Under the Nuclear Gun (1)

VICTORY
IS POSSIBLE

by Colin §. Gray and Keith Payne

Nuclear war is possible. But unlike Arma-
geddon, the apocalyptic war prophesied to
end history, nuclear war can have a wide
range of possible outcomes. Many commen-
tators and senior U.S. government officials
consider it a nonsurvivable event. The popu-
larity of this view in Washington has such a
pervasive and malign effect upon American
defense planning that it is rapidly becoming
a self-fulfilling prophecy for the United
States.

Recognition that war at any level can be
won or lost, and that the distinction between
winning and losing would not be trivial, is
essential for intelligent defense planning.
Moreover, nuclear war can occur regardless
of the quality of U.S. military posture
and the content of American strategic theory.
If it does, deterrence, crisis management, and
escalation control might play a negligible
role. Through an inability to communicate
or through Soviet disinterest in receiving and
acting upon American messages, the United
States might not even have the option to
surrender and thus might have to fight the
war as best it can. Furthermore, the West
needs to devise ways in which it can employ
strategic nuclear forces coercively, while
minimizing the potentially paralyzing im-
pact of self-deterrence.

If American nuclear power is to support
U.S. foreign policy objectives, the United
States must possess the ability to wage
nuclear war rationally. This requirement is
inherent in the geography of East-West rela-
tions, in the persisting deficiencies in Western
conventional and theater nuclear forces, and
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in the distinction between the objectives of a
revolutionary and status quo power.

U.S. strategic planning should exploit
Soviet fears insofar as is feasible from the
Soviet perspective; take full account of
likely Soviet responses and the willingness of
Americans to accept those responses; and
provide for the protection of American ter-
ritory. Such planning would enhance the
prospect for effective deterrence and survival
during a war. Only recently has U.S. nuclear
targeting policy been based on careful study
of the Soviet Union as a distinct political
culture, but the U.S. defense community
continues to resist many of the policy impli-
cations of Soviet responses to U.S. weapons
programs. In addition, the U.S. government
simply does not recognize the validity of
attempting to relate its freedom of offensive
nuclear action and the credibility of its
offensive nuclear threat to the protection of
American territory.

U.S. nuclear strategy is immoral.

Critics of such strategic planning are vul-
nerable in two crucial respects: They do not,
and cannot, offer policy prescriptions that
will insure that the United States is never
confronted with the stark choice between
fighting a nuclear war or surrendering, and
they do not offer a concept of deterrence that
meets the extended responsibilities of U.S.
strategic nuclear forces. No matter how ele-
gant the deterrence theory, a question that
cannot be avoided is what happens if deter-
rence mechanisms fail? Theorists whose con-
cept of deterrence is limited to massive retalia-
tion after Soviet attack would have nothing
of interest to say to a president facing con-
ventional defeat in the Persian Gulf or in
Western Europe. Their strategic environment
exists only in peacetime. They can recom-
mend very limited, symbolic options but
have no theory of how a large-scale Soviet
response is to be deterred.

Because many believe that homeland de-
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fense will lead to a steeper arms race and
destabilize the strategic balance, the U.S.
defense community has endorsed a posture
that maximizes the prospect for self-deter-
rence. Yet the credibility of the extended U.S.
deterrent depends on the Soviet belief that
a U.S. president would risk nuclear escalation
on behalf of foreign commitments.

In the late 1960s the United States en-
dorsed the concept of strategic parity without
thinking through what that would mean for
the credibility of America’s nuclear umbrella.
A condition of parity or essential equivalence
is incompatible with extended deterrent du-
ties because of the self-deterrence inherent in
such a strategic context. However, the prac-
tical implications of parity may be less dire
in some areas of U.S. vital interest. Western
Europe, for example, is so important an
American interest that Soviet leaders could be
more impressed by the character and duration
of the U.S. commitment than by the details
of the strategic balance.

A Threat to Commit Suicide

Ironically, it is commonplace to assert that
war-survival theories affront the crucial test
of political and moral acceptability. Surely
no one can be comfortable with the claim
that a strategy that would kill millions of
Soviet citizens and would invite a strategic
response that could kill tens of millions of
U.S. citizens would be politically and mor-
ally acceptable. However, it is worth recall-
ing the six guidelines for the use of force
provided by the “‘just war’’ doctrine of the
Catholic Church: Force can be used in a just
cause; with a right intent; with a reasonable
chance of success; in order that, if successful,
its use offers a better future than would have
been the case had it not been employed; to a
degree proportional to the goals sought, or
to the evil combated; and with the deter-
mination to spare noncombatants, when there
is a reasonable chance of doing so.

These guidelines carry a message for U.S.
policy. Specifically, as long as nuclear threat
is a part of the U.S. diplomatic arsenal and
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provided that threat reflects real operational
intentions—it is not a total bluff—U.S. de-
fense planners are obliged to think through
the probable course of a nuclear war. They
must also have at least some idea of the
intended relationship between force applied
and the likelihood that political goals will
be achieved—that is, a strategy.

Current American strategic policy is not
compatible with at least three of the six
just-war guidelines. The policy contains
no definition of success aside from denying
victory to the enemy, no promise that the
successful use of nuclear power would in-
sure a better future than surrender, and no
sense of proportion because central war strate-
gy in operational terms is not guided by po-
litical goals. In short, U.S. nuclear strategy is
immoral.

Those who believe that a central nuclear
war cannot be waged for political purposes
because the destruction inflicted and suffered
would dwarf the importance of any political
goals can construct a coherent and logical
policy position. They argue that nuclear war
will be the end of history for the states in-
volved, and that a threat to initiate nuclear
war is a threat to commit suicide and thus
lacks credibility. However, they acknowledge
that nuclear weapons cannot be abolished.
They maintain that even incredible threats
may deter, provided the affront in question is
sufficiently serious, because miscalculation
by an adversary could have terminal conse-
quences; because genuinely irrational behav-
ior 1s always possible; and because the con-
flict could become uncontrollable.

In the 1970s the U.S. defense community
rejected this theory of deterrence. Successive
strategic targeting reviews appeared to move
U.S. policy further and further from the
declaratory doctrine of mutual assured de-
struction adopted by former Secretary of
Defense Robert S. McNamara. Yet U.S. de-
fense planners have not thoroughly studied
the problems of nuclear war nor thought
through the meaning of strategy in relation
to nuclear war. The U.S. defense community
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has always tended to regard strategic nuclear
war not as war but as a holocaust. Former
Secretary of Defense James R. Schlesinger
apparently adopted limited nuclear options
(LNOs)—strikes employing anywhere from
a handful to several dozen warheads—as a
compromise between the optimists of the
minimum deterrence school and the pessi-
mists of the so-called war-fighting persua-
sion. By definition, LNOs apply only to the
initial stages of a war. But what happens
once LNOs have been exhausted? If the Soviets
retaliated after U.S. LNOs, the United States
would face the dilemma of escalating further
or conciliating.

Deterrence may fail to be restored during
war for several reasons: The enemy may not
grant, in operational practice, the concept of
intrawar deterrence and simply wage the war
as it is able; and command, control, and
communications may be degraded so rapidly
that strategic decisions are precluded and both
sides execute their war plans. Somewhat be-
latedly, the U.S. defense community has
come to understand that flexibility in tar-
geting and LNOs do not constitute a strategy
and cannot compensate for inadequate stra-
tegic nuclear forces.

LNOs are the tactics of the strong, not of
a country entering a period of strategic in-
feriority, as the United States is now. LNOs
would be operationally viable only if the
United States had a plausible theory of how it
could control and dominate later escalation.

The fundamental inadequacy of flexible
targeting, as presented in the 1970s, is that it
neglected to take proper account of the fact
that the United States would be initiating a
process of competitive escalation that it had
no basis for assuming could be concluded on
satisfactory terms. Flexible targeting was an
adjunct to plans that had no persuasive vision
of how the application of force would pro-
mote the attainment of political objectives.

War Aims

U.S. strategic targeting doctrine must have
a unity of political purpose from the first to

18.



Gray & Payne

the last strikes. Strategic flexibility, unless
wedded to a plausible theory of how to win
a war or at least insure an acceptable end to a
war, does not offer the United States an
adequate bargaining position before or during
a conflict and is an invitation to defeat. Small,
preplanned strikes can only be of use if the
United States enjoys strategic superiority—
the ability to wage a nuclear war at any level
of violence with a reasonable prospect of de-
feating the Soviet Union and of recovering
sufficiently to insure a satisfactory postwar
world order.

However, the U.S. government does not
yet appear ready to plan seriously for the
actual conduct of nuclear war should deter-
rence fail, in spite of the fact that such a
policy should strengthen deterrence. Assured-
destruction reasoning is proclaimed officially
to be insufficient in itself as a strategic doc-
trine. However, a Soviet assured-destruction
capability continues to exist as a result of
the enduring official U.S. disinterest in stra-
tegic defense, with potentially paralyzing
implications for the United States. No mat-
ter how well designed and articulated, tar-
geting plans that allow an enemy to inflict
in retaliation whatever damage it wishes on
American society are likely to prove unusable.

Four interdependent areas of strategic
policy—strategy, weapons development and
procurement, arms control, and defense doc-
trine—are currently treated separately. The-
oretically, strategy should determine the evo-
lution of the other three areas. In practice, it
never has. Most of what has been portrayed
as war-fighting strategy is nothing of the
kind. Instead, it is an extension of the Ameri-
can theory of deterrence into war itself. To
advocate LNOs and targeting flexibility and
selectivity is not the same as to advocate a
war-fighting, war-survival strategy.

Strategists do not find the idea of nuclear
war fighting attractive. Instead, they believe
that an ability to wage and survive war is
vital for the effectiveness of deterrence; there
can be no such thing as an adequate deterrent
posture unrelated to probable wartime effec-
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tiveness; victory or defeat in nuclear war is
possible, and such a war may have to be
waged to that point; and, the clearer the
vision of successful war termination, the more
likely war can be waged intelligently at
earlier stages.

There should be no misunderstanding the
fact that the primary interest of U.S. strategy
is deterrence. However, American strategic
forces do not exist solely for the purpose of
deterring a Soviet nuclear threat or attack
against the United States itself. Instead, they
are intended to support U.S. foreign policy,
as reflected, for example, in the commitment
to preserve Western Europe against aggres-
sion. Such a function requires American stra-
tegic forces that would enable a president to
initiate strategic nuclear use for coercive,
though politically defensive, purposes.

U.S. strategy, typically, has proceeded
from the bottom up. Such targeting does not
involve any conception of the war as a whole,
nor of how the war might be concluded on
favorable terms. The U.S. defense com-
munity cannot plan intelligently for lower
levels of combat, unless it has an acceptable
idea of where they might lead.

Most analyses of flexible targeting options
assume virtually perfect stability at the high-
est levels of conflict. Advocates of flexible
targeting assert that a U.S. LNO would sig-
nal the beginning of an escalation process
that the Soviets would wish to avoid in light
of the American threat to Soviet urban-
industrial areas. Yet it seems inconsistent to
argue that the U.S. threat of assured destruc-
tion would deter the Soviets from engaging in
escalation following an LNO but that U.S.
leaders could initiate the process despite the
Soviet threat. What could be the basis of such
relative U.S. resolve and Soviet vacillation in
the face of strategic parity or Soviet su-
periority?

Moreover, the desired deterrent effect
would probably depend upon the Soviet anal-
ysis of the entire nuclear campaign. In other
words, Soviet leaders would be less impressed
by American willingness to launch an LNO
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than they would be by a plausible American
victory strategy. Such a theory would have to
envisage the demise of the Soviet state. The
United States should plan to defeat the Soviet
Union and to do so at a cost that would not
prohibit U.S. recovery. Washington should
identify war aims that in the last resort would
contemplate the destruction of Soviet political
authority and the emergence of a postwar
world order compatible with Western values.

The most frightening threat to the Soviet
Union would be the destruction or serious
impairment of its political system. Thus, the
United States should be able to destroy key
leadership cadres, their means of communt-
cation, and some of the instruments of domes-
tic control. The USSR, with its gross overcen-
tralization of authority, epitomized by its
vast bureaucracy in Moscow, should be high-
ly vulnerable to such an attack. The Soviet
Union might cease to function if its security
agency, the KGB, were severely crippled. If the
Moscow bureaucracy could be eliminated,
damaged, or isolated, the USSR might disinte-
grate into anarchy, hence the extensive civil
defense preparations intended to insure the
survival of the Soviet leadership. Judicious
U.S. targeting and weapon procurement
policies might be able to deny the USSR the
assurance of political survival.

Once the defeat of the Soviet state is estab-
lished as a war aim, defense professionals
should attempt to identify an optimum tar-
geting plan for the accomplishment of that
goal. For example, Soviet political control of
its territory in Central Asia and in the Far
East could be weakened by discriminate nu-
clear targeting. The same applies to Trans-
caucasia and Eastern Europe.

The Ultimate Penalty

Despite a succession of U.S. targeting re-
views, Soviet leaders, looking to the mid-
1980s, may well anticipate the ability to
wage World War III successfully. The con-
tinuing trend in the East-West military
balance allows Soviet military planners to
design a theory of military victory that is
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not implausible and that may stir hopes
among Soviet political leaders that they
might reap many of the rewards of military
success even without having to fight. The
Soviets may anticipate that U.S. self-deter-
rence could discourage Washington from
punishing Soviet society. Even if the United
States were to launch a large-scale second
strike against Soviet military and economic
targets, the resulting damage should be bear-
able to the Soviet Union given the stakes of
the conflict and the fact that the Soviets
would control regions abroad that could
contribute to its recovery.

In the late 1960s the United States identi-
fied the destruction of 20-25 per cent of the
population and 50-75 per cent of industrial
capacity as the ultimate penalty it had to be
able to inflict on the USSR. In the 1970s the
United States shifted its attention to the
Soviet recovery economy. The Soviet theory
of victory depends on the requirement that
the Soviet Union survive and recover rapidly
from a nuclear conflict. However, the U.S.
government does not completely understand
the details of the Soviet recovery economy,
and the concept has lost popularity as a
result. Highly complex modeling of the
Soviet economy cannot disguise the fact that
the available evidence is too rudimentary to
permit any confidence in the analysis. With
an inadequate data base it should require little
imagination to foresee how difficult it is to
determine targeting priorities in relation to
the importance of different economic targets
for recovery.

Schlesinger’s advocacy of essential equiva-
lence called for a U.S. ability to match mili-
tary damage for military damage. But Ameri-
can strategic development since the early
1970s has not been sufficient to maintain the
American end of that balance. Because the
U.S. defense community has refused to
recognize the importance of the possibility
that a nuclear war could be won or lost, it
has neglected to think beyond a punitive
sequence of targeting options.

American nuclear strategy is not intended
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to defeat the Soviet Union or insure the sur-
vival of the United States in any carefully
calculated manner. Instead, it is intended to
insure that the Soviet Union is punished in-
creasingly severely. American targeting phi-
losophy today is only a superficial improve-
ment over that prevalent in the late 1960s,
primarily because U.S. defense planners do
not consider anticipated damage to the United
States to be relevant to the integrity of their
offensive war plans. The strategic case for
ballistic missile defense and civil defense
has not been considered on its merits for a
decade.

In the late 1970s the United States tar-
geted a range of Soviet economic entities that
were important either to war-supporting in-
dustry or to economic recovery. The rationale
for this targeting scheme was, and remains,
fragile. War-supporting industry is impor-
tant only fora war of considerable duration or
for a period of post-war defense mobilization.

The United States should plan to
defeat the Soviet state and to do
so at a cost that would neot prohibit
U.S. recovery.

Moreover, although recovery from war is an
integral part of a Soviet theory of victory, it
is less important than the achievement of
military success. If the USSR is able to win
the war, it should have sufficient military
force in reserve to compel the surviving world
economy to contribute to Soviet recovery.
Thus, the current trend is to move away from
targeting the recovery economy.

To date, the U.S. government has declined
to transcend what amounts to a deterrence-
through-punishment approach to strategic
war planning. Moreover, the strategic tar-
geting reviews of the 1970s did not address
the question of self-deterrence adequately.
The United States has no ballistic missile
defense and effectively no civil defense, while
U.S. air defense is capable of guarding Ameri-
can air space only in peacetime. The Pentagon
has sought to compensate for a lack of rela-

23.



tive military muscle through more imagina-
tive strategic targeting. Review after review
has attempted to identify more effective ways
in which the USSR could be hurt. Schlesinger
above all sought essential equivalence through
a more flexible set of targeting options with-
out calling for extensive new U.S. strategic ca-
pabilities. Indeed, he went to some pains to
separate the question of targeting design from
procurement issues.

The United States should identify nuclear
targeting options that could help restore de-
terrence, yet would destroy the Soviet state
and enhance the likelihood of U.S. survival
if fully implemented. The first priority
of such a targeting scheme would be Soviet
military power of all kinds, and the second
would be the political, military, and eco-
nomic control structure of the USSR. Success-
ful strikes against military and political con-
trol targets would reduce the Soviet ability to
project military power abroad and to sustain
political authority at home. However, it
would not be in the interest of the United
States actually to implement an offensive
nuclear strategy no matter how frightening
in Soviet perspective, if the U.S. homeland
were totally naked to Soviet retaliation.

Striking the USSR should entail targeting
the relocation bunkers of the top political
and bureaucratic leadership, including those
of the KGB; key communication centers of the
Communist party, the military, and the gov-
ernment; and many of the economic, politi-
cal, and military records. Even limited des-
truction of some of these targets and sub-
stantial isolation of many of the key per-
sonnel who survive could have revolutionary
consequences for the country.

The Armageddon Syndrome

The strategic questions that remain incom-
pletely answered are in some ways more
difficult than the practical problems of tar-
geting the political control structure. Is it
sensible to destroy the government of the
enemy, thus eliminating the option of nego-
tiating an end to the war? In the unlikely
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event that the United States identifies all of
the key relocation bunkers for the central
political leadership, who would then con-
duct the Soviet war effort and to what ends?
Since after a large-scale counter-control strike
the surviving Soviet leadership would have
little else to fear, could this targeting option
be anything other than a threat?

The U.S. defense community today be-
lieves that the political control structure of
the USSR is among the most important tar-
gets for U.S. strategic forces. However, just
how important such targeting might be for
deterrence or damage limitation has not been
determined. Current American understanding
of exactly how the control structure functions
is less than perfect. But that is a technical
matter that can in principle be solved through
more research. The issue of whether the So-
viet control structure should actually be
struck is more problematic.

Strategists cannot offer painless conflicts
or guarantee that their preferred posture and
doctrine promise a greatly superior deterrence
posture to current American schemes. But,
they can claim that an intelligent U.S.
offensive strategy, wedded to homeland de-
fenses, should reduce U.S. casualties to ap-
proximately 20 million, which should render
U.S. strategic threats more credible. If the
United States developed the targeting plans
and procured the weapons necessary to hold
the Soviet political, bureaucratic, and mili-
tary leadership at risk, that should serve as
the functional equivalent in Soviet perspec-
tive of the assured-destruction effect of the
late 1960s. However, the U.S. targeting
community has not determined how it would
organize this targeting option.

A combination of counterforce offensive
targeting, civil defense, and ballistic missile
and air defense should hold U.S. casualties
down to a level compatible with national
survival and recovery. The actual number
would depend on several factors, some of
which the United States could control (the
level of U.S. homeland defenses); some of
which it could influence (the weight and
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character of the Soviet attack); and some of
which might evade anybody’s ability to con-
trol or influence (for example, the weather).
What can be assured is a choice between a
- defense program that insures the survival of
the vast majority of Americans with relative
confidence and one that deliberately permits
the Soviet Union to wreak whatever level
of damage it chooses.

No matter how grave the Soviet offense, a
U.S. president cannot credibly threaten and
should not launch a strategic nuclear strike
if expected U.S. casualties are likely to involve
100 million or more American citizens.
There is a difference between a doctrine that
can offer little rational guidance should de-
terrence fail and a doctrine that a president
might employ responsibly for identified po-
litical purposes. Existing evidence on the
probable consequences of nuclear exchanges
suggests that there should be a role for strategy
in nuclear war. To ignore the possibility that
strategy can be applied to nuclear war is to
insure by choice a nuclear apocalypse if deter-
rence fails. The current U.S. deterrence pos-
ture is fundamentally flawed because it does
not provide for the protection of American
territory.

Nuclear war is unlikely to be an essen-
tially meaningless, terminal event. Instead it
is likely to be waged to coerce the Soviet
Union to give up some recent gain. Thus, a
president must have the ability not merely to
end a war, but to end it favorably. The
United States would need to be able to per-
suade desperate and determined Soviet leaders
that it has the capability, and the determina-
tion, to wage nuclear war at ever higher levels
of violence until an acceptable outcome is
achieved. For deterrence to function during a
war each side would have to calculate whether
an improved outcome is possible through
further escalation.

An adequate U.S. deterrent posture is one
that denies the Soviet Union any plausible
hope of success at any level of strategic con-
flict; offers a likely prospect of Soviet defeat;
and offers a reasonable chance of limiting
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damage to the United States. Such a deter-
rence posture is often criticized as contribut-
ing to the arms race and causing strategic
instability, because it would stimulate new
Soviet deployments. However, during the
1970s the Soviet Union showed that its
weapon development and deployment de-
cisions are not dictated by American actions.
Western understanding of what determines
Soviet defense procurement is less than per-
fect, but it is now obvious that Soviet weap-
on decisions cannot be explained with refer-
ence to any simple action-reaction model of
arms-race dynamics. In addition, highly sur-
vivable U.S. strategic forces should insure
strategic stability by denying the Soviets an
attractive first-strike target set.

An Armageddon syndrome lurks behind
most concepts of nuclear strategy. It amounts
either to the belief that because the United
States could lose as many as 20 million
people, it should not save the 80 million or
more who otherwise would be at risk, or to a
disbelief in the serious possibility that 200
million Americans could survive a nuclear
war.

There is little satisfaction in advocating an
operational nuclear doctrine that could re-
sult in the deaths of 20 million or more peo-
ple in an unconstrained nuclear war. How-
ever, as long as the United States relies on
nuclear threats to deter an increasingly
powerful Soviet Union, it is inconceivable
that the U.S. defense community can con-
tinue to divorce its thinking on deterrence
from its planning for the efficient conduct of
war and defense of the country. Prudence in
the latter should enhance the former.
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