid” in thinking
left critical issues unaddressed. The owls (President Kennedy included) were reluctant to
initiate violence but failed to recognize the potential liabilities of their seemingly cautious
approach.

. These members constituted the NSC’s Executive Committee (ExComm) in subsequent

(post-October 22) meetings.

. With attending controversy over attribution and exact phrasing, the tapes were re-transcribed

for subsequent works. The 2002 version of the book is used in the analysis here, though the
level of detail required for the coding renders it insensitive to issues that have arisen over exact
word choices.

. The October 20 session was not recorded; the coding was based on the detailed notes taken

for that session. The NSC met fifteen times, on ten different days. The final session occurred
on October 28.

. Among other things, that allows the attribution of alleged benefits and costs to specific options.

Inasmuch as a “narrow option focus” is the basis of my argument, that approach allows “diver-
sity” in thinking to register to create a fair (actually, tough) test of the thesis.

. In the latter instance, the comment receives the same coding as the comment referenced.

. Sometimes a speaker might seem to favor an option but only for purposes of argumentation.
. It was thus coded here under Item 10j, “Building/retaining political support.”

10.

That reference to the domestic political environment sometimes provoked knowing chuckles
nonetheless says much about the specter of hawkish resistance hovering over the proceedings.
On the influence of domestic politics on crisis deliberations, see Lebow (1990).

Indeed, the coding of an invasion as a “first resort” exaggerates the option’s standing in tem-
poral priority. When the participants spoke of options in general, without referring to their
exact timing, those instances are coded here as “first” options. Given the late prevalence of
invasion as a “second-wave” option in later deliberations, we can suppose, then, that even the
“first-wave” line includes at least some references to a follow-on invasion.

Costs are not counted when they are discounted (Item 6a).

The shading between these sets of lines thus represents the vertical “distance” (difference) be-
tween the costs and net costs of the various options.

Although, to aid readability, the figure does not include the invasion option, the cost and net
cost lines—like those for a blockade—place the findings close to the x-axis.

Then, the participants focused on air strikes and rejected negotiations as an option.

As we shall see, the pattern likely speaks to “polarization” in the discussion of various
options: some participants saw costs where others saw benefits.

I use the term “escalatory” as shorthand for concerns about provocation, escalation, the
conflict’s spread, a nuclear launch, or general war.

The lines for the costs and benefits of a specific option reflect cumulative totals for comments
coded, in each case, for that option and a given cost and/or benefit.
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Even concerns expressed by NSC members about the costs of air strikes were often directed
specifically at the full-blown air campaign against Soviet and Cuban military assets (including
SAM sites and military aircraft) that the military chiefs were promoting.

On the historical roots of the Jupiters trade, see Bernstein (1980).

McNamara initially seemed to support a quick air strike against the Soviet missiles. He
expressed concerns about (a) attacking the missiles once they became operational and
(b) giving the Soviets prior warning of a US strike by indicating that the United States had
detected the missiles. Yet McNamara also expressed doubts, very early on, about the strategic
significance of the Soviet deployments; and he quickly became vocal about the escalatory po-
tential of US military options.

Kennedy met with the JCS on October 19, at which point there was likely much prior discus-
sion among the Chiefs, allowing them to promote a well-formed, consensus view.
Neutralizing time in this way provides a better sense of the different style of argumentation
likely in a meeting with military “advocates.”

Indeed, the JCS members were quite irreverent, even profane, when Kennedy left the room,
with the tape recorder still running. The JCS members groused about what was said, and left
unsaid, in the prior session.

Apart from the small size of the force, they offered the Soviets no real strategic advantage given
a “timing” problem. If launching these weapons first, the Soviets would provide the warning
of a pending ICBM attack that would trigger the launch of the US nuclear force against their
Soviet targets.

The Soviets would eventually deploy submarines equipped to fire SLBMs proximate to the
US shoreline. Those weapons would present a far graver threat to the United States given their
relative invulnerability.

On these bombers, see Garthoff (1980).

For an early but prescient discussion of Soviet goals in the crisis, see Horelick (1964).
Regardless, if precarious control over these missiles were the issue, militarization of the con-
flict, before regularized rules and procedures were instilled to control of these missiles, was
hardly advisable.

They well understood that a blockade, absent a favorable Soviet response, would not solve
their problem (Gibson 2011: 373).

Chapter 8

. For a summary of the proposals and counterproposals, see Arms Control Association,

“History of Official Proposals on the Iranian Nuclear Issue,” January 2014, http://www.arms
control.org/factsheets/Iran_Nuclear_Proposals.

. For a well-researched analysis of the Iranian government’s goals and negotiating positions, see

Tabatabai (2017).

. Under the July 2015 agreement that followed, the issue was left to the IAEA to resolve. In

December 2015, the IAEA issued its report, concluding that Iran had previously engaged in
nuclear-weapons research. Iran’s interlocutors expressed a desire to move forward nonetheless
rather than dwell on Iran’s prior activities; critics charged that failing to hold Iran accountable
would create monitoring blind spots and sacrifice reference points for judging Iran’s full com-
pliance with the agreement.

. Carol Morello and Karen DeYoung, “In Iran Nuclear Talks, Near-Collapse before

Breakthrough,” Washington Post (April 8, 2015), A6.

. Michael Gordon, “Outline of Iran Nuclear Deal Sounds Different from Each Side,” New York

Times (April 4, 2015).

. Unfortunately, for outside observers, the implicating and the exculpatory evidence were funda-

mentally inconclusive: leaders sometimes feign intransigence to appease domestic supporters,
deflect challenges from the opposition, or reap benefits in the negotiations by alluding to the
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constraints that the internal squabbling imposes on their negotiating flexibility. See Putnam
(1988). In struggling to decipher mixed messages, Western diplomats had to decide whether
to tread softly so as not to taint, embarrass, or provoke the accommodative faction.

The academic literature tends to focus instead on prerequisites for nuclear self-sufficiency. For
that purpose, it relies on proxies for essential program requirements, opting for measures that
are easily monitored using available data. See Jo and Gartzke (2007) and Meyer (1984). For a
good critique, see Sagan (2010).

For insights on this position, see Hymans (2010).

Admittedly, none of the responses above to the testing standard are easily dismissed, for each
could carry weight under the right circumstances. After all, Israel did acquire nuclear weapons
without testing; and even crude, cumbersome nuclear devices are potentially deliverable and
useful for some purposes.

Indeed, using a bomb’s worth of 20-percent enriched uranium as a standard presumes that
Iran would rush for a single bomb and would do so without knowing how much of that ura-
nium it would actually need for a device—lacking relevant experience in uranium processing.
On this, see Dan Williams, “Analysis: Obama Won’t Trip over Netanyahu’s Iran ‘Red Line,”
Reuters (March 15,2013), http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/03/15/ususaisraelobamair
anidUSBRE92E06Q20130315.

Full participation requires adherence to the Comprehensive Safeguards Agreements for
verifying the accuracy of country reporting and the Additional Protocols for verifying the
completeness of reporting—the latter, by granting the IAEA access to undeclared sites to
conduct inspections and sampling and by providing the agency with requested documenta-
tion. On the Protocols, see Mark Hibbs, “The Unspectacular Future of the IAEA Additional
Protocol. Proliferation Analysis,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (website),
April 26, 2012, http://carnegieendowment.org/2012/04/26/unspectacularfutureofiaecaadd
itionalprotocol.

Proximity and capabilities alone can explain Israel’s 1981 attack on Iraq’s Osirak reactor and
2007 attack on a suspected Syrian nuclear reactor.

In this, the administration was arguably responding to Israel’s manipulation of US domestic
politics. Israel’s incentive was to use all available political leverage, including public pressure
upon the administration (before the close 2012 US presidential election) and a threat of im-
mediate, unilateral military action, to get the United States to attack Iran—and, falling short,
to get the United States to commit to attack after Israel’s unilateral window of military oppor-
tunity had closed. Essentially, Israel tried to solve a “commitment problem” by getting the
Obama administration to announce publicly—and, therefore, presumably irrevocably—its
intention to strike Iranian nuclear facilities when the United States sought instead to keep its
options open. Having staked a public position, the administration presumably could not easily
back down with subsequent evidence that Iran’s nuclear program had progressed. On “audi-
ence costs,” see Fearon (1994).

See Miiller and Schmidt (2010: 132). The extent of these activities in a country can remain
unknown even to its leaders so that their words and behavior are potentially misleading.
Saddam Hussein was constantly misinformed about the actual state of Iragi capabilities by
subordinates who feared for their personal safety. See Woods, Lacey, and Murray (2006).

In consequence, Iran’s nuclear progress would remain open to dispute. When Iran announced
to UN officials in January 2013 that it would install advanced (IR-2M) centrifuges at the
Natanz installation, increasing the speed with which the country could acquire material
for a bomb, outside analysts could still find reason for optimism: Iran would have difficulty
under sanctions acquiring materials to construct these centrifuges, had slowed the growth of
its uranium stockpile, and had not announced plans to introduce the centrifuges at the less-
vulnerable Fordow facility, near the city of Qom. Likewise, with the disclosure of Iran’s efforts
in late 2011 to procure from China 100,000 ring-shaped magnets, which could support a
quintupling of (IR-1) centrifuge numbers, observers still had reason to believe that Iran was
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not any closer to acquiring a weapon. Iran converted some uranium into metallic form and
kept its holdings of medium-enriched uranium below levels that were necessary to construct a
bomb. Joby Warrick, “Iran to Enrich More Uranium,” Washington Post (February 1,2013), A8;
and Warrick, “Iran Sought Banned Magnets,” Washington Post (February 14,2013), Al.

On this point, it must be said that many dozens of states have refused to accept the NPT
Additional Protocols to avoid burdensome reporting and administrative requirements and
protest the failure of nuclear-weapons states to disarm.

On decisional maladies, see Jervis (1982/83) and Jervis, Lebow, and Stein (1989). Put differ-
ently, the problem for a coercing party is that its compellence demands increase the target’s
deterrence concerns. See Lebow and Stein (1990: 353-356).

The key judgments of the estimate are available at National Security Archive: National
Intelligence Council, Iraq’s Continuing Programs for Weapons of Mass Destruction (Washington,
DC: National Foreign Intelligence Board, 2002), http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSA
EBB/NSAEBB80/wmd15.pdf.

It reached this conclusion despite the conclusion by the International Atomic Energy
Commission, based on its inspections through 1999, that there was “no indication that Iraq
possesses nuclear weapons or any meaningful amounts of weapon-usable nuclear material,
or that Iraq has retained any practical capability (facilities or hardware) for the production
of such material” The skepticism was backed by the US Department of State’s Bureau of
Intelligence and Research, which indicated that the evidence was “inadequate” to conclude
that Iraq is pursuing an “integrated and comprehensive approach to acquire nuclear weapons.”
See Richelson (2007: 485).

Once the assumption that Iraq had these weapons took hold, the bias among intelligence or-
ganizations was toward reinforcement over change. The obvious question was, “Why wouldn’t
Iraq come clean, now, if it had nothing to hide?” That Iraq acted furtively—and had previously
deceived the outside world—colored all assessments of Iraqi behavior. As a result, exculpatory
evidence was mistaken for subterfuge, the lack of evidence was treated as confirmatory evi-
dence, implicating evidence was viewed as more compelling than a lack of information where
it should have been found, and alternative explanations for the evidence were ignored or dis-
counted when the evidence also confirmed preferred explanations. See Commission on the
Intelligence Capabilities of the United States Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction (2005)
and U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (2004). For an excellent summary and anal-
ysis, see Jervis (2010).

Mark Landler and Helene Cooper, “Obama Rebuffs Netanyahu on Setting Limits on Iran’s
Nuclear Program,” New York Times (September 14,2012), A7.

That question will remain should one or more countries attack Iran’s nuclear facilities in the
near or long term. After an attack, Iran might still retain parts of its nuclear infrastructure, close
its facilities entirely to inspection, and commit fully to building a bomb to guard against future
attacks.

For the pros and cons on attacking Iran, see, respectively, Kroenig (2012) and Kahl (2012).
For other metrics that serve as potential red-line standards, see Altman and Miller (2018).
For a more thorough examination of the agreement and its generalizability to other potential
proliferators, see Kerr (2017).

For instance, see David Albright et al. (2014) and Institute for Science and International
Security (2014).

David Ignatius, “Closer, but Still No Deal on Iran,” Washington Post (April 23,2014), A1S.
How successfully Iran could hide evidence given satellite surveillance and residual radioactivity
remained in dispute. For an excellent discussion of these issues, see Samore (2015: 38-39).
On this, see Austin Long, “If You Really Want to Bomb Iran, Take the Deal,” Monkey Cage
(blog), Washington Times (webpage), April 3, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
blogs/monkey-cage/wp/2015/04/03/if-you-really-want-to-bomb-iran-take-the-deal.
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Quoted in Jennifer Rubin, “Voting ‘No’ Is the Way to Prevent War,” Right Turn (blog),
Washington Post (webpage), July 15, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/right-
turn/wp/2015/07/15/voting-no-is-the-way-to-prevent-war/.

See, e.g, Fareed Zakaria, “Sen. Schumer’s Illogical Case against the Iran Deal,” Washington Post
(August 13, 2015), https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/dear-sen-schumer-dont-
vote-against-the-iran-nuclear-deal /2015/08/13/7b806630-41f4-11e5-846d-02792f85429
7_storyhtml.

To be sure, some critics have focused their skepticism on the far end of the agreement in
conceding that “the deal would block the uranium enrichment, plutonium separation and
covert paths to a nuclear bomb for the next 15 years.” Dennis Ross and David H. Petraeus,
“How to Put Some Teeth into the Nuclear Deal with Iran,” Washington Post (August 25, 2015),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/how-to-put-some-teeth-into-the-nuclear-deal-
with-iran/2015/08/25/6f3db43c-4b35-11e5-bfb9-9736d04fc8e4_story.html.

Carol Morello, “Retired Generals and Admirals Urge Congress to Reject Iran Nuclear Deal,”
Washington Post (August 26, 2015), https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-
security/retired-generals-and-admirals-urge-congress-to-reject-iran-deal /2015/08/26/
8912d9c¢6-4bf5-11e5-84df-923b3efla64b_storyhtml.

For political reasons, supporters reluctantly acknowledge their reliance on such optimism.
Gardiner Harris, “Deeper Mideast Aspirations Seen in Nuclear Deal with Iran,” New York
Times (July 31, 2015), http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/01/world/middleeast/deeper-
mideast-aspirations-seen-in-nuclear-deal-with-iran.html.

See Kelsey Davenport, “Iran Dismantling Centrifuges, IAEA Says,” Arms Control Association
(webpage), December 2015, http://www.armscontrol.org/taxonomy/term/153.

Alexandra Jaffe, “Colin Powell: Iran Deal Is a ‘Pretty Good Deal,” NBC News (September
6,2015), http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/iran-nuclear-talks/ colin-powell-iran-deal-pre
tty-good-deal-n422551.

Haaretz, “36 Retired U.S. Generals and Admirals Announce Support of Iran Deal,” Haaretz
(Israel) (August 12,2015), http://www.haaretz.com/world-news/1.670756.

Mark Landler, “Trump Abandons Nuclear Deal He Long Scorned,” New York Times (May
8, 2018), https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/08/world/middleeast/trump-iran-nuclear-
deal.html.

See Jarrett Blanc and James M. Acton, “The Trump Administration and the Iran Nuclear
Deal: Analysis of Noncompliance Claims,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
October 12, 2017, https://carnegieendowment.org/2017/10/12/trump-administration-
and-iran-nuclear-deal-analysis-of-noncompliance-claims-pub-73214; Salvador Rizzo and
Meg Kelly, “Fact-Checking President Trump’s Reasons for Leaving the Iran Nuclear Deal,”
Washington Post (May 9, 2018), https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/wp/
2018/05/09/fact-checking-president-trumps-reasons-for-leaving-the-iran-nuclear-deal /.
Mark Landler, “Trump Abandons Nuclear Deal He Long Scorned,” New York Times (May
8, 2018), https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/08 /world/middleeast/trump-iran-nuclear-
deal.html.

That is, better than the Obama administration’s deal—one of a number that Trump deemed
“the worst deal ever”
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