NUCLEAR
DETERRENCE FOR A
NEW CENTURY

——  Keith B. Payne

thinkers gravitated to the notion that mutual nuclear deterrence,

built around survivable retaliatory capabilities on both sides, made
strategic relations between the United States and the Soviet Union pre-
dictably “stable.” Both countries, the thinking went, would be deterred
from highly provocative behavior by a mutual fear of escalation to a gen-
eral war in which the level of nuclear destruction to the civilian infra-
structure and population would far exceed any possible gain for either
side. Consequently, each would avoid provoking the other in the extreme.?
Over time, this vision of mutual deterrence stability became so widely
accepted that it even garnered a popular moniker: the “balance of terror.”

O ver the course of the Cold War, the majority of American strategic

In the United States, general acceptance of this deterrence paradigm had
concrete consequences: stable deterrence came to be defined as mutual capa-
bilities for strategic nuclear retaliation against cities, and strategic forces were
categorized based on their expected effect on the “balance of terror.” Those
forces compatible with offensive retaliatory threats to cities and industry were
labeled beneficial and “stabilizing.” Those capable of defending society against
such threats, on the other hand, were deemed to be the opposite.
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This simplistic equation, known
as Mutual Assured Destruction
(MAD), became the prism through
which many in the press, Congress,
armed services, and Executive Branch
thought about and judged strategic
forces. It also turned into the orga-
nizing principle for U.S. arms con-
trol, which became oriented around
eliminating bad, “destabilizing” sys-
tems, such as missile defense, while
preserving a limited number of good,
“stabilizing” offensive nuclear forces.

Over time, Mutual Assured
Destruction became a comforting
Cold War tautology—the
lethality of our strategic nuclear
threat ensured deterrence
against all but the irrational
because only the irrational would
not be deterred by the lethality
of our strategic nuclear threat.

False confidence

From the outset, however,
extreme confidence in Mutual
Assured Destruction required spe-
cific assumptions about human deci-
sion-making, the character of the
United States and the Soviet Union,
and the context of the Cold War
itself. For MAD to work predictably,
certain conditions in the U.S.-Soviet
relationship had to exist: leaders
would communicate in times of crisis
well enough to comprehend their
respective threats and thresholds for
nuclear retaliation; they would con-
duct a well-informed, unemotional,
and rational cost-benefit assessment
of the potential consequences of
brinkmanship and conflict; and they
ultimately would prudently decide
that the disincentives to taking pro-
vocative actions would outweigh any

incentives to the contrary.

During the Cold War, each of
these characteristics simply was
assumed to exist in U.S.-Soviet deter-
rence relations. We chose to believe
that Soviet leaders would be “sen-
sible” and calculating after our own
fashion, meaning that they would
inevitably choose to be cautious in the
face of a nuclear threat to cities; that
caution was the only “rational” choice
and guaranteed deterrence. By view-
ing Soviet leaders essentially as the
mirror images of ourselves, we could
take for granted the conditions neces-
sary for stable deterrence, and con-
clude that it would function reliably.

Over time, this proposition
became a comforting Cold War tau-
tology—the lethality of our strategic
nuclear threat ensured deterrence
against all but the irrational because
only the irrational would not be
deterred by the lethality of our stra-
tegic nuclear threat. Former National
Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy
expressed this view all too well in his
classic 1969 Foreign Affairs article.
“In the light of the certain prospect
of retaliation there has been literally
no chance at all that any sane politi-
cal authority, in either the United
States or the Soviet Union, would
consciously choose to start a nuclear
war,” Bundy wrote. “This proposition
is true for the past, the present, and
the foreseeable future. For sane men
on both sides, the balance of terror is
overwhelmingly persuasive.”

Why? Because, according to
Bundy, “...a decision that would bring
even one hydrogen bomb on one city
of one’s own country would be rec-
ognized in advance as a catastrophic
blunder; ten bombs on ten cities would
be a disaster beyond history; and a
hundred bombs on a hundred cities
are unthinkable.” Nuclear deterrence
thus was considered “easy” to under-

5 O THE JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL SECURITY AFFAIRS



Nuclear Deterrence for a New Century

stand and to guarantee.® It became a
simple function of balance. Mutual
nuclear threats to cities ensured
stable mutual deterrence, and such
vulnerability was easy to orchestrate
with nuclear weapons.

Viewing deterrence through this
MAD prism led us to limit or reject
supposedly “destabilizing” strategic
forces, including imposing strict limi-
tations on ballistic missile defense
(BMD) development, testing and
deployment, quantitative limitations
on the deployment of Minuteman and
later Peacekeeper ICBMs, and accu-
racy limitations on strategic ballistic

The confidence in deterrence that typ-
ified the Cold War now is presumed
to apply to post-Cold War rogue
threats—as if the dramatic changes
in opponent and context are irrel-
evant. Thomas Friedman of the New
York Times, for example, has written:
“What deters them today is what will
always deter them—the certainty
that if they attack us with weapons of
mass destruction their regimes will
be destroyed. In other words, what
is protecting us right now from the
most likely rogue threat ... is classic
deterrence.”®

missile warheads. In particular, mis-
sile defense became a long-term casu-
alty of our confidence in MAD. Critics
argued successfully for decades that

In the contemporary threat
environment, the predictable
functioning of deterrence is

because MAD could be made reliable
through the balance of terror, BMD
offered nothing of value and in fact
could upset “stability” by threatening
“the other side’s deterrent.” It came
to be seen as the “enemy” of deter-
rence and U.S. arms control.

To be sure, we did not limit
or reject these capabilities solely
because our preferred deterrence
paradigm deemed them “destabiliz-
ing.” But, as Ted Greenwood con-
cludes in his study of U.S. Cold War
strategic force acquisition practices,
its effect could be decisive.® During
the Cold War, MAD was the “the
supreme dogma of the ascendant
branch of the defense and arms con-
trol communities,”” and it was solidly
against BMD and other supposedly
destabilizing strategic forces.

The Bush revolution

The comforting but now vapid
Cold War refrain that deterrence will
“work” reliably certainly continues to
be heard today—a sort of all-purpose
argument against new nuclear capa-
bilities, and against missile defense.

likely to be the exception,
rather than the norm.

One of the most important devel-
opments in the Bush administration’s
thinking is a rejection of strategic
planning based on unwarranted
confidence in the predictability of
deterrence. This more sober view
of what to expect from deterrence is
not predicated upon the simplistic
assumption that rogues are some-
how incapable of rational decision-
making, or that deterrence must fail,
as some have wrongly suggested.’
Rather, it is based on a recognition
that the characteristics we assumed
to be in place in the U.S.-Soviet deter-
rence relationship, courtesy of mirror
imaging, manifestly do not pertain
to America’s relations with rogue
states. In the contemporary threat
environment, there is quite likely to
be arelative lack of mutual familiarity
and understanding, leaders may not
be well informed, communications
may not be reliable, opponents may
not calculate according to our defi-
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nition of “sensible,” and deterrence
may not be a simple function of force
balances. In these circumstances the
predictable functioning of deterrence
is likely to be the exception, rather
than the norm.

Within the Bush administration
and the armed services there
is growing recognition of the
fact that Cold War deterrence
is not appropriate vis-a-vis
contemporary opponents.

McGeorge Bundy and others
asserted as a universal proposition
that deterrence would work because,
“a hundred bombs on a hundred
cities are unthinkable.”'° By doing so,
Bundy revealed far more about what
he believed to be “unthinkable” than
articulating any universally shared
sensibility or value. In the past, lead-
ers have been more than willing to
run the risk of utter societal destruc-
tion in pursuit of their goals. Some,
such as Adolf Hitler and Japan’s War
Minister in 1945, Korechiki Anami,
welcomed the destruction of their
own societies; Hitler actually pro-
moted it. PRC Chairman Mao Zedong
disparaged U.S. nuclear capabilities
because, “Even if U.S. atom bombs...
were dropped on China, blasted a
hole in the earth or blew it to pieces,
this might be a big thing for the solar
system, but it would still be an insig-
nificant matter as far as the universe
as a whole is concerned.”™ Mao dis-
dained the deterrent effect of U.S.
nuclear forces, writing dismissively
of potential Chinese losses, “All it
is is a big pile of people dying.”'? A
line from Mao’s poetry reads, “Atom
bomb goes off when it is told./ Ah,
what boundless joy!”** The threat
of “a hundred bombs on a hundred

cities” may have been “unthinkable”
to an American defense intellectual
like McGeorge Bundy, but that tells
us nothing about whether deterrence
will or will not function reliably
against others.

Within the Bush administration
and the armed services there is grow-
ing recognition of this reality, and of
the fact that Cold War deterrence is
not appropriate vis-a-vis contempo-
rary opponents. As President Bush
emphasized on May 20, 2003:

The contemporary and emerg-
ing missile threat from hostile
states is fundamentally different
from that of the Cold War and
requires a different approach
to deterrence and new tools for
defense. The strategic logic of
the past may not apply to these
new threats, and we cannot be
wholly dependent on our capa-
bility to deter them. Compared
to the Soviet Union, their lead-
erships often are more risk
prone ... . Deterring these
threats will be difficult. There
are no mutual understandings
or reliable lines of communi-
cation with these states...

The typical threat now confront-
ing the U.S. is that of regional rogue
powers led by a variety of tyrants and
dictators who may not be the pru-
dent, attentive, well-informed leaders
we assumed the Soviets to be during
the Cold War. Rogue leaders have
few shared characteristics except,
as lan Buruma has observed in The
New York Review of Books, “they all
have one quality in common: striving
for absolute power consigns them to
a world of lies.””® The contemporary
challenge facing U.S. strategic plan-
ners is to understand such leaders
sufficiently well to establish tailored
policies of deterrence that “work”
more by design than by luck.
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Thedifficulty of suchan approach
has been suggested by Mahdi Obeidi,
the former director of Iraq’s nuclear
centrifuge program:

...the West never understood
the delusional nature of Saddam
Hussein’s mind. By 2002, when
the United States and Britain
were threatening war, he had
lost touch with the reality of his
diminished military might. By
that time I had been promoted
to director of projects for the
country’s entire military-indus-
trial complex, and I witnessed
firsthand the fantasy world in
which he was living ... sort of
like the emperor with no clothes,
he fooled himself into believ-
ing he was armed and danger-
ous. But unlike that fairy-tale
ruler, Saddam Hussein fooled
the rest of the world as well.!®

We believed we had great insight
into the thinking of the Soviet leader-
ship, could communicate well with
its officials, and that those leaders
ultimately would behave in well-
informed, reasonable and predict-
able ways. Consequently, we could
be wholly confident deterrence would
“work.” But today, there is no basis
for comparable faith with regard to
rogue regimes.

In their day, early proponents
of the Cold War balance of nuclear
terror claimed with great confidence
that the “principles that underlie
this diplomacy of violence” are valid
across time, place and culture.”
More recently, journalists and edi-
torials from prominent newspapers
repeat the same Cold War mantra:
“The logic of deterrence transcends
any particular era or enemy.”®

If that were so, deterrence truly
could be easily understood and prac-
ticed. But such a comforting notion
was coherent only with the mirror-
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imaging and unique conditions of
the Cold War—and even then only
barely so. Today, confidence in the
predictable functioning of deterrence
is well and truly a thing of the past.
It no longer can be considered pre-
dictable with confidence, nor can old
axioms from MAD serve as a basis for
designing our post-Cold War security
policies and forces.

This is certainly not a rejection of
deterrence writ large," but a lowering
of expectations that traditional deter-
rence can be expected to function reli-
ably and predictably and a rejection of
the old “good” and “bad” force catego-
rizations derived from MAD.

Because deterrence is less

certain, defensive steps—such

as deployment of missile

defense—have new urgency to

protect the U.S. population,

territory, expeditionary forces

and allies.

Moving beyond MAD

Just as confidence in MAD had
the effect of undercutting the ratio-
nale for missile defense and various
nuclear force initiatives, reduced
confidence in deterrence increases
the merits of those same strategic
programs. Because deterrence is less
certain, defensive steps—such as
deployment of missile defense—have
new urgency to protect the U.S. popu-
lation, territory, expeditionary forces
and allies. And precisely because
deterrence is less certain today, steps
to increase its effectiveness against
a spectrum of potential opponents
have fresh salience. These may range
from seeking a better understanding
of opponents to deploying a spectrum
of capabilities aimed at improving the
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probability that we can deter diverse
opponents.2°

The Bush administration—in
contrast with its detractors—has
adopted a policy position that is wholly
compatible with the new threat envi-
ronment. It likewise has taken steps
to increase the effectiveness of deter-
rence across a spectrum of threats,
and to prepare for its possible fail-
ure. These have included President
Bush’s decision to deploy a layered
ballistic missile defense architecture,
a Defense Department and Energy
Department-requested feasibility
study of earth-penetrating warheads,
movement toward strategic non-
nuclear weapons, greater freedom to
examine very low-yield nuclear weap-
ons, and the inclusion of nuclear and
non-nuclear strike capabilities in the
“New Triad.”

Criticisms of the Bush admin-
istration’s Nuclear Posture Review
(NPR) and related administration
strategic initiatives tend to be the
predictable Cold War axioms about
deterrence derived from MAD.
Deterrence, this line of thinking
goes, is reliable, so there is no need
to deploy missile defense,?! or to be
overly concerned about the threat of a
rogue nuclear, electro-magnetic pulse
(EMP) attack.?? And because deter-
rence is reliable, there is no need for
new types of nuclear capabilities.?
After all, deterrence will work, even
against ruthless, eccentric leaders
such as Saddam Hussein.?* This per-
spective also logically opposes U.S.
capabilities suitable for threatening
an enemy’s military forces, because
under MAD, they were considered
antithetical to “stable” deterrence.

In short, Cold War-like confi-
dence in the predictable functioning
of deterrence remains the all-purpose
rationale for not revising our thinking
about deterrence or our nuclear force
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structure, not preparing to protect
ourselves against deterrence failure,
and not moving away from our Cold
War legacy nuclear arsenal. What
appears to be unrecognized by most
critics of the Bush administration
is that the assumed conditions that
permitted Cold War confidence in
MAD no longer pertain. Under post-
Cold War conditions, those who make
confident predictions about reliable
deterrence will be proven wrong; it is
only a matter of time.

Overconfidence in deterrence
has been a staple of the U.S. strate-
gic community for almost two gen-
erations. It has been absorbed by
an entire cadre of academics who
address the subject, journalists who
report on it, members of Congress
who decide which military programs
will or will not be funded, and civil-
ian and military officials who seek
funding for forces. The NPR and
the Bush administration’s strategic
initiatives should be understood for
what they are—attempts to keep
pace with the dramatic changes that
have taken place in the global secu-
rity environment.

The Cold War deterrence para-
digm was comforting and convenient.
It is now obsolete. Moving beyond
it is necessary if we are to adjust our
thinking to new realities. But we
should harbor no illusions; comfort-
ing and convenient beliefs are easily
embraced, and given up only with great
reluctance. Modernizing our thinking
about nuclear deterrence will require
a continuing effort to dispel the MAD
adages about deterrence and strategic
forces so deeply ingrained by our Cold
War experience.
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