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“Yesterday’s doctrines are no longer appropriate
for today’s realities.” (Drell; Goodby [2007]: p. 1.)

Introduction

1. Overview of the Research Project

The roots of nuclear strategy go back to the 1950s and over the course of the Cold War
the primary goals of U.S. nuclear planning did not change much. Military planners and
targeteers were preparing for the “unthinkable” with war plans that maximize the
chances of victory for and minimize vulnerability of the U.S. to nuclear attacks, by
offering strike options that could guarantee these goals without such a high level of
collateral damage that might risk a President to hesitate to launch an attack. In the
meanwhile, Presidents and policy makers were trying to solve the fundamental
challenge of how to deter a first strike by credibly threatening to use nuclear weapons
but at the same time avoiding a confrontation where their actual use would be
necessary. In order to ensure the credibility of these threats, every administration tried
to implement innovations in U.S. nuclear doctrine but despite their best efforts,
doctrinal changes usually had only limited effects on the actual war plans. As a result of
the lack of a strong civilian oversight, a striking difference started to emerge between
the declaratory policy and the operational level. While the political guidance went
through several fundamental changes, war plans were mostly lagging behind with
moderate transformations (which had a direct effect on force level requirements, as
well).

With the fall of the Soviet Union, the United States lost its main adversary and it was
logical to assume that both the number and the mission of nuclear weapons would be
revised and dramatically reduced. In 1990 the U.S. possessed 21,400 nuclear weapons
which by 2014 have been reduced to 7,700 — with 4,804 warheads in the military
stockpile. (U.S. Department of State [2014a]) These dramatic reductions in the force
structure came with major changes in the nuclear guidance, and several shifts and

innovations in the war plans. But the level of these operational adjustments was far
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behind the realities of the post-Cold War security environment, and Cold War legacies

still seem to define certain levels of U.S. nuclear weapons policy.

In his 2009 Prague address, President Obama stated that it is time to end Cold War
nuclear thinking and pave the way towards a world without nuclear weapons. (Obama
[2009]) The notion of “Cold War nuclear thinking” is the central concept of this
dissertation which is built on the basic premise that Cold War nuclear thinking has
certain requirements on the different levels of nuclear strategy and maintaining these

requirements is a “showstopper” for further reductions.

Since the Prague address, the term “Cold War nuclear thinking” has been widely used in
academic, as well as in political circles but it has never been defined what it exactly
means or what the administration meant by it. Therefore, it is not clear what specific
aspects of the so called Cold War nuclear posture President Obama promised to shift
away from. In the lack of a clear definition, the term has been mostly used in a negative
context, or as a sarcastic description of anyone whose thinking is not progressive
enough.? This, however, is only one side of the coin — it is true that many legacies of the
Cold War are outdated in the current security environment but there are still some
characteristics of U.S. nuclear strategy which were developed during the Cold War and
remain logical today (the doctrine of flexible response for example is one of these

characteristics).

In this regard, the main goal of this dissertation is to examine the evolution of Cold War
nuclear strategy and to objectively identify those guiding principles which were
characteristics of the bipolar system and designated U.S. nuclear strategy for decades.
By identifying these principles, the author intends to develop a methodological
framework which will clearly define what Cold War nuclear thinking means on three

analytical levels. This framework will help to examine to what extent U.S. nuclear

2 There are several examples for referring to Cold War thinking in a negative context. Rachel Staley from
the BASIC Institute, for example, called Cold War thinking “a recipe for disaster.” (Staley [2013]) After
the 2012 Chicago Summit, Lesley McNiesh, a former associate of the Center for Arms Control and Non-
Proliferation, described the new NATO strategy as outdated which was still inappropriately designed to
fight the “last (Cold) War.” (McNiesh [2012]) In a 2011 Washington Post article, Walter Pincus claimed
that Cold War thinking still defined the U.S. force structure which was not adequate to “deter China, or
al-Qaeda or other non-state terrorist groups,” and he also reminded that “U.S. nuclear warheads have
not deterred North Korea from trying to build their own, nor do they deter Iran. They may have
encouraged their programs.” (Pincus [2011]) In another example, Johan Bergends and Miles Pomper also
advocated to end the outdated strategies of the bipolar system in a 2010 Guardian article, titled ‘No more
cold war thinking.” (Bergenés; Pomper [2010])

12



DOI: 10.14267/phd.2015009

weapons policy is still driven by Cold War legacies. The three analytical levels of this

model are:

e the declaratory policy: it basically refers to a broad set of public statements and
written documents made by the President, the Secretary of Defense and other
high-ranking officials on the requirements of deterrence, the strategic doctrine

and the most important guidelines for nuclear weapons policy;

e the operational level: this is where the “declaratory policy” should be
implemented into concrete military strategies and war plans (while the principles
of the declaratory policy are defined by politicians, the making of operational
level strategies mostly falls under the control of the military — although civilians
are having an increased role in the oversight of these strategies);

e and finally the force structure: it contains the necessary type and number of
nuclear weapons and delivery vehicles needed to meet the requirements of the

operational level and to fulfill the role and mission set by the declaratory policy.

Outlining the characteristics of Cold War nuclear thinking on these three levels will
help to define the nature of the current U.S. nuclear policy and describe if and how the
legacies of the Cold War affect the prospects of further reductions in the stockpile.

In summary, the main research questions of this dissertation are:

e How has the Obama administration’s visionary Prague agenda affected U.S.

nuclear weapons policy?
e What practical changes did it trigger in nuclear strategy?

e Has the administration really shifted away from Cold War traditions or is there

still Cold War nuclear thinking on the different levels of nuclear policy?

e If so, how does it affect the prospects of further nuclear disarmament?

The first chapter of the dissertation has three main missions. First, it provides a
historical overview of U.S. nuclear weapons policy, the development of the institutional
and procedural frameworks of strategic planning, as well as the concrete characteristics
of nuclear strategy. Describing the evolution of Cold War nuclear planning shows the

past dynamics of policy guidance and operational planning which gives an important

13
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contextual framework. Despite the shifting priorities and the constant innovations on the
policy level, the chapter also shows that there were several common beliefs and guiding
principles which led the different administrations. Therefore, the historical overview
also lays down the ground to identify the specific elements of Cold War nuclear

thinking.

Besides the historical overview, the Cold War context also provides a solid basis to
conceptualize other key terms of the dissertation, like for example nuclear strategy,
counterforce and counter-value strategies, or strategic stability. Clarifying these
concepts is a necessary precondition to introduce the main hypotheses of this
dissertation which suggest that the operational level still preserves many conservative
elements of the Cold War which have a negative effect on further nuclear reductions. In
order to prove these hypotheses, the author chose to merge the main findings of the
historical overview with the relevant aspects of strategic studies and set up a list of
criteria on Cold War nuclear thinking which will serve as an analytical framework to

test the Obama administration’s nuclear policy.

For this purpose, the third mission of this chapter is to provide a literature review of
three main groups of relevant sources: 1) selected pieces from the discipline of strategic
studies, 2) the relevant works of policy makers, and 3) seminal works on the operational

aspects of Cold War nuclear strategy.

Strategic thinking on the role of nuclear weapons started to evolve during the second
half of the 1940s. The debate was centered around RAND Corporation’s strategic
theorists, like for example Bernard Brodie, Albert Wohlstetter, Herman Kahn, William
W. Kaufmann or Thomas C. Schelling who introduced a unique interdisciplinary
approach to the field of strategic studies. In the framework of the historical overview,
the focus is laid on those studies and concepts which had a direct affect on the evolution
of U.S. nuclear strategy and which made it to actual policy guidance. In addition to
these theoretical works, the literature review also outlines the most relevant writings of
policy makers who played a key role in the development of U.S. nuclear doctrine — this
group includes people like Robert S. McNamara, Henry A. Kissinger, Zbigniew
Brzezinski or James R. Schlesinger. The third set of sources which is presented in this
chapter is a synthesis of those groundbreaking academic papers and books which focus

on the operational aspects of nuclear strategy. William M. Arkin, Bruce G. Blair,

14
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William Burr, Fred Kaplan, Janne E. Nolan, Peter Pringle, David A. Rosenberg, and
Scott D. Sagan laid down the foundations of this kind of research focus and paved to

way towards further works on the operational level of nuclear weapons employment

policy.

The second chapter of the dissertation aims to examine President Obama’s nuclear
policy based on his pledge to end Cold War nuclear thinking. In order to meet the
promises of the Prague agenda, the White House initiated a comprehensive review of
nuclear guidance and pressed for some meaningful changes in U.S. nuclear weapons
policy. The first milestone of the review was the publication of the administration’s
Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) report in April, 2010. (NPR [2010a]) More than three
years later, the President announced in his June, 2013 Berlin address that the review had
officially been finished. (Obama [2013b]) It was marked by the presidential
employment guidance, a document which set out more specific policy recommendations
for the military. (U.S. Department of Defense [2013]) Based on these two documents,
the administration seems to lessen the emphasis on Cold War nuclear thinking in the
declaratory policy but the operational level is still assumed to preserve several elements
of Cold War strategic planning. After outlining the campaign strategy and the roots of
President Obama’s nuclear policy, this chapter takes a quick look at the different steps
of the review process. It shows the procedural framework of implementation, and how
the — usually more — general policy guidance gets down to the level of actual war plans.
The following three sub-chapters (declaratory policy, force structure, operational level)
focuses on the results of the Obama administration, measured along the concept of Cold
War nuclear thinking, which is described in the first chapter. (Despite the Cold War
framework and the focus on the Obama administration, the two decades between the
end of the Cold War and 2009 are not ignored — each sub-chapter starts with a quick
overview of the Clinton and Bush administrations’ nuclear policy, outlining how they
shifted (if at all) away from Cold War thinking and describing their legacy in terms of

nuclear strategy.)

The last two sub-chapters focus on the consequences of these dynamics with a special
attention to the prospects of the nuclear disarmament process. In this regard, the author
is aware that there are many factors, which influence the implementation of reductions

but the dissertation does not go into the policy debates of Congress, and the negotiations
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between the U.S. and Russia. Instead, it focuses on the strategic aspects of nuclear
disarmament which is the most ignored (at least by the media) but probably the most
influential determinant of future reductions. This sub-chapter divides the question of
further reductions into three separate cases: deployed nuclear weapons, non-deployed
nuclear weapons, and the strategic triad. After going through the most important
operational policies which define these force requirements, the dissertation outlines a
list of elements which need to be limited or abandoned by any future administration that

wishes to implement significant reductions in the U.S. nuclear arsenal.

2. Explanation of Choice

As the United States and Russia still possess almost 94 percent of the world’s nuclear
weapons capabilities, they remain the dominant players in the field of nuclear arms
control. (SIPRI [2014]) The policy of these two states has a significant effect on the
global non-proliferation and disarmament trends and they also have the potential to

influence the nuclear policy of others — both in a positive and in a negative way.

The main reason to choose U.S. nuclear strategy out of the two is the political
commitment of the current administration towards nuclear disarmament in general.
President Obama’s pledge to global zero and his personal interest in nuclear issues is a
good starting point to implement meaningful changes in strategic planning and to
advance further nuclear reductions. After the President’s Prague address, the year 2010
was a period of success stories: first the Nuclear Posture Review report was published
on April 6, then two days later President Obama and President Medvedev signed the
New START Treaty, limiting the deployed strategic nuclear capabilities of the U.S. and
Russia to 1,550 nuclear warheads and 700 deliveries each. This was followed by the
first Nuclear Security Summit (NSS) in Washington, DC on April 12-13, a process
initiated by the President to better safeguard all nuclear materials, to reduce the use of
weapons-grade materials in civilian applications and to advance international
cooperation in all fields of nuclear security. The next milestone was the May Review
Conference of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) which was concluded by the
successful adoption of a Final Document, based on the consent of all state parties to the

Treaty. Although the momentum has considerably slowed down since then, arms
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control still remains a central focus of the administration’s foreign policy agenda and it

is still a current issue on the global level as well.

Besides the potential influence of the U.S. and the relevance of the topic, a third
important factor in choosing this research area is the relative availability of sources.
Setting the directions of nuclear strategy, especially in its operational aspects — targeting
policy and war plans — is the privilege of a few (as Janne E. Nolan called them the
“guardians of the arsenal”), and in the majority of states (which possess nuclear
weapons) the public usually do not get any access to primary information on these
issues. The U.S., however, conducts a rather transparent nuclear policy with sufficient
literature on the subject since the beginning of the Cold War. Documents and key
speeches on the declaratory policy are mostly accessible and since the end of the Cold
War many previous guidance documents have also been declassified which provide a
unique insight into the world of military planners. But probably the biggest advantage
for the purposes of this dissertation is the Obama administration’s favorable approach to
a relatively open nuclear policy which makes it a more transparent government than any
other before. In 2010, the Obama administration has been the first to disclose an entire
report on the Nuclear Posture Review?® and it also revealed the exact size of the Defense
Department’s nuclear weapons stockpile (first in 2010 and then again in 2014). Besides,
it is also the first time that a substantial summary of the presidential employment

guidance was made available for the public in June, 2013.*

All these factors make the current research design a reasonable choice and a feasible
task.

3. Time Frame

As the structure suggests, the first chapter focuses on the Cold War years and provides
an overview of the entire period from the Truman administration to the George H. W.

¥ The entire Nuclear Posture Review document has not been disclosed but the administration prepared a
detailed report on the NPR which was completely published on April 6, 2010. Previous administrations
have also come to public with summaries, slides and held briefings on their nuclear postures but the
Obama administration’s report is by far the most substantial write-up of the NPR which has ever been
published (altogether 49 pages). (NPR [2010a])

* In this case, the results of the revised employment strategy were published in the form of a nine-page
long Pentagon summary report which was submitted to Congress. (U.S. Department of Defense [2013])
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Bush administration. But the main focus of the dissertation is the Obama
administration’s nuclear policy since 2009. Choosing such a current topic always puts
the burden on the author to be arbitrary and set an exact “end date” to the research. If
this does not cover an entire administration cycle then it certainly risks some criticism
over the subjectivity of the choice. In this case, however, restricting the analysis to the
first four years of the administration would be a mistake. The 2012 reelection campaign
took a lot of energy and attention away from other issues and the administration could
not finish the review of its employment guidance and reveal the results. Only half a year
into his second term could the President announce that the targeting review had been
finished and a summary of the results was published. On June 19, 2013 President
Obama delivered his second major speech on nuclear issues, yet again in a European
capital, this time in Berlin. He reaffirmed his commitment to paving the way towards a
world without nuclear weapons and envisioned further reductions in the U.S. nuclear
arsenal. (Obama [2013b]) This was the result of a several years long interagency effort
to review the role of nuclear weapons aiming to find ways to limit them in number and
mission as well. Therefore, this date seems to be a suitable end date for the purposes of
this dissertation, which puts a huge emphasis on the strategic review anyway.
(Moreover, this date also means a shift in the main “players of the game” as the signing
of the presidential employment guidance — or as the White House called it, the Nuclear
Weapons Employment Strategy of the United States — means that the Department of
Defense (DoD), the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) and the U.S. Strategic Command
(STRATCOM) take over the implementation of the presidential guidance. The
subsequent guidance documents of these circles, however, will not be available for the
public and, therefore, cannot be subject to further analysis.)

Having an exact timeframe definitely helps to focus the dissertation but it is just as
important to be flexible. Including the major foreign policy speeches from the 2007-
2008 Obama campaign is essential as the campaign strategy provided the basis of the
Prague agenda and the administration’s entire nuclear policy. The same flexible
approach is applied at the other end of the time frame, and the author tried to provide an
outlook to the possible consequences of the implementation of the presidential
employment guidance, as well as to the future prospects of the Berlin announcement on

further nuclear reductions.
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4. Methodology

This research design relies on the methodology of qualitative analysis. The main reason
why quantitative methods were excluded lies in the difficulty to transform variables —
like for example Cold War nuclear thinking — into objectively measurable quantities.
Qualitative methods, on the other hand, provide the necessary analytical tools to
examine U.S. nuclear policy since the beginning of the Cold War.

In order to map Cold War nuclear thinking, the author conducted a focused archival
research in the U.S. National Security Archive and the George Washington University’s
online Nuclear Vault, which is a thematic selection of resources from the National
Security Archive’s Nuclear Documentation Project. These collections provide an
incredible amount of primary sources on U.S. nuclear policy during the Cold War —
internal memorandums between key members of the government; notes and minutes
from top secret meetings; declassified documents and records from the Pentagon and the
State Department; and most importantly, partly or entirely declassified guidance
documents on U.S. nuclear strategy. Some of these documents are especially unique:
Jimmy Carter’s PD-59 Nuclear Targeting Directive (basically his presidential
employment guidance) which was entirely declassified in September, 2012 and
Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger’s 1974 NUWEP-74 (Nuclear Weapons
Employment Policy) which guided the 1976 SIOP 5 (Single Integrated Operational
Plan) war plan — until today this is the only policy directive from the Office of the
Secretary of Defense (OSD) which has been entirely declassified. Based on these
primary documents and the growing number of secondary sources on the operational
dimensions of Cold War nuclear policy, it is possible to draw a relatively accurate
picture on the operational requirements of Cold War nuclear thinking. Some
groundbreaking works (for example the different volumes of the ‘History of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff’ as well as Bruce Blair’s ‘Strategic Command and Control,” Fred
Kaplan’s ‘The Wizards of Armageddon,’ Janne E. Nolan’s ‘Guardians of the Arsenal,’
David Rosenberg’s ‘Nuclear War Planning’ and ‘The Origins of Overkill,” or Scott
Sagan’s ‘Moving Targets’ and ‘SIOP-62: The Nuclear War Plan Briefing to President

Kennedy’) provide a good basis for this kind of research focus.

The examination of the Obama administration’s nuclear policy is based on two

qualitative methods: document analysis and a systematic interview process. As already
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mentioned before, the Obama administration conducts a relatively transparent nuclear
policy and has made two of its primary strategic documents — the report on the Nuclear
Posture Review and the summary of the presidential employment guidance — available
for the public. These documents together with the transcripts of the President’s and the
key cabinet members’ major foreign policy speeches provide a good basis for primary
source analysis. With this methodology, the main objectives of the administration’s
nuclear agenda can be clearly identified which helps to judge if the official policy still
reflects Cold War nuclear thinking. Besides, by comparing the practical results of the
Obama years with the elements of the announced agenda, one can also define to what
extent the administration has managed to meet its own goals and implement its own
policy guidelines. A third benefit of the primary source analysis is the comparative
framework that can be created in order to see how the 2007-2008 campaign program
made it to an actual policy agenda. According to Gary Samore, President Obama’s
former Coordinator for Weapons of Mass Destruction Counter-Terrorism and Arms
Control, campaign strategies do not necessarily translate into policy but in the case of
President Obama, “his personal interest and commitment ensured that his campaign
promises became the basis for his April 2009 Prague speech.” (Samore [2013]: p. 25.)
Despite major overlaps between the campaign strategy and the Prague agenda, it is still
worth identifying the differences and explore why certain priorities did not make it to
official government policies. In this regard, a comparative analysis between the primary
sources of the 2007-2008 period and the 2009-2010 presidential years can highlight

some small but still important shifts in focus.

The last qualitative method applied by this dissertation is a systematic interview process
which was conducted during a six-month visiting fellowship in Washington, DC. In the
framework of this process, members of the academia, previous and current government
officials from the White House, the State Department, the DoD, the National Security
Council (NSC), the JCS and STRATCOM were questioned about the key concepts of
this dissertation, the results of the Obama administration, the difficulties that might act
against the implementation of more significant steps, and most importantly, the “secret
world” of the current operational level and the possible effects of the new policy

guidance on the actual war plans.

20



DOI: 10.14267/phd.2015009

All these qualitative methods add up to a comprehensive methodology which seems to
be ideal to test and prove the most important premises and statements of this

dissertation.

5. Limits of the Design

Although it is not usual to draw the attention to the possible weaknesses and limits of a
dissertation (especially not at the very beginning), but this research design still makes it
necessary to admit that there are inherent difficulties which come with the analytical

framework.

As a result of the limited availability of primary sources, writing anything about the
operational level of nuclear policies is a tremendous challenge — especially in the case
of a current administration. The Obama administration’s commitment to relative
transparency, however, makes it somewhat more feasible. The nine-page long Pentagon
summary of the presidential employment guidance shows how the DoD interpreted the
President’s directions and what possible shifts and changes are required in operational

planning.

Besides this key document, some factual data is also available on the different elements
of the operational policy: alert levels, for example, can be estimated based on official
reports from the Air Force on the general operational readiness of the intercontinental
ballistic missiles (ICBMs), or the number of deterrent patrols by ballistic missile
submarines (SSBN) is another piece of information which is available for the public.
These can help make assumptions on the mission and role of the different legs of the

nuclear triad, showing to what extent they have changed since the Cold War period.

These sources, combined with some — sui generis — more subjective interviews have
provided the backbone of the operational level sub-chapter. Personal interviews were
conducted on the one hand with people who have access to more information (some of
them even had the chance to see current or past war plans), and on the other hand with
academics who have already concluded research projects in this specific area and gained

a better understanding of these issues.
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Altogether, the author believes that it would have been ignorance to overlook the limits
of the design and this short intervention is meant to show that she is aware of the
biggest challenge of the research, namely how to address the problem of secrecy around
these issues. But despite all the difficulties, creative ways have been found to overcome
these challenges, and the applied methods were hopefully appropriate to prove the main

hypotheses of this dissertation.

6. Contribution to the Field

The Obama administration’s nuclear policy has been a central focus of the arms control
community since 2009. But despite the fact that the administration set for itself the
standard of shifting away from the Cold War, the historical framework is mostly
neglected. Therefore, the first contribution of the current dissertation is the historical
approach itself, which establishes a clear definition of what Cold War nuclear thinking

exactly means and analyzes the results of the Obama administration under these tenets.

The second important dimension that is not emphasized enough in the current debate is
the strategic aspect of nuclear disarmament. The question of the necessary number of
nuclear weapons, the possibility of withdrawing non-strategic nuclear weapons from
Europe, or phasing out one leg of the triad are all in the center of attention and the
political arguments are presented extensively in academic as well as in daily journals.
The strategic background of these issues, however, is rarely examined: is it guaranteed
that the President’s vision is implemented on the operational level, or if the
administration’s guidelines have any effect on the actual war plans; how does it affect
force structures if the current alert levels are maintained; or what are the consequences

of upholding the same number of SSBN deterrent patrols for the next decade?

In search of answers to these types of questions, this dissertation intends to show the
linkages between the different levels of nuclear policy and highlight the most important
obstacles in the way of further nuclear reductions. By going through the characteristics
of Cold War nuclear thinking, the dissertation outlines what shifts have been
implemented since 1989 and in cases where Cold War legacies remained, it tries to
explain the current justification for maintaining these elements. Sometimes the same

Cold War reasons are used to explain certain strategic considerations but there are cases,
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when the same elements are maintained for different reasons. Therefore, this analytical
framework also has the potential to highlight what interests and concerns lay behind the
current cornerstones of the nuclear posture. In the conclusion, the dissertation tries to
provide an explanation for the slow transformation of nuclear strategy, and it outlines
the key strategic problems which need to be addressed in order to implement more

dramatic reductions in the U.S. force structure.

On the whole, the real significance of this research is the effort to dig deeper than the
widely known declaratory policy and the attempt to map how the policy guidelines
“travel” through the bureaucratic labyrinth of the defense establishment and what
changes they might trigger in the necessary number of nuclear weapons, prescribed by

the actual war plans.

* K *

In the long run, the author wishes to publish this dissertation as a book in order to reach
out to a wider audience. This will naturally require additional work on the design and
some further developments in the text. While a future book manuscript would follow the
logic of the current dissertation, the historic overview is a potential area where the text
could be improved and extended. Providing more space and effort to the analysis of the
operational level during the Cold War would guarantee a better understanding of the
contextual framework of the current research project. Besides, the framework of a book
might also allow some space to reflect on the policy requirements of further reductions,
and get into the details of U.S.-Russian arms control negotiations, as well as

Congressional policies in Washington.
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I. Cold War Nuclear Thinking and U.S. Nuclear
Weapons Policy

1. Literature Review: The Evolution of U.S. Nuclear Strategy during
the Cold War — A Historical Overview

1.1 The Truman Years (1945-1953)

During the first years of the nuclear age, the U.S. was the only country to possess
atomic bombs but despite its nuclear monopoly, until the early 1950s nuclear weapons
did not occupy a central role in strategic war planning. President Truman saw these
bombs as weapons of terror, which should only be used as a last resort and he mostly
remained skeptical about their military utility. (Nolan [1989]: p. 35.) Besides the initial
skepticism, their limited availability also did not allow nuclear weapons to become

dominant war fighting tools in the first war plans of the Cold War.

According to historian David A. Rosenberg, between 1945-1960 U.S. nuclear strategy
developed on three separate levels: the level of policy guidance; the level of strategic
plans and concepts; and finally the level of target lists and operational plans. (Rosenberg
[1983]: pp. 9-10.) On the first level, the President, the National Security Council (NSC),
the DoD, the State Department and the chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission
(AEC) provided policy guidance on the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. foreign policy
and military strategy. This policy guidance was then translated by the second level — the
military planners — into strategic plans and concepts. From 1948 the JCS took the
leading role in producing strategic plans on nuclear weapons. These plans were the Joint
Strategic Capabilities Plan (JSCP since 1952) and the Joint-Mid-Range War Plan, later
replaced by the Joint Strategic Objectives Plan (JSOP). These documents outlined force
requirements and criteria for damage and targeting. On the third level, the JCS guidance
was transformed into actual target lists and war plans — an area which was almost

entirely dominated by the Air Force’s Strategic Air Command (SAC).”

® The Strategic Air Command was established in March, 1946 as a separate Air Force administrative
command under the Air Force, and as a specified command under the JCS. Its primary role was to
execute the nuclear strikes, outlined in the war plans. As SAC was responsible for the implementation, it
retained the right to prepare its own annual war plans which were sent to the JCS for review and approval.
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Internal fights between the different branches of government as well as “turf wars”
among the military services had a significant effect on nuclear strategy. But in addition
to these fights, Rosenberg also identifies three main external factors which influenced
the development of U.S. nuclear strategy in a substantial way: technological change, the
work of strategic theorists, and most importantly, intelligence estimates. (Rosenberg
[1983]: pp. 10-11.) Technological change constantly expanded the horizons and
guaranteed newer and more developed weapons systems but it also created new
challenges to employ or credibly deter the use of nuclear weapons. According to
Rosenberg’s assessment, the work of strategic theorists® was important to raise public
awareness on nuclear issues and influence the policy debate (which he identified as the
first level of nuclear strategy) but he also claims that their impact on the actual
operational plans (the third level) remained very limited.” In the meanwhile, the third
external dynamic (intelligence estimates) were considered the most significant factor
because they served as the basis of monitoring Soviet force developments and as a

result, U.S. targeting estimates.

During the first years of the Truman administration, the President focused on the
establishment of civilian control over nuclear weapons resources and production, and he
proposed to put the entire question of atomic energy under international control by the
United Nations. In the absence of any further interest from the administration or any
specific policy guidance on the employment of nuclear weapons, the first war plans did
not even envision the use of atomic bombs. (Kunsman; Lawson [2001]: p. 22.) Strategic
planning was executed by the Joint War Plan Committees (later replaced by the Joint
Strategic Plans Group) but “at first, their efforts were limited to the preparation of
strategic studies of particular areas or of specific military problems.” (Condit [1996]: p.
153.) These series of studies were called PINCHER. The first war plans prepared under

the assumption of the use of nuclear weapons were the 1947 short-range BROILER

® In this regard, RAND Corporation played an outstanding role as the “Alma Mater” of some of the most
influential strategic thinkers on U.S. nuclear policy (among them Bernard Brodie, Albert Wohlstetter,
William Kaufmann, Thomas Schelling and Herman Kahn). It was established in March, 1946 as an Air
Force RAND (Research and Development) Project to provide analysis on nuclear war and aerial warfare.
Two years later it was separated and became an independent non-profit organization. Despite its
independence, RAND has remained somewhere in between the official circles of nuclear policy planning
and the “outside” world of think tanks. Building on its close connections to the Air Force and introducing
a positivist revolution in social sciences made RAND Corporation the key Cold War research institute in
strategic studies and nuclear policy. (Szalai [2009]: pp. 3-4.)

7 Janne E. Nolan (author of The Guardians of the Arsenal [1989]) seems to share this view while others
like Fred Kaplan (The Wizards of Armageddon [1991]) attribute a more influential role to this group.
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(revised a year later and renamed FROLIC) and the long-range CHARIOTEER plans.
These plans were later followed by a series of new planning documents: HALFMOON
in 1948 (later renamed FLEETWOOD), TROJAN and OFFTACKLE in 1949, and
SHAKEDOWN in 1950. These first war plans were so called capabilities plans (“use
everything you have”), and they primarily targeted major Soviet cities and some war-
related facilities.® (Pringle; Arkin [1983]: p. 49.) Throughout the late 1940s, nuclear
weapons were seen only as an extension of conventional strategic bombings and
skepticism remained about the benefits of their use. They were not considered the
primary means to make the Soviet Union capitulate in a war or the primary means to
destroy communism — a skeptical view, concluded by the 1949 Harmon report, which
claimed that the 133 atomic bombs envisioned in the TROJAN war plan could only
destroy less than half® of the Soviet industrial capacities. (Nolan [1989]: pp. 43-44, 54-
57.) The Harmon report ultimately led to a dramatic increase in nuclear forces, the
reevaluation of the urban targeting strategy and the tasking of SAC to also include the
“retardation of Soviet advances in Western Europe” in its war plans. (Quoted in
Rosenberg [1983]: p. 16.)

In 1950, the JCS designated a three-level coding system for the potential targets of a
nuclear strike, based on their type and relevance to Soviet war-making capacity. These
targets were listed in the annual Emergency War Plans (EWP). The three target
categories were: Bravo targets (to deny the Soviets the capability to launch a nuclear
offensive — mostly airfields), Delta targets (to disrupt the vital elements of Soviet war-
making capacity) and Romeo (to retard Soviet advances into Western Europe). (Pringle;
Arkin [1983]: p. 56.) These categories remained in effect until the first Single Integrated
Operational Plan was prepared in 1960."° (Although these categories were renamed
later, they were maintained in the National Target Base (NTB) all the way through the

® BROILER ordered to drop 34 bombs on 24 cities, TROJAN called for 133 bombs on 70 cities,
OFFTACKLE targeted 104 cities with 220 bombs, withholding 72 nuclear weapons for a re-attack.
(Pringle; Arkin [1983]: p. 62.)

° More specifically, Rosenberg talks about only 30-40 percent. (Rosenberg [1983]: p. 16.)

19 The methodology, however, was completely ignorant of some essential factors of nuclear war fighting.
In 1950 Yale professor, Bernard Brodie was asked by the Air Force Chief of Staff, Hoyt VVandenberg to
review the target lists. Brodie wrote two reports in which he criticized the target lists for a number of
reasons: first, he questioned the utility of targeting Soviet electric power plants, the location of which the
U.S. did not know completely at that time. Second, he was critical about the “concentration of attacks”
and proposed to withhold some forces “as a bargaining lever, as a measure of coercion, as a way of
threatening the Soviets to back down.” Third, he argued against the city bombing strategy (which he
considered totally ineffective) and stressed the importance of selective targeting. And fourth, he criticized
military planners for not calculating how much damage can be expected from a nuclear attack — including
the aftereffects like for example the radioactive fallout. (Kaplan [1991]: pp. 45-47.)
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Reagan years. In essence, Bravo-Delta-Romeo as a concept carries on until today.)
(Interview with Franklin C. Miller [2014])

Despite Truman’s best efforts, by the early 1950s the control of nuclear weapons slowly
shifted away from the civilians to the military and by 1952 the JCS managed to get total
control of the nuclear stockpile and all of its operational aspects.'’ Although the
ultimate authority to decide over the use of nuclear weapons remained with the
President, some declassified sources suggest that by the second half of the 1950s, a kind
of pre-delegation of control was approved by the President and top commanders
probably gained some authority to order the use of nuclear weapons under “specific
emergency conditions.” (National Security Archive EBB No. 45 [2001])

Under the Truman years, military planners only received very vague policy guidance.
The 1948 NSC-30 document contained two main points for nuclear planning: first, the
U.S. must be ready to use “all appropriate means available, including atomic weapons”
and second, employment should be based on the decision of the President. The same
year, NSC-20/4 added that the U.S. would refrain from initiating a war, suggesting that
nuclear strikes would be launched only in response to Soviet aggression.'? In the
meanwhile, the main focus of the war plans has shifted between TROJAN and
OFFTACKLE from directed attacks against Soviet war-making capacity to the desire to
destroy these targets. Besides, a completely new objective was also included: the
retardation of Soviet advances in Western Europe. (Kunsman; Lawson [2001]: pp. 23-
29.) The last policy guidance which the Truman administration approved was the NSC-
68/4 in 1950, mostly written by Paul Nitze, acting director of the Policy Planning Staff
in the State Department. It presented an alarming picture on Soviet intentions to initiate
wars, with little or without any warning, and argued for the maintenance of strategic

superiority and a rapid build-up of nuclear weapons capabilities. (NSC-68/4 [1950])

Altogether, Truman tried to keep the U.S. nuclear arsenal under strict civilian control

and limit the use of these weapons but despite his initial skepticism, the rapid

1 parallel to these developments, SAC gained a bigger control over the target lists. After a high level Air
Staff target panel in January, 1951 the participants agreed that SAC concerns about isolated targets were
valid hence target lists would “concentrate on industry itself which is located in urban areas” so that even
if a bomb missed its target, “a bonus will be derived from the use of the bomb” by causing major
destructions in the civilian population. In addition, the panel decided that future target lists would be
submitted to SAC for first comment before sending it to the JCS. (Quoted in Rosenberg [1983]: p. 18.)

12 Although prevention was excluded by the policy guidance, it did not rule out the option of preemptive
nuclear strikes, which remained a preferred concept on the operational level.
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deterioration of the international security environment — the 1948 Communist coup in
Czechoslovakia, the first Berlin crisis, the Communist victory in China, the Korean War
and probably most importantly, the first successful Soviet nuclear test in 1949 —
changed his mind and led to a rapidly growing reliance on these weapons of terror.
During his eight years, Truman presided over the establishment of what Janne E. Nolan

5913

called the nuclear “guardianship”™ and paved the way towards a major increase in the

number and mission of nuclear weapons, realized by the Eisenhower administration.

1.2 The Eisenhower Years (1953-1961)

The first considerable growth in the U.S. nuclear arsenal started in response to the
Harmon report and with the endorsement of the NSC-68. But this was just the
beginning, Truman approved altogether three increases in nuclear production.
(Rosenberg [1983]: pp. 23-27.) It was continued by the Eisenhower administration and
by the end of 1961 the U.S. possessed around 22,000 nuclear weapons. The weapons,
however, did not only advance in number, but in technical capabilities as well. During
the 1950s, increasingly sophisticated and increasingly powerful weapons designs were
introduced in the U.S. military stockpile. As a result, in 1952 the U.S. successfully

tested its first thermonuclear weapon (the “H-bomb”).

With the rapidly growing number of nuclear weapons, the number of potential targets
also dramatically increased. By the mid-1950s the U.S. intelligence identified 5,000-
6,000 potential targets, of which SAC provided concrete plans to hit 1,700. As the
number of targets had become too high to hit all at once, SAC planned an “optimum
plan” starting with a massive first strike of dropping 700 atomic bombs on the Soviet
Union. (Pringle; Arkin [1983]: p. 44.) These plans did not really consider withholding
forces for a second wave after the first nuclear exchange, they put all emphasis on a
destructive first strike (or the so called “Sunday punch” as Bernard Brodie referred to
the military jargon about these plans). Parallel to the dramatic increase in the number of
nuclear weapons and potential targets, the targeting assignments also proliferated. While

SAC was responsible to prepare the strategic bombing list, Navy commanders in the

3 In reference to a small group of military specialists who decide over the most specific details of nuclear
war plans, hence possess the biggest influence over the employment of nuclear weapons.
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Atlantic and the Pacific as well as the commander of U.S. forces in Europe also
prepared their own target lists, which resulted in duplications, sometimes triplications in
targeting. All these lists were supposed to be submitted to the JCS but their resources
were too limited to process this incredible amount of data. Therefore, a Joint Strategic
Target Planning Staff (JSTPS) was created in 1960, through which SAC gained control
over all nuclear targeting and operational planning (including targeting for the Navy and
the regional commands). Its primary task was to create the first integrated operational
plan, approved in the end of the Eisenhower administration. (Nolan [1989]: pp. 58-60.)

Figure 1. Nuclear Posture Planning during the Cold War

White House:

presidential guidance

!

Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD):
Nuclear Weapons Employment Policy (NUWEP)

!

Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS):
Nuclear Supplement to the
Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan (JSCP-N)

1

Joint Strategic Target Planning Staff (JSTPS):
Single Integrated Operational Plan (SIOP)

The Eisenhower period was a clear continuation of the late Truman years in the sense
that nuclear weapons were generally seen as a “cheap” solution to counterbalance
Soviet conventional advantages (especially in Europe). Being the first NATO Allied
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Supreme Commander between 1950 and 1952, Eisenhower was familiar with the JCS
targeting mechanisms and encouraged planning for the tactical use of nuclear weapons
in Europe. But unlike Truman, Eisenhower believed that nuclear weapons were
essential for national defense and they should be weapons of first resort. In this spirit, he
made sure that nuclear weapons would be available for use — he transferred complete
atomic bombs to the military for deployment and increased readiness, which led to a
significant decrease in the civilian control of nuclear weapons.™* (Rosenberg [1983]: pp.
27-28.)

With regard to the policy guidance on nuclear planning, President Eisenhower approved
NSC-162/2 as its Basic National Security Policy at the end of his first year. It contained

three main objectives in terms of nuclear warfare:

(1) “A strong military posture, with emphasis on the capability of inflicting massive
retaliatory damage by offensive striking power;

(2) U.S. and allied forces in readiness to move rapidly initially to counter aggression by
Soviet bloc forces and to hold vital areas and lines of communication; and

(3) A mobilization base, and its protection against crippling damage, adequate to insure
victory in the event of general war.” (NSC-162/2 [1953]: pp. 5-6)

A more clear articulation of this strategy was presented by Eisenhower’s Secretary of
State, John Foster Dulles. In his famous January, 1954 speech, Dulles declared that the
U.S. would “retaliate ‘massively’ against Soviet aggression” even if the aggression was
solely conventional. (Quoted in Kunsman; Lawson [2001]: p. 34.) Under the
Eisenhower-Dulles policy, everything was subordinated to victory (although their
strategy also reaffirmed Truman’s denial of preventive attacks and made a commitment

to refrain from provoking a war, and to retaliate only in response to Soviet aggression).

Regarding the Eisenhower administration’s nuclear doctrine, two important “external
dynamics” made a significant effect on its formulation. First, the improvement of Soviet
technical capabilities (especially the first Soviet thermonuclear test in 1953 and the
1957 Sputnik shock); and second, the technical developments in the United States

“ However, this was only a temporary drop in the civilian control of these weapons — in National Security
Action Memorandum-160, President Kennedy ordered to install Permissive Action Links (PALs) on
nuclear weapons to prevent unauthorized use by enemy countries, terrorist groups, rogue U.S. troops, or
the allies of the U.S. (this latter was the original motivation to install PALS). (Bellovin [2005])
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which created the possibility to deploy ballistic missiles on submarines, hence build an

invulnerable leg in the nuclear delivery systems.

The most important effect of the Soviet technical advancements was the reevaluation of
potential war fighting scenarios and the newly arisen questions about the ability of the
U.S. to launch a disarming first strike on the Soviet Union. The strategists of the RAND
Corporation and their unique methodology which combined mathematics, science,
international affairs and national security played a key role in this debate. According to
Bernard Brodie’s ‘The Absolute Weapon,’ if the United States intends to effectively
deter aggression, it is essential to retain an ability “to retaliate in kind” and “to explore
all conceivable situations when the aggressor’s fear of retaliation will be at a minimum
and to seek to eliminate them.” (Brodie [1946]: p. 77.) Exactly this ability “to retaliate
in kind” was questioned during the 1950s, when strategists raised serious concerns
about the vulnerability of the U.S. bomber force. In the 1950s, SAC operational plans
were based on U.S. strategic bombers flying to overseas military bases and initiating a
nuclear attack against Soviet targets from there. But another RAND analyst, Albert
Wohlstetter pointed out that these forward military bases (especially the ones in Europe)
were highly vulnerable to potential Soviet strikes and this vulnerability might have
tempted Moscow to launch a surprise attack and eliminate them in order to advance its
military objectives on the ground. Based on these concerns, a 1954 Ad Hoc Committee
of the Air Force proposed five areas where the Air Force had to implement changes in
order to reduce its vulnerability: 1) recognize the existence of the vulnerability; 2)
specific vulnerability factors should be developed on a zonal basis; 3) harden the bases
to survive an atomic attack; 4) establish new advanced bases and improve refueling
capacities; 5) material resources overseas should be reduced to a minimum level.®
(Kaplan [1991]: p. 89-106.)

The second “external dynamic,” namely the new developments in the U.S. delivery
capabilities triggered a similarly significant debate — this time — between the Air Force
and the Navy. The possibility to deploy ballistic missiles on submarines raised the

potential to possess an invulnerable leg in the delivery systems, and the hope that a

> The 1955 Killian Report, ordered by the Science Advisory Committee, mostly contained the same
conclusions and called for the hardening of SAC bases; the acceleration of research and development on
the field of IRBMs and ICBMs; and increased intelligence gathering on the Soviet Union. However, it
also remarked that these new developments will very soon provide both sides with the capability to
destroy the other and the U.S. might lose its nuclear superiority. (Kunsman; Lawson [2001]: pp. 36-37.)
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nuclear war might rather be prevented and not fought. Deterring the Soviet Union with
the threat of a devastating retaliatory strike started to be seen as a more realistic and
more favorable option in contrast to damage limitation and preemption. While the Navy
was promoting the former (a “finite deterrence”), the Air Force insisted on retaining a
massive capability to act preemptively — in case deterrence would fail — and to destroy
as much as possible of the Soviet nuclear capabilities. (Nolan [1989]: p. 59.) Although,
the policy guidance of the Eisenhower administration clearly reflected this shift towards
retaliation, the operational level still suggested a continued planning for preemption.

During the Eisenhower years, the U.S. list of potential Soviet targets increased from
3,000 to 20,000 and nuclear war plans included massive strikes against the Soviet
Union, China and their satellite states. The administration tried to cut with the Truman
legacy of mostly focusing on Soviet cities and put a greater emphasis on the so called
“counterforce” targets.'® (Pringle; Arkin [1983]: pp. 107.) From 1954, SAC’s Basic War
Plan (BWP) was to send 735 bombers to hit the Soviet early warning systems,
simultaneously from all directions. The main objectives of this massive strike were to
minimize the time U.S. bombers had to spend in hostile airspace, maximize destruction
and limit the need for re-attacks. This basically meant a single massive blow against the
“optimum mix” of military and urban-industrial targets, rather designed for prevention
than retaliation. (Rosenberg [1983]: p. 35.)

As a result of Soviet technical advances, President Eisenhower tasked the Science
Advisory Committee with the set up of a special panel to investigate civil defense
measures. The so called Gaither Report (also mostly written by Paul Nitze)*" was
presented one month after the first Soviet Sputnik was launch in November, 1957. Its
main recommendation was to strengthen the strategic capabilities by establishing early
warning systems to detect the approach of Soviet bombers and ballistic missiles. From
an operational perspective, it also triggered a higher readiness in the bomber force —
frequent airborne alert exercises started in 1958 and by 1961 a continuous airborne alert
status was introduced for 60-70 bombers. (Kunsman; Lawson [2001]: p. 38.)

1% In 1954 President Eisenhower specifically expressed his preference to focus on military targets and
asked the JCS: “If we batter Soviet cities to pieces by bombing what solution do we have to take control of
the situation and handle it so as to achieve the objectives for which we went to war?” (Quoted in
Rosenberg [1983]: p. 35.)

7 Just like the Truman administration’s NSC-68/4 policy guidance document.
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1.3 The Kennedy-Johnson Years (1961-1969)

When President Kennedy came into the White House in 1961, he inherited a robust
nuclear arsenal of about 22,000 nuclear weapons and the first integrated operational
plan (called SIOP 62), created by the JSTPS and approved by the JCS in December,
1960. Although war plans in general are among the most highly classified documents,
the briefing on the new war plan which was given by General Lyman L. Lemnitzer
(Chairman of the JCS) to President Kennedy has been declassified, and Professor Scott

Sagan offers a thorough analysis on it. (Sagan [1987])

The preparation of SIOP 62 was based on detailed policy guidance from the Eisenhower
administration and it clearly reflected the administration’s massive retaliation doctrine
(and the retained option of a preemptive strike, as well). SIOP 62 called for launching
1,685 nuclear weapons on 1,004 delivery systems in a massive strike against targets in
the Sino-Soviet bloc. During the briefing, General Lemnitzer did not suggest at any
point that the U.S. was considering a surprise first strike against the Soviet Union,
instead he focused on preemption (in case of a warning that Moscow was preparing for
a first strike) and retaliation (in response to Soviet aggression). According to the
guidance from the Eisenhower administration, strikes were supposed to be delivered on
a minimum 75 percent probability with extremely high damage expectancy levels.*® The
presented target list was an “optimum mix” of military and urban-industrial targets,
including critical nuclear counterforce targets (10-25 Soviet ICBMs, 140 bomber bases
and up to 30 submarine bases).’® Although the JCS claimed that this strategy allowed
the U.S. to prevail in a general nuclear war, they were also cautious to warn the
President that even under the most successful (preemptive) execution of the war plan,
they cannot exclude the possibility that some long range Soviet forces would survive
and retaliate against the U.S.%° Despite the unquestionable nuclear superiority of the

U.S. and the significant imbalances in the alert readiness,”* SIOP 62 was still a totally

18 «Seven priority targets were to be destroyed with 97 percent assurance, 213 targets with 95 percent
assurance, and 592 with at least 90 percent assurance.” (Sagan [1987]: p. 32.)

19 Although civilian population was still held at risk, this was the first war plan that principally aimed at
military targets — the genesis of the so called “counterforce” strategies.

2 professor Sagan explains the cautious behavior of the JCS by three factors: operational difficulties (e.g.
the risk of generating strategic warning for Moscow while putting forces on higher readiness level in
preparation for the SIOP); uncertainty about the warning, authorization and timing of the attacks and
finally, uncertainty about the precise location and readiness of the entire Russian force.

2! The U.S. kept half of its bomber force on 15-minute ground-runway alert, with some B52s on constant
airborne alert, and two Polaris submarines as well as one-third of the ICBM force were also kept on alert.
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inflexible, “overwhelming nuclear offensive,” without any plans to withhold U.S. forces
or exclude satellite states which might not be directly involved in the given conflict. It
was based on overkill and massive destruction regardless of whether used for
preemption or retaliation. Although it contained 14 options, all envisioned the use of

everything the U.S. could mobilize and there was nothing limited or flexible about it.

While the inherited war plan clearly reflected the Eisenhower administration’s nuclear
doctrine, the Kennedy-Johnson years brought a major reevaluation of the benefits and
dangers of massive retaliation. The Kennedy administration had a fundamentally
different perspective on nuclear war fighting. With the growing Soviet nuclear arsenal
and their conventional superiority, they had the military means to survive and retaliate
after a destructive preemptive strike and — according to Pentagon estimates — kill a few
million Americans. This loss was totally unacceptable for the new President. In the
framework of massive retaliation, even the smallest incidents risked escalation into a
general nuclear war. Massive retaliation did not only deter adversaries but with the
inflexible option of using almost 2,000 nuclear weapons in a single overwhelming
strike, it certainly had a self-deterrent effect, as well — which questioned the entire
credibility of the U.S. nuclear doctrine. (Nolan [1989]: p. 68.) President Kennedy’s
short term in office was marked with a chain of crises: the Bay of Pigs incident, the
second Berlin crisis, the Cuban missile crisis and the Vietnam War. The doctrine of
massive retaliation was completely inadequate (and according to Kennedy, also
inhuman) to address these challenges. In search of more credible solutions, the Kennedy
administration kept asking for more flexible options in the war plans in order to provide

more appropriate responses to the emerging crisis situations.

One of the first explicit articulations of the new “flexible response” doctrine was the

1961 National Security Memorandum No. 109 which laid out three escalation steps® in

The Soviet Union, on the other hand, did not keep any of its ICBMs on high alert (warheads were kept
separately), there were no bombers on constant runway or airborne alert, and the submarine fleet was
mostly kept in port during peacetime. (Sagan [1987]: p. 29.)

2 The importance of gradual escalation was something that RAND analysts have already been
advocating. Herman Kahn was one of the early pioneers in the field of escalation theory. Although his
escalation concept was not directly transferred into policy guidance (it was too complex) but his seminal
works laid down a solid basis for the doctrine of flexible response and the counterforce strategy of the
early 1960s. (Kunsman; Lawson [2001]: p. 47.)

Kahn argued that U.S. nuclear war plans should not rely on a single massive attack, instead a variety of
options were needed to be able to “control” a nuclear war and exercise “intrawar deterrence.” Control in
his understanding meant that the adversary could be deterred from further aggression and a nuclear war
could ultimately be “won.” (Kahn [2007]: p. 175.) During the first years of the 1960s, he worked on the
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a potential nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union: starting with selective nuclear
attacks (with the primary purpose of demonstration), then limited tactical employment
of nuclear weapons (to achieve significant tactical advantage and to extend pressure),
and finally general nuclear war. (NSAM-109 [1961])

The primary architect of this doctrinal revision was Secretary of Defense Robert
McNamara. Although McNamara believed that the U.S. should maintain its nuclear
superiority, he differed from his predecessors in terms of its practical application. He
thought that nuclear retaliation should be secondary to conventional options, thus
technological advancements in conventional capabilities became a central focus of his
defense policy. In his understanding, “flexible response was the consideration of all
non-nuclear options in the event of war, and it aimed to foster an institutional
avoidance of nuclear options for retaliation.” (Kessler [2010]: p. 40.) He argued that a
deterrence strategy based on the threat of a massive (nuclear) retaliatory strike against
the smallest conventional aggression increased crisis instability and it might force an
adversary to take irrational and desperate steps in order to preempt a massive
destruction of its forces. (McNamara [1986]: pp. 46-47.)

In order to refine U.S. nuclear strategy, and pave the way towards the implementation of
flexible response, McNamara used two methods (both of them quite unpopular in
military circles): first, the system of (what he called) Planning-Programming-

Budgeting® and second, the involvement of young system analysts in military planning.

question of escalation theory and he came up with the concept of the “escalation ladder to war” —a list of
forty-four escalation “rungs” starting from “ostensible crisis” all the way up to “spasm or insensate war.”
(Kahn [1965])

In order to control a war and avoid Soviet nuclear blackmail, Kahn argued that three “types of deterrence”
were necessary: the first type was pure deterrence (deterrence of a “direct attack” on the United States),
the second not-incredible-first-strike capability (“strategic threats to deter an enemy from engaging in
very provocative acts, other than a direct attack on the United States itself”) and the third a tit-for-tat
capability (“graduated and controlled deterrence” to deter all other hostile acts). According to Kahn, the
second and the third types were the most essential elements. While the second type deterrence required
the capabilities to execute a massive nuclear first strike, the third type deterrence required smaller, more
limited options to respond to lower level Soviet aggressions. (Kahn [2007]: p. 126.)

% McNamara believed that he could rationalize the U.S. military infrastructure by keeping the budget and
planning processes under strict civilian control. Therefore he established the system of Draft Presidential
Memoranda (DPM) in order to “impose detailed justification for each element of the defense budget,
policy and doctrine.” (Nolan [1989]: p. 62.)

Regarding the planning processes, McNamara’s chief achievement was putting force requirements and
intelligence assessments under civilian control. Prior to the McNamara years, the military services
enjoyed a greater freedom in setting their own force requirements and strategic postures. According to a
1961 NSC memo, the U.S. services had three separate doctrines at the time: counterforce at the Air Force,
finite deterrent at the Navy and credible deterrent at the Army. They also used separate intelligence
estimates which served as a basis of their force requirements. (Nolan [1989]: p. 71.)
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During the 1960 presidential campaign, many RAND analysts were already secretly
involved in the planning of the Kennedy campaign strategy. The presidential candidate
(and McNamara, as well) were very receptive to the ideas of limited war and
counterforce. Kennedy opposed massive retaliation, and acknowledged the dangers of
the vulnerability of the U.S. bomber force (revealed by RAND analysts in the 1950s)
and the perception of a “missile gap” between the Soviet Union and the United States.
Under McNamara’s Pentagon years, these defense intellectuals (the so called “whiz
kids”)?* were tasked with providing studies and recommendations on how to shape U.S.
nuclear strategy in accordance with the realities of the nuclear age. (Kaplan [1991]: pp.
248-253.) These years were marked as some of the very rare occasions when civilians

got such a direct access to U.S. strategic planning.

One major (although short-lived) innovation of the whiz kids was the introduction of the
“no cities” doctrine (also usually called “city avoidance” or “war fighting” or
“counterforce” strategy).” Daniel Ellsberg, Assistant Secretary of State for International
Affairs argued that major cities should be totally avoided in U.S. nuclear strikes as
current plans imposing maximum civilian casualties on the Soviet bloc “would fail to
inhibit punitive retaliation by surviving enemy units, but would instead eliminate the
possibility that enemy responses could be controlled or terminated to U.S. advantage.”
(Quoted in Kaplan [1991]: p. 278.) Although the revisions of the SIOP 62 were already
underway, McNamara signed Ellsberg’s conclusions into official policy guidance to
lead the JCS in their preparations for the Kennedy administration’s first war plan, the

SIOP 63.

One of the main recommendations of the Ellsberg memo was the re-categorization of
targets. What was previously called “optimum mix” was divided into three “tasks” —
nuclear targets (ALPHA), other military targets (BRAVO), and urban-industrial targets
(CHARLIE). Five primary attack options were designated: 1) strategic forces, 2) air-
defense sites away from cities, 3) air-defense sites closer to cities, 4) command-control
centers, and 5) all-out strike against Soviet cities. These options provided the President
with greater flexibility to respond under various conditions and with the capability to

withhold nuclear strikes against certain target categories, or certain states, or certain

¢ Among others, Harold Brown, Alain Enthoven, Patrick Gross, William Kaufmann, Henry Rowen and
Ivan Selin.
% The reemergence of an idea which was already promoted by Bernard Brodie in the early 1950s.
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categories in certain states. Despite the greater flexibility, the new SIOP was still far
from offering real limited attacks, it still envisioned the use of hundreds of nuclear
weapons and preserved the option of a massive single strike with thousands, based on
the execution of the SIOP in all categories simultaneously. (Sagan [1987]: pp. 38-39.)
According to Ellsberg’s guidance, in the initial phase of a nuclear war, only the “least
destructive, most purely counterforce option would be exercised” and if the war
escalated, it could be combined with the second, third, and fourth categories,
withholding the last option of bombing cities as a last resort, in case the war is totally
out of control.?® In William Kaufmann’s summary, the main principles of the new war

plan were: control, flexibility, discrimination. (Kaplan [1991]: p. 279.)

McNamara officially announced the new counterforce strategy in his 1962 Ann Arbor
speech. For McNamara, counterforce meant “approaching nuclear exchanges in terms
of bargaining.” He borrowed several concepts from RAND theorist, Thomas Schelling
about limiting and controlling nuclear exchanges and terminating the war by involving
bargaining in the process (most of these concepts gained even more emphasis under the
Nixon years). But McNamara differed from Schelling in matching conventional warfare
with nuclear warfare, risking that traditional conventional contingencies would rush into

nuclear exchanges. (Freedman [2003]: p. 223.)

This pure counterforce strategy, however, sent an alarming message to many. Primarily
focusing on military targets — erroneously — suggested that the U.S. was preparing for a
first strike against Soviet strategic forces, otherwise it wouldn’t make sense to point
U.S. missiles and bombers on targets which would probably be emptied if the Soviets
attacked first.?” As a Soviet strategist phrased it, “a strategy which contemplates
attaining victory through the destruction of the armed forces cannot stem from the idea
of a “retaliatory” blow; it stems from preventive action and the achievement of
surprise.” (Quoted in Freedman [2003]: p. 226.) A second problem was that the Soviets

were catching up in nuclear capabilities® — this provided more counterforce targets for

% Interestingly, as a result of the new “no cities” guidance, even Moscow was excluded from the list of
primary targets. (Pringle; Arkin [1983]: p. 121.)

*" Professor Sagan argued that those who equated counterforce strategy with the preparation for a damage
limiting first strike were wrong. Although he also admitted that this “misperception” was understandable:
U.S. war plans contained preemptive strike options and damage limiting was the aim in case a nuclear
war broke out but it did not mean that the U.S. was planning to initiate it. (Sagan [1989]: p. 73.)

%8 Besides the increased number of their forces, the Soviets also started to harden their launchers.
According to photoreconnaissance satellites, many ICBMs were placed in concrete underground silos.
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U.S. military planners and significantly increased the Soviets’ chances to survive a
preemptive strike. Besides, physical problems and strategic uncertainties also worked
against this strategy: first, even the most precisely executed counterforce mission risked
killing millions of civilians and second, there were absolutely no guarantees that after a
purely counterforce U.S. strike the Soviets would follow the same strategy®® and restrain
themselves from attacking U.S. population centers in a retaliatory strike.*® (Panofsky
[1973]) As a result of all these concerns, during the mid-1960s U.S. nuclear strategy
was transformed into a “second strike counterforce” or a so called “damage limiting
strategy.” (Pringle; Arkin [1983]: pp. 122-123.)

The JCS in general were on board with the idea of no cities counterforce as until they
were able to locate new military targets, it provided them with a solid justification to ask
for an increase in U.S. nuclear forces — the more primary targets they found, the more
nuclear weapons were necessary to hold them at risk. This unlimited growth in the force
levels, however, was not preferred by McNamara who saw these requests as Air Force
attempts to acquire a disarming first strike capability. In order to go against these trends,
he presented President Johnson a new Draft Presidential Memoranda in December, 1963
which put a greater emphasis on deterrence, instead of war fighting. McNamara claimed
that in light of the expanding Soviet military capabilities, counterforce® may not
provide the benefits the administration was hoping for, and the extra resources needed
to maintain this strategy were simply not warranted. Therefore, he proposed a shift to
the doctrine of — what he called — “assured destruction” and put a greater emphasis on
the survivability of the U.S. nuclear arsenal, which would guarantee a reliable second
strike capability. Based on concrete calculations about the Soviet military capabilities,
he laid out the principles of this new strategy: “An essential test of the adequacy of our
posture is our ability to destroy, after a well planned and executed Soviet surprise

attack on our Strategic Nuclear Forces, the Soviet government and military controls,

23 Although there were no solid guarantees from either side but McNamara tried to communicate his new
strategy to Moscow as an offer to set a rule to avoid major cities in future nuclear exchanges. He tried to
convince his Soviet counterparts that U.S. forces were designed to be able to ride out a Soviet attack and
retaliate, therefore there was no need for the U.S. to preempt. (Freedman [2003]: pp. 225-226.)

%0 An additional problem with the first strike option was President Kennedy’s opposition to the mere idea
of executing Eisenhower’s massive strike option as preemption. Only a few weeks into his office,
Kennedy made a public pledge that the U.S. would not execute preemptive nuclear strikes. This was the
first and also the last time that a U.S. president officially renounced the first use of nuclear weapons.
(Nolan [1989]: p. 64.)

L At least not in the form it was originally imagined by the administration — focusing on the primary
military targets and holding at risk all strategic forces of the Soviet Block have become more difficult and
less feasible.

38



DOI: 10.14267/phd.2015009

plus a large percentage of their population and economy (e.g. 30% of their population,
50% of their industrial capacity, and 150 of their cities). The purpose of such a
capability is to give us a high degree of confidence that, under all foreseeable
conditions, we can deter a calculated deliberate Soviet nuclear attack.”** (DPM-151
[1963])

The new doctrine of assured destruction®® meant that McNamara could deny the
constant demands of the JCS for more weapons. New priorities were guiding the trends
of the U.S. force structure: survivability and accuracy. Nuclear weapons had to be able
to survive a Soviet attack and then retaliate accurately against the fully hardened targets
of the enemy. In this spirit, McNamara approved the development of the new
Minuteman Il ICBM and a research program was started for the creation of the first
Multiple Independently Targetable Reentry Vehicles (MIRV) — a cheap solution to

provide counterforce without dramatically increasing the number of launchers.

The McNamara years altogether presented a great civilian innovation in the declaratory
policy but the “no cities” doctrine was very soon reversed and shifted to “assured
destruction” which was blamed by many to be the primary reason for the loss of U.S.
superiority and the Soviet catch-up in nuclear capabilities (by 1965 the U.S. and Soviet
nuclear forces were in an approximate balance). (Nolan [1989]: pp. 86-87.) The least
successful venture, however, was still the operational level which was seriously lagging
behind the fundamental doctrinal changes from massive retaliation to flexible response.
Although the revised versions of SIOP 62 rearranged and reprioritized the target
categories and provided some options to withhold forces but they were still unable to
offer real limited strike options which could be adequately used under the gradual

escalation scenarios, advertised by the administration.

%2 The calculations used in McNamara’s memorandum were prepared by a computer program design by
another RAND associate, Alain Enthoven. His methodology was based on calculating the damage caused
by dropping one-megaton nuclear weapons on Soviet cities. At several different levels, he calculated how
much additional damage could be caused by dropping another bomb. He used his results to prepare a
graph with two curves: one showing how many people would be killed and the other showing the
industrial damage. He found that beyond 400 megatons (which would destroy all major cities) the curves
started to considerably flatten and the “benefits” of dropping an additional bomb became smaller and
smaller. The numbers used by McNamara were calculated under this 400 megaton margin. This whole
concept relied on what economists call “diminishing marginal returns.” (Kaplan [1991]: pp. 317-318.)

%% Hudson Institute associate, Donald Brennan attached the term “mutual” to assured destruction as a
sarcastic reflection on the McNamara doctrine — hence the acronym: MAD.
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1.4 The Nixon-Ford Years (1969-1977)

Flexible response remained an official nuclear doctrine for the rest of the Cold War, but
under this umbrella each administration tried to introduce its own innovations — both in
terms of technological developments and in policy guidance. The inherited doctrine of
assured destruction was not entirely popular among members of the incoming Nixon
administration. According to Henry Kissinger, President Nixon’s National Security
Advisor, the biggest problem with the doctrine of assured destruction was that the
United States “deterred Soviet attack by maintaining offensive forces capable of
achieving a particular level of civilian deaths and industrial damage. The strategy did
not aim at destroying the other side’s missile or bomber forces...” (Kissinger [1979]: p.

215.)

In general, Kissinger was puzzled by the concept of credible military policy. During the
1950s and 1960s he tried to examine the criteria for credible war fighting under the
circumstances of the nuclear age. In his 1957 book on ‘Nuclear Weapons and Foreign
Policy’ he argued that Eisenhower’s doctrine of massive retaliation was flawed because
it did not transform military power into policy. Kissinger claimed that as both sides
were restrained by the potential devastation of an all-out nuclear war, the Soviet Union
could gain many tactical victories without the fear of punishment. Deterring an all-out
nuclear war was still considered imperative but Kissinger thought that nuclear weapons
should have a second objective as well. If necessary, the U.S. should be able to fight
limited nuclear wars, therefore, it was necessary to transform U.S. nuclear forces for
battlefield employment and include low-yield, mobile nuclear weapons for tactical use.
(Kissinger [1969])

Shortly after his inauguration, in late January, 1969 President Nixon and Kissinger
received their first briefing on the SIOP. After the meeting both were shocked, mostly
because they found the attack options offered under the existing war plans totally
inadequate to handle a crisis in Europe, the Middle East or Asia. Despite the efforts of
previous administrations to include a wider range of more discriminative options, the
attacks were still too massive. As a result, Kissinger started to pressure the national
security bureaucracy to provide him with ideas and ways to use nuclear weapons more

selectively. (Burr [2005]) As Kissinger noted later, “to have the only option that of

40



DOI: 10.14267/phd.2015009

killing 80 million people is the height of immorality.” (NSC Minutes of the Verification
Panel Meeting [1973]: p. 8.)

The desire of the new administration to put the emphasis on limited nuclear options
(LNO) created a new opportunity for RAND theorists to influence U.S. nuclear policy
in a direct and significant manner. One of the earliest advocates of the concept of
limited war was William Kaufmann. During the second half of the 1950s, Kaufmann
argued that it was not in the interest of the U.S. or the Soviet Union to follow a policy
which led to suicide and self-annihilation, therefore, both sides should restrain
themselves and keep any emerging war limited. However, he believed that such a
limited war should be fought with conventional weapons and the U.S. should increase
its capabilities in this area. He claimed that any employment of nuclear weapons would
no longer be a limited war (mostly because of the huge and indiscriminate destructive
power of these weapons), and it would also not “be a method of obtaining
overwhelmingly favorable resolutions of outstanding issues.” (Kaufmann [1972]: p.
127.) Although he excluded the use of nuclear weapons from his limited war concept,
his arguments for “rationality, mutual restraints, controlled responses and
circumscribed limits on the intensity and boundaries of the conflict” laid down a good
basis to extend limited war to the employment of nuclear weapons as well. (Kaplan
[1991]: p. 327.)

Another influential RAND theorist of this concept was Thomas Schelling who
approached this question from a different angle and based his arguments on game
theory. According to Schelling, under the circumstances of a nuclear balance, massive
retaliation was suicide and lacked credibility as the Soviets also gained the necessary
capabilities to retaliate massively. (Schelling [1980]: p. 253.) But he was also critical of
a pure counterforce strategy, claiming that it had a destabilizing effect and raised the
incentives to launch a preemptive strike. In Schelling’s argument, if the United States
and the Soviet Union at any point decided to engage in a nuclear war it would be
because of their “reciprocal fear of surprise attack.” In order to avoid this scenario, the
two superpowers ought to start arms control negotiations to limit the deployment of

weapons which were vulnerable to attacks and made the adversary’s forces vulnerable
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to a first strike.** According to this logic, nuclear weapons with a great “counterforce
power” upset stability and might tempt the other side to launch a preemptive strike. The
only way to preserve stability is to eliminate (or at least minimize) any incentives to
strike first (this argument is the basis of the so called “first strike stability” concept).
The use of nuclear weapons, however, was still considered useful in Schelling’s
argument: these weapons can “still be capable of carrying out ‘retaliation’ in a punitive
sense.” (Schelling [1980]: p. 252.) Employing “limited or graduated reprisals” could
send signals to Moscow, improve the chances of intrawar bargaining and this coercive

strategy could ultimately convince the Soviets to retreat.

The RAND ideas of escalation control, limited war and intrawar bargaining by Kahn,
Kaufmann and Schelling have become the central concepts of the Nixon-Ford
administrations’ nuclear policy. Between 1972 and 1974 the national security
establishment was working on plans and ideas to implement selective nuclear targeting
and provide the President with limited options. In 1974, the DoD was taken over by
James R. Schlesinger who shared Nixon’s and Kissinger’s view that “the destruction of
enemy cities ‘should not be the only option and possibly not the primary option’ of the
United States in the event of war.” He called the doctrine of assured destruction “a
wrong declaratory policy” which had “moral defects,” “lacked convincingness” and was

“logically inconsistent.” (Quoted in Kunsman; Lawson [2001]: p. 54.)

% Arms control negotiations during the Nixon and Ford administrations approached the question of
strategic stability from two different angles. On the offensive side, they aimed to preserve parity and
eliminate the incentives for a first strike by putting an upper limit to the growth of the strategic nuclear
arsenals. This materialized in the 1972 SALT | Treaty which consisted of two basic documents. The first
document of the SALT | Treaty was an Interim Agreement on certain measures limiting strategic
offensive arms, while the second document, the ABM Treaty focused on the limitation of strategic
defensive systems. This second approach, the defensive angle meant to ease some of the Soviet paranoia
about U.S. developments in the area of missile defense. During the Cold War, the Soviets have gradually
realized that missile defense hurts strategic stability and it has to be limited. The concept of a U.S. anti-
ballistic missile (ABM) defense system was not new in the late 1960s, early 1970s. The first proposal to
establish such a system dates back to 1946 when a board of scientists recommended building one. The
first ballistic missile defense (BMD) program of the U.S. was the ‘Nike-X’ program, followed by the
‘Sentinel” in 1967. During the McNamara years, these programs were aimed at nationwide defenses to
protect crucial civilian and industrial targets (a capability strongly supported by Nelson Rockefeller). In
the early 1970s, the Nixon administration changed this focus and BMD systems shifted to the protection
of ICBM capabilities — as a reflection of this shift, the entire program was renamed to ‘Safeguard.” The
Nixon administration argued that protecting the entire civilian population of the U.S. was impossible on
the one hand and it also triggered an arms race between the two superpowers, threatening that Moscow
would consider launching a first strike against the retaliatory capabilities of SAC which was not protected
by a BMD system. This new focus was a more rational approach, as defending Minuteman sites seemed
to be more feasible and also less demanding (in case of failure, the U.S. would “only” lose an ICBM, not
an entire city). (Kaplan [1991]: pp. 343-355.) For Nixon and Kissinger, “the American ABM was to be at
once a bargaining chip and a pedagogic tool in the service of MAD.” (Quoted in Nolan [1989]: p. 99.)
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In January, 1974 the two-year long review process reached to an end and Nixon signed
his official presidential guidance on the employment of nuclear weapons (the National
Security Decision Memorandum-242 (NSDM) document). As Schlesinger made some
informal remarks on the content of the new guidance, the press suddenly started to call
this new approach the “Schlesinger doctrine.” (Burr [2005]) NSDM-242 starts with the
acknowledgement that the new approach is not “a major new departure in U.S. nuclear
strategy” rather “an elaboration of existing policy.” (NSDM-242 [1974]: p. 1.) The
fundamental mission of nuclear weapons is threefold: to deter a nuclear attack against
the United States; to deter conventional and nuclear attacks against its allied forces; and
to inhibit coercion. Although the U.S. will primarily rely on conventional capabilities to
deter conventional aggression but the new guidance does not entirely rule out the use of
nuclear weapons in response to conventional aggression. The guidance addressed two
main scenarios: limited nuclear wars and general wars. Under the first scenario, the
main objectives of limited nuclear employment are early war termination and escalation
control. In this spirit, attack options should be limited in level, scope and duration to
send a clear signal to Moscow on the nature of the attacks. These options should also
withhold some vital enemy targets as “hostage to subsequent destruction” and “permit
control over the timing and pace of attack execution.” (NSDM-242 [1974]: p. 2.) Under
the second scenario of general war, escalation cannot be controlled and the main
objective is to “obtain the best possible outcome.” (NSDM-242 [1974]: p. 2.) Regarding
the attack options, three main planning instructions were provided: first, maintain
survivable strategic forces in reserve to protect and employ coercion; second, destroy
the enemy’s political, economic and military resources which are critical for early
recovery; and third, limit damage to the national political, economic and military
resources. In addition to all these, a major emphasis was laid on the survivability of

national command and control systems.

Based on this policy guidance, three months later Schlesinger’s Office issued its more
specific instructions for the military planners of the JCS. This document was the
NUWEP-74 which guided the preparations of the next war plan, the 1976 SIOP 5. The
OSD guidance identified three strategic concepts to guarantee escalation control:
escalation boundaries (the “ability to conduct nuclear war at various levels of intensity
within clearly defined boundaries™), trans-attack stability (withhold forces “for the

purpose of deterring further enemy escalation”), and avoidance of the enemy’s national
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command and control (withhold attacks on “the enemy’s highest command structure” as
well as on “sensors and communications systems needed by the enemy leaders to
discern the nature of U.S. attacks™). (NUWEP-74 [1974]: p. 2.)

Four attack options were designated:

e 1) major attack options and 2) selected attack options (both to destroy selected
economic and military resources, post-war recover capabilities, leadership targets,

nuclear offensive capabilities and conventional forces), (NUWEP-74 [1974]:
pp. 4-5.)

e 3) limited nuclear options and 4) regional nuclear options (both to indicate that
local conflicts are part of the vital interest of the U.S., to establish or increase
superiority, and to respond to limited nuclear attacks). (NUWEP-74 [1974]: p. 6.)

On targeting and damage expectancy requirements, the guidance instructed that the
overall damage expectancy should not normally exceed 90 percent, and “no less than
one warhead should be applied to each ICBM site, each IRBM and MRBM site, each
base for heavy, medium, and light bombers and each base for missile-launching
submarines.” (NUWEP-74 [1974]: A-7)

Although the document stated that “it is not the intent of this guidance to target civilian
population per se,” it still required nuclear attacks on war-supporting economic bases,
industrial facilities, major centers of governments and other targets critical to post-

attack recovery.

Altogether, NSDM-242 and NUWEP-74 reintroduced the concepts of counterforce and
war fighting from the early McNamara years by offering a series of limited nuclear
options (in case deterrence fails). Both documents emphasized the exclusively
retaliatory function of U.S. nuclear forces, selectivity in strike options (avoiding attacks
on cities) and the desire for early war termination by intrawar bargaining. As Nixon
called it, U.S. nuclear policy was based on the principle of “strategic sufficiency.”
(Nolan [1989]: p. 100.)

On the operational level, the new guidance rearranged target categories, introduced — as

a new element — the targeting of Soviet military forces anywhere in the world, and
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matched high-quality weapons with high priority targets. As a result, SIOP 5 provided
some smaller options than before, but it was still far from the expectations of the policy
level — even the smallest strike options included several hundred warheads. Moreover,
with the inclusion of economic recovery targets, the number of potential targets has
increased to 25,000 which created a gap between the targets and the available weapons.
(Nolan [1989]: pp. 109-117.)

During the Nixon-Ford era, just like in the case of the previous administrations, the pace
of policy innovations significantly exceeded that of the transformations of the
operational level and war plans were still dominated by “selective” massive strikes.
With some technical developments, however, flexible response has become more

realistic than during the Kennedy-Johnson years.

1.5 The Carter Years (1977-1981)

Despite being a nuclear officer at the Navy, President Carter was a dedicated advocate
of nuclear arms control. He had a fundamental hatred to nuclear weapons — in his 1977
Inaugural Address he took a pledge to move “toward our ultimate goal — the
elimination of all nuclear weapons from this Earth.” (Carter [1977]) He wanted to cut
deep in the U.S.-Soviet nuclear arsenals, conclude a treaty which would restrict nuclear
capabilities to a “small number of single-warhead missiles, with the missiles all uniform
in size, and deploy them in totally invulnerable place” and he also advocated a
comprehensive nuclear test ban treaty. (Quoted in Nolan [1989]: p. 129.) Since the
advent of the nuclear age, Carter had been the only President who had experience in
nuclear planning and who took the effort to examine war plans. He presided over the
most comprehensive review since the McNamara years. Based on numerous studies on
how to fight and prevail in a nuclear war, his administration made a significant
contribution to strategic thinking about a protracted nuclear war. (Nolan [1989] pp. 33;
129)

Entering into office, President Carter immediately ordered an overall review of U.S.
defense policy which was followed by a comprehensive review of nuclear targeting
policy. The new administration was not too enthusiastic about the Nixon-Ford strategy

of limited nuclear options. In March, 1977 National Security Advisor Zbigniew
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Brzezinski sent a memorandum to the President explaining the controversies of the
inherited nuclear doctrine: first, the policy guidance for the application of LNOs was
missing; second, it was uncertain how and from where the President would conduct
such a limited nuclear war; third, the coordination of intelligence and operations was
unclear; and fourth, the vulnerability of the National Command Authority was not
addressed adequately.®® (Brzezinski [1977])

The first presidential guidance from the Carter White House was the Presidential
Directive (PD)/NSC-18 in August, 1977. It characterized U.S.-Soviet relations as both
competition and cooperation and designated five main goals for U.S. national strategy:
1) counterbalancing the Soviets with a combination of military forces and political
efforts; 2) compete politically to pursue human rights and national independence; 3)
seek cooperation in regional conflicts and reduce potential tensions; 4) advance
American security interests through verifiable arms control and disarmament
agreements; and 5) involve the Soviet Union constructively in global activities. (PD-18
[1977]: p. 2.)

PD-18 also mandated two additional reviews: a comprehensive review of U.S. targeting
policy and a study to examine a “secure reserve force” which would guarantee
“pational entity survival” after a massive Soviet strike. The targeting review provided a
150 pages long document which identified smaller targets for a potential LNO (a
guidance which Brzezinski missed from the previous documents). The review also
concluded two main observations on Soviet nuclear policy: first, the hardening of key
military targets which made them more survivable and resistant to a U.S. nuclear attack;
and second, a civil defense program to ensure the survival of Soviet leaders.*® These
two developments suggested that “the Soviets seriously plan to face the problems of

fighting and surviving a nuclear war should it occur, and of winning, in the sense of

% According to Brzezinski, the command, control, communications and intelligence systems were
“among the weaker links.” In fact, nuclear security expert, Bruce Blair argues that until the 1980s
“Deficiencies in U.S. C*l systems have been so severe for so long that developments in size and technical
composition of the superpower’s arsenals have been practically irrelevant to the nuclear confrontation.”
Blair claims that “once deterrence fails, it fails completely” — a targeted Soviet strike against the C’I
systems could possibly block U.S. retaliation and completely eliminate the chances of a gradual
escalation with withhold options and intrawar bargaining. (Blair [1985]: pp. 4-5.)

% According to DoD reports, by 1982 the Soviets were planning to place 110,000 government officials in
hardened targets during a conflict. By 1987, this number has grown to 175,000 party and government
personnel. (Sagan [1989]: p. 83.)
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having military forces capable of dominating the post-war world.”" (Nuclear Targeting
Policy Review [1978]: p. i.)

The main concepts of this targeting review were escalation control (a key concept of the
Nixon-Ford years, as well) and damage limitation. In terms of general war targeting,
four target categories were designated: 1) impede recovery of the Soviet Union both in
the short term and in the long term; 2) destroy Soviet national political and military
leadership and command and control; 3) destroy Soviet nuclear forces, and 4) destroy
Soviet non-nuclear forces. (Nuclear Targeting Policy Review [1978]: p. iii.) Besides the
Soviet Union, thousands of additional targets were designated in the Warsaw Pact

satellites as well as in China, Cuba and Vietnam.

SIOP 5 went through four revisions, but the above listed target categories were allocated
to the same four general attack options (first envisioned by NUWEP-74): Major Attack
Options (MAOQ), Selected Attack Options (SAO), Limited Attack Options (LAO) and
Regional Nuclear Options (RNO). The war plans placed these four options under two
special attack categories: 1) preemptive attacks; 2) or Launch on Warning (LOW) and
Launch under Attack (LUA) options. (Pringle; Arkin [1983]: pp. 187-188.)

Based on the findings and recommendations of the targeting review, Brzezinski
believed that the Soviets were planning to win a nuclear war if it broke out and the U.S.
had to adjust its own nuclear posture in view of that. Both sides agreed that under
strategic parity a disarming first strike was not possible but Moscow seemed to
challenge the doctrine of mutual assured destruction and go for a “winning capability”
in a prolonged nuclear exchange. Brzezinski argued that the Soviet commitment to such
a capability was not contradictory to their belief in nuclear deterrence — preparing for
war fighting was seen as a “different approach” to planning against the eventual failure
of deterrence. (Brzezinski [1991]) Accordingly, the U.S. also had to put the emphasis on
a war fighting capability which is enough to “minimize Soviet hopes of military success”
and “include targeting options against Soviet military forces, command and control,
and military support that would maximize the threats to the objective targets while

minimizing collateral damage.” (Nuclear Targeting Policy Review [1978]: p. ii.)

%7 Besides securing key personnel of the Soviet leadership, evacuation plans were also worked out to save
those Soviet workers whose work was considered essential in a postwar environment. According to Janne
E. Nolan, all this indicated a Soviet planning to “survive as a society after a nuclear war.”
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The next presidential guidance, the 1980 PD-59 was based on these findings and
outlined the principles of a new nuclear doctrine, the so called countervailing strategy.*®
The guidance stated that in order to deter an attack on the U.S. and its allies,
Washington needed to make its adversaries recognize that “no plausible outcome would
represent a victory” in a nuclear exchange. To meet this purpose, modernizations were
necessary both in the nuclear forces and in the supporting command, control,
communications and intelligence (C®l) systems. The survivability of the C* systems
was considered the primary guarantor of a U.S. ability to conduct sequential attacks on
military targets and their industrial support facilities, while it was also essential to the
use of withheld nuclear weapons for a belated attack on urban and industrial targets.
The guidance put the major emphasis on military and control targets which were
essential for the Soviets to win a nuclear war. In this regard, the four primary target
categories of the Nuclear Targeting Policy Review remained in force: strategic and
theater nuclear forces; military C3I systems; all other military forces; and industrial

facilities which provide immediate support to military activities. (PD-59 [1980])

Walter Slocombe, Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Planning summarized
the basis of this new strategy with three requirements: first, U.S. nuclear forces must
survive a Soviet first strike; second, an overall balance is needed between the U.S. and
the Soviet Union (it can be realized by adjusting U.S. force planning to Soviet nuclear
developments and by concluding bilateral arms control treaties); and third, the U.S.
nuclear doctrine must make it clear to Moscow that the Soviets would not prevail in a
nuclear exchange. In addition, the countervailing strategy meant to strengthen U.S.
security guarantees towards its allies (especially towards the NATO allies) by denying
any Soviet aggression the belief that it could be advantageous to launch an attack at the
first place. LNOs were considered central tools to exercise escalation control and
bargain an early war termination. But it is also important to emphasize what the new
countervailing strategy was not meant to be. It did not claim that the United States could
win a limited nuclear war, it only focused on denying this possibility from the Soviets
and convincing them about it. It also did not claim that a nuclear exchange could be
controlled and kept limited — there were no guarantees that a limited attack on any
NATO or Warsaw Pact ally would not be followed by a massive level of destructive

strikes on the two superpowers. (Slocombe [1981])

% |t was a strategy which was urged by William Kaufmann and Secretary of Defense, Harold Brown.
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Altogether, the countervailing strategy was not a major departure from the nuclear
postures of the previous administrations. The strategists of the Carter administration
identified this new guidance as an evolutionary development and not as a radical shift in
U.S. nuclear planning. It was a deterrence strategy which aimed to guarantee that the
Soviet Union would not want to “test” its new military capabilities and would not see

benefits in any aggression against the U.S. or its allies.

When Carter overtook the White House, SIOP contained many limited options —
although Brzezinski argued that the policy guidance for their implementation was not
adequate. During the Carter years, the number and categories of SIOP options were
further increased and as a result of Brzezinski’s innovations, a massive list of 40,000

potential Soviet targets was designated. (Pringle; Arkin [1983]: pp. 172-174.)

Under the countervailing strategy, nuclear force acquisition was primarily led by the
desire for a credible war fighting capability. As a result, Carter presided over a strategic
build-up with the approval of 200 hard-target-kill MX missiles (each carrying 10
warheads). His administration renewed the emphasis on military targets and war-
supporting industry (more than half of the 40,000 targets) as opposed to economic
recovery targets (about 15,000 targets of the 40,000); while command, control and
communications targets were also upgraded (about 2,000 targets). In the war plans, high
quality weapons were reassigned to high value military targets, more flexible
employment was introduced in the strike options and a larger secure reserve force was
designated. (Nolan [1989]: pp. 126-139 and Pringle; Arkin [1983]: pp. 191-197)

Carter left behind a somewhat controversial legacy: despite his opposition to nuclear
weapons, he approved a major build-up in U.S. nuclear forces, raised nuclear war
fighting into the center of attention, left the ratification of SALT Il sail away and paved
the way in front of the Reagan administration’s rather aggressive policy towards

Moscow.

1.6 The Reagan Years (1981-1989)

Over the history of U.S. nuclear strategy, there were three major “windows of

vulnerability” which had a significant impact on the evolution of political guidance and
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nuclear war plans. The first window was the “bomber gap” in the 1950s, revealed by
Wohlstetter’s vulnerability study. The next one was the “missile gap” starting in 1957.
Although it turned out later that the perception of a “missile gap” was flawed from the
very beginning and intelligence estimates on the Soviet missile capabilities were
mistakenly exaggerated, it still had an important effect on the Eisenhower-Kennedy
years’ nuclear policy. The third major “window of vulnerability” was the “Minuteman
vulnerability” which was already an issue during the late Carter years (in fact, the
decision to build MX missiles was exactly because of the perceived vulnerability of the

Minuteman force) and it remained on the agenda under Reagan as well.

Starting in 1976, Paul Nitze revived the so called Committee on the Present Danger
(CPD)* to reveal U.S. weaknesses and put the SALT Il Treaty into a grave. By the late
1970s, the CPD has grown to an incredibly powerful lobby group and Nitze managed to
launch a grand public debate on the vulnerability of the U.S. ICBM force against a
Soviet first strike.** They used calculations based on the accuracy of Soviet missiles
coupled with the Soviets” “evil intentions” and argued that during the Carter years the
U.S. was in “imminent danger” of a Soviet attack. (Nolan [1989]: p. 136.)

Already before taking over the White House, Reagan had long been speaking about the
dangers of the Soviet Union and he had been known as a committed supporter of a
higher defense budget. When Reagan entered into office in 1981, he appointed 31
members of the CPD (he was the 32") into senior government positions. Among them
was Nitze, who headed the U.S. delegation in the negotiations with the Soviet Union

about nuclear reductions in Europe. (Kaplan [1991]: p. 386.)

The first presidential guidance which the Reagan administration issued on its nuclear
strategy was the 1981 National Security Decision Directive-13 (NSDD). It maintained

% The CPD was originally founded in 1950 to promote the ideas of NSC-68, mostly written by Paul Nitze
(one of the founders of the committee). They wanted to educate the U.S. public about the dangers of the
spread of communism. A second influential period of the committee started in 1976, when the group
aimed to drive the attention on the weaknesses of U.S. strategic capabilities and to promote a massive
military build-up. The third grand period of the CPD started in 2004 and it mostly focused on the “war on
terror.”

* The basic idea was that Moscow could destroy the U.S. ICBM force with only a few hundred nuclear
weapons and it would leave Washington without appropriate hard-target-kill capabilities for a
counterforce retaliation. Therefore, the U.S. would be forced to use its remaining bomber and SLBM
arsenal to attack Soviet cities, risking that the Soviets would also target major U.S. population centers.
Although the entire theory was highly debated in the early 1980s, it still triggered a heavy modernization
program.
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that the primary role of nuclear weapons is deterrence against a direct — especially
nuclear — attack on the U.S. and its allies. But it also stated that if such an attack
happened, the U.S. must prevail and prepare for responses which would make “Soviet
assessments of war outcomes, under any contingency, so uncertain and dangerous as to
remove any incentive for initiating attack.” In other words, the U.S. “must be prepared
to wage war successfully.” (NSDD-13 [1981]) In terms of rhetoric, this was a
significant departure from the Carter administration’s doctrine, as it used a much
tougher language in order to make sure that Moscow will not see any possible gains in
attacking the U.S. But it still did not mean that the U.S. believed that it could win a
nuclear war, it was still based on the desire to deny this option from Moscow, which
was a continuity with the previous countervailing strategy (a 1982 Congressional
testimony of Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger clearly indicates that U.S. nuclear
strategy did not depart from the mainstream in this regard). (Weinberger [1982]) A key
element of Reagan’s prevailing strategy was “holding at risk the full range of enemy
military capabilities that threaten the Unites States and its Allies.” These imperatives
were set to guide U.S. force structure trends and war plans, leading to a massive military
build-up in the nuclear forces and a substantial development in the C*I systems.
(NSDD-13 [1981])

NSDD-13 was signed in October, 1981 and only a couple of months later Secretary of
Defense Caspar Weinberger also issued his own defense guidance, based on the
presidential directive. It reinforced U.S. intentions to fight and win a protracted nuclear
war, placing the old “coercive strategy” back to the center of U.S. nuclear planning. The
guidance was written by Richard Perle and two RAND veterans, Andrew Marshall and
Fred Iklé — which meant the big come-back of the RAND analysts’ counterforce
concept. (Kaplan [1991]: p. 387.)

Based on these guidelines, the Reagan administration modernized all three legs of the
nuclear triad (the MX ICBMs, the D5 SLBMs, and the B-1 bombers) and introduced
new nuclear weapons in the European continent. The crown jewel of these
modernization programs was the President’s 1983 Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI)
speech which announced a program to shoot down enemy missiles in outer space** (one

of the strongest advocates of the initiative was Edward Teller, father of the hydrogen

* This is where the name, “Star Wars” comes from.
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bomb). This policy was a rejection of mutual vulnerability and shifted U.S.-Soviet
competition to a new field. While, the two superpowers’ rivalry seemed to reach a point
of technical exhaustion in the traditional areas, competing in the outer space promised
(at least in theory) that U.S. technology could challenge the Soviet military power.

Another important factor in the reincarnation of missile defense systems was the new
“window of vulnerability.” The White House believed that with the massive ICBM
modernizations and the development of the MX missiles (armed with ten warheads
each), accepting ICBM vulnerability was not in Washington’s best interest. First, these
missiles were now too valuable to put them in vulnerable silos (fearing that they would
invite immediate hits in a Soviet first strike) and second, if the U.S. did not want to lose
them, it had to apply a launch on warning (LOW) policy (launch all of these missiles
upon the first sign of a Soviet aggression, risking to destabilize the situation and
escalate the conflict).*” (Nolan [1989]: pp. 150-151.) Based on these concerns,
improving missile defense systems provided an alternative way to close the “window of
vulnerability” and improve the survivability of the ICBM forces. In January, 1984 the
program finally received an official endorsement from the President in the NSDD-119

and the first budget request was submitted to Congress.

In the early 1980s, both the U.S. and the Soviet Union were reluctant to negotiate arms
control agreements and it took several different factors to get them back to the
negotiating table by the mid-1980s. On the Soviet side, a fundamental political change
was implemented under the Gorbachev years; while the U.S. was under the pressure of
allies and the “freeze movement.” As a result of this new turn of events, the second term
of the Reagan administration as well as the four years of the Bush administration were a
mix of nuclear modernizations and arms control negotiations. Two major arms control
agreements were initiated at the 1986 U.S.-Soviet Reykjavik Summit:*® the 1987
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF)* which completely eliminated the

intermediate-range (500-5,500 km) nuclear and conventional ground-launched ballistic

2 As Nolan argued, ICBMs had the “worst of all worlds” — inherent vulnerability and maximum lethality
which made it necessary to keep them on high alert and launch first for the highest efficiency.

8 Although the summit paved the way in front of two major arms control agreements, it was still
considered as a failure by some. The meeting originally had an agenda to abolish all offensive nuclear
weapons in three phases over the timeframe of ten years. But disagreements over the continued testing of
the SDI system finally undermined these plans and separate agreements were concluded in the different
ranges of the offensive nuclear capabilities. (Savranskaya; Blanton [2006])

* Signed by Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev on December 8, 1987.
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and cruise missiles; and the 1991 First START Treaty* which reduced the number of

strategic nuclear weapons by 30-40 percent.

The most interesting aspect of the SDI system was that it had almost zero effect on the
actual war plans. In fact, it was a major obstacle in the way of further reductions and it

essentially supported a status quo in U.S. nuclear planning.

With the modernized capabilities to hit hardened Soviet targets, targeting policy had to
be adjusted, calling for additional flexibility. This meant preparing for “maximum
options” in response to strategic attacks from the Soviet Union and for the case of a
protracted nuclear war. As a result of the increasing mobility of the Soviet forces (e.g.
mobile ICBMs), re-locatable targets were designated, providing greater significance to
manned bombers and intelligence gathering. Although these developments served to
increase the credibility of deterrence, the promptness of the new weapons systems
suggested an increased capability for preemption (which of course was denied by
government officials). Reagan, in addition, continued Carter’s efforts to strengthen the
C®l systems of the U.S. and put a great emphasis on the survivability of the National
Command Authority. (Nolan [1989]: pp. 237-247.)

These developments were coupled with a “quiet revolution” to implement flexible
response in the war plans. According to PD-59, this required solving two fundamental
challenges: develop concrete targeting plans for real limited nuclear options,*® and
establish procedures for civilian oversight to guarantee that the war plans would
properly reflect the policy guidance of the given administration. This struggle was led
by Franklin C. Miller, head of the Strategic Forces Policy at the OSD between 1981 and
1989. Miller’s task was not easy: despite decades of attempts to fundamentally alter war
plans and implement real flexibility, the military resisted major civilian interference in
its procedures and the JCS retained their control over the weapons employment policy.
Since the 1974 NSDM-242, the OSD has provided the JCS with a nuclear weapons
employment guidance (NUWEP) and based on this document, the JCS prepared the
Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan (JSCP) which was the key document for the preparation

** Signed by George H.W. Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev on July 31, 1991.

*® Nuclear options at the beginning of the 1980s were still too large therefore the administration wanted
small options which could be easily read by Soviet warning systems (although it did not guarantee that
Moscow would respond accordingly but the aim was to make a clear distinction between a limited strike
and an all-out nuclear attack). (Interview with Franklin C. Miller [2014])

53


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cruise_missile

DOI: 10.14267/phd.2015009

of the SIOP. During the Cold War, however, NUWEP was mostly seen by the military
as an advice, not as a directive. Therefore, significant gaps evolved between the policy
guidance and the actual war plans, and many of the options introduced by the policy
guidance documents only remained “paper options” in practice. (Nolan [1989]: pp. 248-
251.)

After Miller concluded a list of areas where the policy guidance was not followed in the
actual targeting, he was given authority to look over the SIOP. Between 1985 and 1987
Miller solved a substantial number of these problems, and Secretary Weinberger
approved them one by one. With revisions of the Reagan years’ last NUWEP underway
in 1987, an opportunity opened to “institutionalize” his quiet revolution and NUWEP-
87 was written as a compendium of the changes of the last two years. (Interview with
Miller [2014]) Miller was authorized to establish routine procedures for civilian
oversight in the implementation of policy guidance — during his investigations, he found
that as a result of negligence and the lack of interactions, there was a serious breakdown
in civilian control, damage expectancies were exaggerated, weapons allocations still
ignored the secondary effects of a nuclear strike, and most importantly, war plans were
still missing real limited options. While the President might have thought of authorizing
a limited nuclear attack, in the 1980s it still meant launching 300 nuclear weapons on
Poland for example. As a result of Miller’s efforts, by the end of the Reagan
administration, NUWEP-87 guaranteed that civilians had a stronger oversight in nuclear
targeting; and the necessary time to construct war plans was reduced in order to make
SIOP less rigid and more responsive to the changing environment. Thus, the 1988 SIOP
6-E reemphasized flexible targeting and finally contained new and very limited strike
options. (Nolan [1989]: pp. 253-261.)

1.7 The Bush Years (1989-1993)

Regarding President George H.W. Bush’s nuclear doctrine, both continuity with the
Reagan administration’s policy and a strategic redirection apply. NSDD-13 remained
the official presidential guidance until November, 1997 when President Clinton issued a
new directive (PDD-16). This meant that the prevailing strategy remained the guiding

principle of U.S. nuclear policy. Just like the Reagan era, the Bush years were also a
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mix of nuclear modernizations and arms control negotiations — however, it reflected a
shifting view compared to the Reagan years that arms control became more imperative
than nuclear modernizations (several modernization programs were unilaterally

cancelled by the administration).

The Bush years concluded the most dramatic nuclear reductions in U.S. history. In two
rounds, President Bush announced a series of unilateral pledges to limit and reduce U.S.
nuclear forces. (Both rounds were followed by reciprocal unilateral measures by the
Kremlin.) These measures were called Presidential Nuclear Initiatives (PNI). The first
round was announced in September, 1991 and it pledged to 1) take all strategic bombers
off alert; 2) stand down from alert and accelerate the reduction of all ICBMs which
were to be deactivated under the 1991 First START Treaty; 3) terminate the
development of the mobile ICBMs (Peacekeeper) and the mobile portion of the small
ICBM program (the small single-warhead ICBM remained the only ICBM
modernization program); 4) cancel the current program to build a replacement for the
short-range attack missiles (SRAM) for the strategic bombers; and 5) streamline the
command and control procedures, allowing the U.S. to more effectively manage
strategic nuclear forces.*” In addition, Bush also proposed to establish the U.S. Strategic
Command to replace SAC.*® (Bush [1991]) The second round of the PNIs was
announced in the January, 1992 State of the Union Address. In the framework of this

round, Bush declared that 1) the B-2 procurement was terminated; 2) the production of

" In response to the first round of the U.S. PNIs, Mikhail Gorbachev announced similar measures in
October, 1991. Regarding the ground-launched tactical nuclear weapons, Gorbachev pledged to eliminate
all nuclear artillery munitions and nuclear warheads for tactical rockets; withdraw nuclear warheads for
air defense missiles from the troops and concentrate them in central bases (a portion of them to be
eliminated); and eliminate all nuclear mines. In the sea-launched tactical forces, he announced to remove
tactical nuclear weapons from surface ships and multiple-purpose submarines; put them in central storage
as well as the nuclear weapons on land-based naval aircrafts; and eliminate a portion of these forces. He
also proposed that the U.S. “eliminate fully, on the basis of reciprocity, all tactical nuclear weapons of
naval forces” and “on the basis of reciprocity, it would be possible to withdraw from all combat units on
battlefield aviation all nuclear charges and place them in centralized storage sites.” In the ICBM force,
Gorbachev ordered to remove from alert 503 ICBMs, including 134 MIRVed; end development of small
mobile ICBMs and do not increase or modernize rail mobile ICBMs (keep them in permanent basing
areas). Regarding the strategic bombers, he promised to end development of nuclear short-range missiles
for bombers and end bomber alert. And finally, in the SLBMs, three SSBNs were removed from active
duty with 48 launchers. In more general terms, Gorbachev also proposed to reduce warheads below the
START limits, to 5,000 (instead of the 6,000) by the end of the same implementation deadline; besides he
suggested negotiations of “further radical cuts” after the START entry into force and finally, a creation of
a single operational command over all strategic nuclear weapons, including defensive. (Gorbachev
[1991])

*1n 1991, SAC was finally abolished, and in 1992 STRATCOM was established to replace it as a single
unified command. The idea of a unified command partly came from General Butler, the last commander
of SAC, and it was also advocated from the Office of the Secretary of Defense by Franklin C. Miller.
(Interview with Franklin C. Miller [2014])
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the Peacekeeper missiles was stopped; 3) the U.S. would not purchase any more
advanced cruise missiles (ACM); 4) the small ICBM program (previously suspended)
was cancelled; and 5) the production of new warheads (W88) for the sea-based ballistic
missiles was stopped.*® (Bush [1992])

As a result of these presidential initiatives, U.S. nuclear forces were reduced from
22,200 to 11,500 warheads between 1989 and 1993. (Kristensen; Norris [2013a]) These
steps clearly indicated that the Cold War was over, and the arms race made a reverse
turn, shrinking to lower and lower numbers. Furthermore, the PNIs also showed that
arms reductions do not necessarily have to happen in a treaty framework but unilateral
steps can also prove beneficial. It also signaled a new era, where the threat of nuclear
war was no longer the primary national security concern — it was replaced by the fear of
“loose nukes,” the dissemination of nuclear technology and expertise as well as the

necessity of safeguarding all nuclear materials inherited by the Soviet successor states.

On the operational level of U.S. strategic nuclear planning, the dissolution of the Soviet
Union brought two significant results: first, many targets (especially in the previous
satellite states) became irrelevant and a comprehensive targeting review seemed
essential; and second, as the number of deployed forces was shrinking dramatically, the
role of non-deployed forces started to grow, providing a security reserve for an eventual

deterioration of U.S.-Russian relations.

Between 1988 and 1989, Vice Chairman of the JCS, General Robert Herres was tasked
to conduct an 18-month internal Joint Staff targeting study, which was followed by a
Strategic Target Review. In November, 1989 after the Berlin Wall was torn down and
the Eastern European countries regained their independence, Secretary of Defense
Richard Cheney and Chairman of the JCS, General Colin Powell immediately ordered a

review which became the most comprehensive review of strategic targeting ever

* In response to the second round of the PNIs, Boris Yeltsin announced (also in January, 1992) that
Moscow would end the production of land-based tactical missiles, nuclear artillery as well as nuclear
mines; and eliminate one-half of the air defense missile nuclear warheads. In the air-launched tactical
forces, Russia would cut in half stocks of air-launched tactical nuclear munitions. Regarding the strategic
bomber forces, Yeltsin pledged to end production of Backfire and Blackjack; and the current air-launched
cruise missiles (ALCM); besides he was ready to renounce the creation of new ALCM types (on a
reciprocal basis); and to end exercises with more than 30 bombers. In the SSBN fleet, a further reduction
of the SSBN combat patrols was announced and Moscow also proposed to end combat patrols on a
reciprocal basis. In more general measures, Yeltsin added that Russia was ready to meet the 1991 START
deployed warhead level in 3 years, and he also proposed further strategic reductions, hoping that other
nuclear powers would join, as well. (Yeltsin [1992])
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conducted in U.S. history. This review was led by Franklin C. Miller and it included
“the full spectrum of policy, intelligence support, targeting guidance, and war plan
production.” (Kunsman; Lawson [2001]: p. 64.) The review revealed that the SIOP was
completely out of date and there were many duplications in targeting (sometimes
against obsolete targets such as post-Soviet facilities which were closed many-many
years ago; or previous Eastern European targets like Kiev which was still targeted with
40 nuclear weapons). Damage expectancies still did not calculate with the secondary
effects of a nuclear blast, and other quantitative criteria were also significantly flawed in

the system.

Under the Bush years, many of these problems were addressed and officials eliminated
thousands of targets from the war plans: after Bush gave the permission to only target
Russian forces, post-Soviet satellite states were entirely removed, leadership targets of
very low value were discarded, many tactical nuclear installations and transportation
targets outside of Russia were also erased, along with significant portions of the
industrial and war-supporting infrastructure. As a result of the review, the number of
targets was reduced from 10,000 to 3,500. (Interview with Franklin C. Miller [2014])

Under the newly established unified command (STRATCOM), planning procedures
were updated, and adaptive targeting was introduced to guarantee rapid and flexible
retargeting on the global level. (Nolan [1999]: pp. 28-31.) As STRATCOM commander,
General Butler explained that they were “developing a flexible, adaptive operational
planning capability that will be much more responsive to the potential for spontaneous
threats that defy precise preplanning. This will provide senior decision makers with an
array of options to apply in acute crises requiring a prompt exacting response.”
(Quoted in Kristensen [2003]: p. 7.) The first SIOP based on these post-Cold War
innovations was enacted in July, 1993. This was described as a “living SIOP” as the
time to update this plan was significantly reduced. SIOP revisions traditionally required
14-18 months, while the new SIOP was “based on continuous analysis of guidance,
forces and target changes, rather than a fixed plan, all intended to reduce the time
required for complete overhaul of the SIOP to only six months.” (Kristensen [2003]: p.
8.) Providing an attack plan for a new enemy became possible in a few months and

STRATCOM was tasked to provide additional small, flexible and adaptive strike

%0 With the German reunification in October, 1990, Eastern European targeting ended entirely.
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options for the dynamic post-Cold War environment and the new challenges the U.S.

had to face.

1.8 The Legacies of the Cold War

During the forty-five years of the Cold War, nuclear weapons have gradually occupied a
central position in U.S. national security. Architects of the first war plans were skeptical
about their military utility and only considered their use as an extension of massive
conventional bombings. But as the number of atomic bombs started to grow, an entire
planning apparatus emerged and complex procedures were developed to prepare
concrete strategies for the application of these weapons. From the mid-1950s nuclear
forces provided the backbone of national security strategies and war plans placed their

use in the center of focus.

This meant the beginning of a still ongoing intellectual challenge to implement
doctrines which are able to deter a nuclear war; a technological contest to develop new
warheads and deliveries which make the threats credible; and a bureaucratic struggle
between the political level and the different military services to control and influence

the formulation of the weapons employment policies.
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Table 1. The Evolution of U.S. Nuclear Planning during the Cold War™

Table 1 will be stuck here

5! The table was prepared by the author, based on the following sources:

Primary sources: NSAM-109, NSC-20/4, NSC-68, NSC-162/2, NSDD-13, NSDM-242, NUWEP-74, PD-
18, PD-59, SIOP-62 Briefing.

Secondary sources: Condit, Kenneth W. [1996]: History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Kaplan, Fred [1991]:
The Wizards of Armageddon; Kessler, Samuel Joseph [2010]: From ‘Massive Retaliation’ to ‘Flexible
Response’: Robert McNamara at the Pentagon; Kunsman, David M.; Lawson, Douglas B.: [2001]: A
Primer on U.S. Strategic Nuclear Policy; Nolan, Janne E. [1989]: Guardians of the Arsenal; Poole,
Walter S. [2011; 2012]: History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Pringle, Peter; Arkin, William [1983]:
S.1.O.P. — The Secret U.S. Plan for Nuclear Attack; Rosenberg, David A. [1983]: The Origins of Overkill:
Nuclear Weapons and American Strategy; Sagan, Scott D. [1987]: SIOP-62: The Nuclear War Plan
Briefing to President Kennedy; Watson, Robert J [1998]: History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
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Administration

President

Harry S.
Truman

Year

1945-1953

Declaratory Policy

Nuclear
Doctrine

War-ending
and
war-fighting

Date

\WETHEEL B

First
Year

Last
Year

Policy guidance

- At first, decentralization, ad hoc decision making

- 1948: NSC-30: the U.S. must be ready to use nuclear weapons, employment
should be based on the decision of the President

- 1948: NSC-20/4: main goal: eliminate Bolshevik control inside and outside
the Soviet Union; the U.S. should not initiate a war, NWs should be used only
in response to Soviet agression

- 1950: NSC-68: rejection of a no first use policy as the international
environment is alarming - possible Soviet agression without any warning ->
greater emphasis on NWs, rapid build-up of capabilities

Operational Level

Name and Date
TOTALITY (1945)
PINCHER (1946)
BROLIER (1947)

CHARIOTEER (1947)

FROLIC (1948)
HALFMOON (1948)
TROJAN (1949)
OFFTACKLE (1949)
SHAKEDOWN (1950)
EWP 1- (1950)
EWP 1-51 (1951)

War Plan
Main Strategic and Targeting Characteristics

- Earliest war plans: the use of nuclear weapons was only an extension of conventional strategic bombings - the
main targets: war-related facilities and major cities (e.g.: BROLIER: 34 bombs on 24 Soviet cities, TROJAN:
industrial facilities in 70 Soviet cities)

- BUT: skepticism about the benefits of atomic bombings: they are not enough for Soviet capitulation or
destroying Communism

- OFFTACKLE: first war plan based on a political guidance (NSC-20/4) - destroying Soviet war-making capacities +
preventing Soviet advances in Western Europe

- 1950: JCS designated 3 target categories: highest priority: Soviet capabilities to deliver atomic bombs; second
priority: retardation targets; third: energy industries (these categories remained until the first SIOP)

Dwight D.
Eisenhower

1953-1961

Massive
retaliation

- 1954: ruling out preventive nuclear war (BUT the option of preemptive
strikes remained)

- Mid-1950s: shifting focus from preemption to retaliation -> 1953: NSC-
162/2: emphasis on massive retaliation

- Threatening with massive nuclear retaliation even if the agression was only
conventional

- Main but not sole reliance on NWs

EWP 1-53 (1953)
50-54 (1954)
BWP 1-55 (1955)
BWP 1-58 (1957)

BWP 1-60 (1960)

- Nuclear weapons: cheap solution for conventional deficits -> huge increase in capabilities

- Despite policy guidance: the arsenal was rather designed for preventive war, than retaliation; by 1957: more
than 3,000 military and industrial targets (end of the decade: SAC designated more than 20,000 potential targets)
- Separate targeting plans by the Air Force and the Navy BUT with the development of the Polaris system they
started to interfere -> 1960: establishing JSTPS to create the first SIOP

- Continuous alert of bombers started in 1961

John F.
Kennedy

1961-1963

Lyndon B.
Johnson

1963-1969

Flexible
response,
no cities
counterforce,
assured
destruction

- Revision of massive retaliation -> 1961: asking for a shift to a "no-cities"
approach: short-lived strategy, very soon revised

- 1964: new focus: the requirement of an effective, invulnerable and reliable
nuclear retaliatory force; deterrence over warfighting -> assured detruction -
the necessary number of NWs can be quantified (400 megatons)

- Flexible/limited counterforce -> shift to survivability and second strike
capability - the new guiding principles of U.S. deterrence posture

SIOP-62 (1961)
SIOP-63 (1962)
SIOP-64 (1964)
SIOP 4 (1966)
SIOP 4A (1967)
SIOP 4C (1968)

- SIOP-62: first integrated operational plan, a combination of preemption and retaliation, overwhelmingly
counterforce targets: envisioned a first massive strike against thousands of targets then waves of re-attacks to
increase damage (in the next 24 hours) -> rigid, all-purpose plan; no practical distinction between targets ->
genesis of counterforce strategies

- SIOP-63: 5 primary attack options from preemption to retaliation, options to withhold attacks and keep reserve
forces for urban destruction - "second strike counterforce strategy"

- Despite political guidance: even the most limited strike options included hundreds of NWs against Soviet targets

Richard M.
Nixon

1969-1974

Gerald R.
Ford

1974-1977

Flexible
response,
counterforce
with limited
options

- Revisiting MAD: critic: anti-defense strategy; guarantees the total
vulnerability of the population

- 1974: NSDM-242: reintroduction of counterforce and nuclear war fighting by
a series of limited nuclear options (LNO)

- Main principles: selectivity in the strike options, early war termination
(intrawar bargaining) and avoiding attacks on cities + emphasizing the
exclusively retaliatory function of US strategic forces

- National Nuclear Strategic Targeting document to guide targeteers

SIOP 4E/F (1969)
SIOP 4G/H (1970)
SIOP 41/J (1971)
SIOP 4K/L (1972)
SIOP 4M/N (1973)
SIOP 40 (1974)
SIOP 4P(1975)
SIOP 5/5A (1976)

- Rearranging targets: match high-quality weapons with high priority targets, major attack options against
valuable military targets with high degree of confidence in their destruction

- Target categories: national command authority; overall military-industrial complex + new element: economic
recovery capabilities + 4 major innovations in targeting: 1) escalation control, 2) concept of withholds, 3)
industrial recovery capabilities, 4 ) Soviet military forces anywhere in the world -> some high quality weapons
were allocated to countervalue targets

- BUT innovations had only a limited effect on war fighting: SIOP 5: inclusion of smaller options but still no real
limited options (smallest ones still included several hundred warheads), target list has grown to over 25,000
targets (inclusion of economic recovery) -> gap between targets and available weapons -> pressure for more NWs|

James E.
Carter

1977-1981

Flexible
response,
countervailing
with multiple
attack options

- Selective employment of nuclear forces, graduated responses based on the
new reality of nuclear parity

- Developments in Soviet forces: hardening key targets + major civil defense
strategy -> planning to survive as a society

- 1980: PD-59: more emphasis on military targets + less on urban/industrial
targets + priority to Soviet leadership (highly centralized system -> vulnerable
to chaos) - countervailing strategy: denying the other side the possibility to
win

- Asking for more LNO; larger secure reserve force; improving the survivability
of communication lines and command and control structures

SIOP 5B (1977)

SIOP 5C (1978)

SIOP 5D (1979)

SIOP 5E (1980)

- Nuclear Targeting Policy Review: four categories: 1) impede recovery of the S.U.; 2) destroy Soviet national
political and military leadership and command and control; 3) destroy Soviet nuclear forces, and 4) destroy Soviet
non-nuclear forces + four major attack options against the SU and thousands of targets in satellites, China, Cuba
and Vietnam

- With the new innovations: over 40,000 designated targets

- Shifts in targeting: less emphasis on economic recovery -> targets focused instead on war-supporting industry +
command, control and communications targets -> it released NWs for pure counterforce missions - high quality
weapons reassigned to high priority missions

- It did not cut the number of NWs - same number but reallocation and higher damage-expectancy levels +
several modernization programs

1981-1989

Flexible
response,
prevailing

strategy

-1981: NSDD-13: new focus: prevailing strategy: instead of denying victory to
the Russian, it aimed a decisive victory for the U.S. -> massive modernizations
to destroy the Soviet military

- NWs are still the cornerstone of U.S. security policy BUT a new "window of
vulnerability": vulnerable ICBMs against a Soviet first strike (vulnerability +
maximum lethality -> pressure to keep them on high alert and launch first)

- U.S.-Soviet rivalry reached a point of technical exhaustion -> shifting the
competiotion to a new area: space (SDI)

- Continued calls for having selected targeting options

- More focus on the survivability of national command authority

SIOP 5F (1981)
SIOP 5G (1982)
SIOP 6 (1983)
SIOP 6A (1984)
SIOP 6B (1985)
SIOP 6C (1986)
SIOP 6D (1987)
SIOP 6E (1988)

- Two challenges in targeting: provide real limited options + establishment of clear procedures for civilian
oversight -> the "quiet revolutuion" of Frank Miller: the establishment of procedurs for a stronger civilian
oversight

- Problems of targeting: all targets were treated equally, duplications, more weapons allocations than necessary
(without considering secondary effects of NWs or the ability of regional CINCs to carry out nuclear missions)

- Basic target categories: similar to those of the 1950s

- 1988: SIOP 6E: renewed emphasis on flexible targeting - more responsive to policy guidance - inclusion of new
strike options, very small options

George
H. W. Bush

1989-1993

Prevailing
strategy,
strategic

redirection

- PNIs: 1991-1992: most significant unilateral reductions

- Increased role for reserve forces to deal with the uncertainties of the
international environment

- Reductions + the dissolution of the SU -> many targets became irrelevant in
the SIOP (e.g. 40 NWs on Kiev) -> 1990: strategic targeting review - most
comprehensive review ever

SIOP 6F (1989)
SIOP 6G (1990)
SIOP 6H (1991)

SIOP 93 (1992)

- Still many duplications, multiple warheads on the same target + only accounted immediate effects of a nuclear
strike -> solution: elimination of thousands of targets from the SIOP (former Soviet republics were eliminated
entirely; reductions in leadership targets, transportation lines + war-supporting industry)

- Adaptive targeting for the global level, flexible retargeting, reduced alert levels

-1991: SAC was abolished and STRATCOM was established

* Kristensen, Hans M.; Norris, Robert S. [2013]: Global nuclear weapons inventories, 1945-2013. The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists . Vol. 69. No. 5. September/October 2013. pp. 75-81.
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2. Conceptualizing the Main Terms of the Dissertation

2.1 Cold War Nuclear Thinking

From a strategic point of view, probably the most important sentence of President
Obama’s 2009 Prague address is the declaration that the United States would “put an
end to Cold War thinking, we will reduce the role of nuclear weapons in our national

security strategy, and urge others to do the same.” (Obama [2009])

The biggest problem with this statement is the lack of a clear definition of what “Cold
War (nuclear) thinking” exactly means, therefore, it is difficult to judge the Obama
administration’s accomplishments and objectively decide if the White House has
fulfilled its promises. Neither President Obama, nor the 2010 NPR report specified what
the administration meant by Cold War thinking and which particular aspects of it they
aimed to eliminate in their nuclear strategy. Since 1989, the U.S. force structure has
been significantly reduced, the PNIs of the George W. H. Bush administration cancelled
several modernization programs and took bombers off alert status. Thus, many changes
have happened, but based on President Obama’s Prague address, the administration still

saw continuities with Cold War nuclear planning which they wanted to eliminate.

This dissertation aims to outline a working definition of what the author considers Cold
War nuclear thinking in order to examine what has changed since the Cold War and
what elements have remained. Cold War nuclear thinking will be identified on three
levels: the declaratory policy, the force structure and the operational level. Although
these three levels are closely interlinked, and they mostly reflected the same principles
during the Cold War, today it is no longer necessary to have the same guidance on all
three levels.>®> An administration can shift away from Cold War thinking on one level
but retain its characteristics on the other two. As Amy Woolf from the Congressional
Research Service outlined, “Cold War thinking in the rhetoric, versus Cold War
thinking in the planning, are two very different things.” (Woolf In: Halperin; Kimball;
Kristensen; Woolf [2012]) The George W. Bush administration for example put a huge
emphasis on abandoning Cold War thinking in the declaratory policy (in essence, its

52 It would be ideal to end Cold War nuclear thinking on all levels simultaneously but unfortunately this is
not what we see in practice. Significant changes in the official rhetoric do not necessarily trigger
meaningful changes on the operational level.
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rhetoric was more post-Cold War than the 2010 NPR) but several aspects of the force

structure and the operational level were still stuck in Cold War legacies.*®

Looking at the history of Cold War nuclear strategy, it was more an evolution of
thought than steady thinking. As President after President repeated, there were “no
major departures” in nuclear doctrine, each administration built on the legacies of its
predecessors. However, it did not mean that there were no changes in the nuclear
strategy. As a result of technological developments in U.S. and Soviet capabilities,
several new ideas and shifts in focus were implemented by the different administrations.
The first big shift was the transformation of the Eisenhower administration’s massive
retaliation doctrine to McNamara’s flexible response. Although McNamara’s concept
remained an official strategy until the end of the Cold War, several additional
adjustments came under the umbrella of flexible response. Each administration tried to
introduce its own innovation: first, the no cities doctrine and assured destruction under
Kennedy and Johnson; then counterforce with limited options under Nixon and Ford;

followed by Carter’s countervailing strategy; modified to prevailing under Reagan.

Despite the above mentioned differences, there were several common beliefs which led
U.S. Presidents and military planners in the making of their own nuclear doctrines.
According to Morton Halperin (who was involved in the formulation of U.S. nuclear
strategy under Presidents Johnson and Nixon), during the 45 years of the Cold War,
there were two basic premises which guided the development of U.S. nuclear strategy:
first, “the notion that there is a serious possibility of a surprise Russian attack and that
we need to design our force to deter the Russians from deliberately deciding to launch
an attack on the United States,” and second, “the notion that we had a conventional
deficit, and therefore we needed to use, or threaten to use nuclear weapons first in
various scenarios involving conventional attacks and biological and chemical
weapons.”* (Halperin In: Halperin; Kimball; Kristensen; Woolf [2012]) In addition to
these two beliefs, Daryl Kimball from the Arms Control Association adds another
element, “a kind of cultural concept of what Cold War thinking is. And part of it is the

>3 While the 2001 NPR of the Bush administration claimed that Russia was no longer an enemy and the
“Russia threat” would not define U.S. force levels anymore, its arsenal of 1,700-2,200 deployed strategic
nuclear weapons still suggested a Moscow-centric thinking — even after the events of 9/11 it was difficult
to imagine the use of this amount of weapons against anybody else but Russia. (NPR [2001])

% According to Ambassador Linton Brooks, former administrator of the Department of Energy’s (DoE)
National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA), both of these premises were believed to be true, none
of them is true today, and the first one was actually never true. (Interview with Linton F. Brooks [2014])
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concept that we might be willing to engage in an actual nuclear war, and wage a
nuclear war. Deterring a nuclear attack is one thing, waging a nuclear war is another
thing.” (Kimball In: Halperin; Kimball; Kristensen; Woolf [2012])

In terms of nuclear strategy, the Cold War can be divided into three main periods: 1) the
initial years of the Truman-Eisenhower administrations; 2) the “classical” Cold War
years from Kennedy to Reagan; and 3) the transition to a new era under the Bush years.
In the first period (1945-1961), Truman and Eisenhower laid down the structure of
nuclear planning, and the most important operational procedures were enacted which
led to the first SIOP by 1961. Compared to the early Truman years, nuclear weapons
gained an increasingly significant role in the national security strategies, their number
dramatically grew from zero to about 22,000 and as a result of this increase, the early
city-targeting strategy of the late 1940s was abandoned and the focus shifted towards

the so called counterforce targets.

During the “classical” period (1961-1989) of Cold War nuclear strategies, the Kennedy
administration and especially Robert McNamara played a crucial role. Their flexible
response doctrine had become a guiding principle for the entire period. Although
McNamara’s 1964 assured destruction policy was suspended by the Nixon
administration, in a way MAD remained “alive” on the operational level and in the
force structure — throughout the entire period, the size of the U.S. nuclear arsenal
reflected a massive overkill capacity, and regardless of the policy level’s main focus,
war plans contained several massive attack options, which were enough to destroy most

of the Soviet Union and its satellite states.

Focusing on the three analytical levels of the dissertation, Cold War nuclear thinking in
the declaratory policy had a specific worldview on the role and mission of the U.S. and
the Soviet Union. This worldview had four different layers: first, the enemy image was
defined in the framework of the bipolar system — Washington knew exactly who the
enemy was, and what kind of challenges it represented. The Soviet block was identified
as the peer opponent™ and it was seriously believed that Moscow was constantly

preparing for a surprise attack on the U.S. and its allies. The second and third layers

> In this regard, the role of China has changed over time — until the Nixon administration’s appeasement
with China, Beijing was handled in the same group as the Soviet Union and its satellite states. But by the
early 1980s, it was taken out of the war plans until the Taiwan Strait crisis in 1996. (Interview with Bruce
G. Blair [2014])

62



DOI: 10.14267/phd.2015009

identified the role of the U.S. as the global leader of the free world, the ultimate goal of
which was to ensure the victory of the good cause. And finally, the relationship between
the U.S. and NATO: the U.S. had to demonstrate its willingness to use nuclear weapons
if its allies are attacked. Therefore, the U.S. provided a positive security assurance in
the framework of NATO which served as the basis of tactical nuclear weapons®®
deployments in Europe from 1954. In addition, starting with the Eisenhower
administration, U.S. Presidents specifically encouraged their military planners to
prepare for the tactical use of nuclear weapons in the European theater.

Cold War nuclear thinking also meant the doctrine of flexible response which was a
unifying policy of these three decades (1961-1989). In essence, it meant that in a crisis
situation the U.S. had multiple options to address a threat appropriately, starting from
the use of conventional weapons, through selective nuclear attacks to a general nuclear
war. Besides this doctrine, Cold War nuclear thinking included the denial of a
preventive war. Preventive war thinking was a preferred concept by the Air Force
during the early years of the Cold War but it had become a marginal discourse by the
mid-1950s.>” (Burr [2007]) According to Nolan, from the mid-1950s, “preventive war
was ruled out as a matter of policy” by the U.S. government. (Nolan [1989]: p. 58.)
Although preventive action in the sense of a decapitating first strike was ruled out, none
of the official guidance documents specifically excluded the option of preemptive
strikes — in fact it remained on the level of operational planning. During the 1961 SIOP
62 briefing, General Lemnitzer for example talked about two main options: retaliation
and preemption. Another example is President Carter’s war plan where preemption was

one of the two special attack categories in the different versions of SIOP 5.%®

% The term “tactical nuclear weapon” is used as a synonym for non-strategic or sub-strategic nuclear
weapon.

% The preventive war concept had a short reemergence in the discourse during the early 1960s when
China got close to conduct its first nuclear weapon test. President Kennedy and then Johnson discussed
the option of a preventive strike against the Chinese nuclear installations but they concluded that it was
not worth attacking as “even ‘successful’ action may not necessarily prevent the ChiComs from
detonating a nuclear device in the next few years” and the risks of an immediate Chinese attack against
Taiwan or an escalating conflict to include the Soviet Union were too high. (Policy Planning Council
[1964]: Paragraph 7/a)

>® The reliance on preemptive options has probably changed by the end of Reagan’s first term. In a 1985
Congressional hearing, the commander of SAC testified that “there are no preemption options” in the
SIOP, suggesting that the U.S. was no longer planning for a preemptive strike against the Soviet Union.
(Quoted in Sagan [1989]: p. 75.) Although professor Sagan noted that it did not mean that SAC
abandoned the option of LOW, it only meant that “SIOP options are no longer, as they were in the late
1960s, specifically designed to maximize preemptive effectiveness.” (Sagan [1989]: p. 75.) In fact, if one
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Closely related to the option of preemption was the rejection of a no-first-use
declaration. With the exception of a very short period under the Kennedy
administration, none of the Presidents declared that the U.S. would refrain from the first
use of nuclear weapons. The main reason to rule out a no-first-use declaration was tied
to the territorial defense of the NATO allies. In order to credibly reassure its allies (and
also to deter Moscow), the U.S. needed the option of the first use of nuclear weapons in
case a Soviet aggression in Europe couldn’t be stopped by conventional means. Cold
War nuclear thinking also excluded the option of a universal negative security
assurance (NSA) to non-nuclear weapon states (NNWS). As satellite states, especially
in the European theater were considered essential to break the Soviet power and
exercise pressure on Moscow, target lists contained thousands of potential targets in
NNWSs, outside the territory of the Soviet Union. The U.S. has first articulated a
negative security assurance® during the Carter administration in June, 1978 but it
contained a so called “Warsaw Pact exclusion clause” which (under specific conditions)
retained the option of attacking NNWSs allied or associated with nuclear weapon states
— thus, it did not change much in the actual targeting policy of the U.S.

And finally, a more general characteristic of the declaratory policy was the prominent
day-to-day role of nuclear weapons in the military strategies. By the early 1950s,
nuclear weapons occupied a central role in strategic war planning. Starting from the
Kennedy administration and the development of the first SSBNs (which came to
represent an invulnerable leg in the nuclear triad), the primary role of nuclear weapons
has shifted away from fighting an all-out nuclear war to credibly deterring any
aggression against the U.S. and its allies by multiple options. This deterrence posture,
however, was never restricted to nuclear contingencies. As Reagan’s 1981 NSDD-13
guidance stated, the fundamental role of nuclear weapons was to deter a primarily (but
not exclusively) nuclear attack on the U.S. and its allies — thus, nuclear weapons had a
role in deterring conventional as well as chemical and biological attacks; and nuclear

retaliation remained an option against any of these contingencies.

maintains the option of LOW or LUA (which carries on until today in U.S. nuclear strategy), then it also
has the capabilities for a preventive or preemptive strike.

> «“The United States will not use nuclear weapons against any non-nuclear weapons States Party to the
NPT or any comparable internationally binding commitment not to acquire nuclear explosive devices,
except in the case of an attack on the United States, its territories or armed forces, or its allies, by such a
State allied to a nuclear-weapon State or associated with a nuclear-weapon State in carrying out or
sustaining the attack.” (Quoted in Bunn [1997]: p. 6.)

64



DOI: 10.14267/phd.2015009

Cold War nuclear thinking in the force structure meant a massive overkill capacity:
extremely high number of nuclear weapons and deliveries with all three legs of the
nuclear triad. Interestingly, at the end of 1961, U.S. nuclear forces were at the level of
22,200 warheads and by the time President Reagan left office in 1989, force levels
shrank to about the same amount. Under these three decades, nuclear weapons reached a
historic peak of 31,200 nuclear weapons in 1967, and the rapid growth of the late 1950s
and early 1960s was followed by a much slower decrease in the 1970s and 1980s.
(Kristensen; Norris [2013a]) In addition to the high numbers in the nuclear weapons
capabilities, delivery systems often carried multiple warheads — i.e. ballistic missiles
equipped with multiple independently targetable reentry vehicles (MIRVs). Regarding
the triad, there were many shifts in the significance of the different legs but all three
gained their special role during the Cold War: with the development of C°I systems
submarines gained their role as the invulnerable leg of the triad (they provide
survivability);®® ICBMs provide prompt response and bombers provide flexibility (as
they can be recalled after launch and they can be quickly dispersed from their forward
deployed bases). (Mies [1999])

A great diversity of nuclear weapons was also considered necessary. Parallel to the
rapid growth of the strategic nuclear arsenals, several arguments were raised during the
early 1950s for the development of low-yield, short-range weapons. Proponents of this
arsenal claimed that tactical nuclear weapons were necessary to support ground
combats, or as Oppenheimer said, bring the “battle back to the battlefield.” The Air
Force was very soon divided into strategic and tactical wings — strategic to attack “vital
targets in the enemy’s heartland” and tactical for the support of theater missions (in this
regard, tactical nuclear weapons played a key role in the reassurance of allies).
(Freedman [1986]: p. 746.) During the Nixon-Ford years, these low-yield weapons
gained an additional justification: providing credibility to the concepts of intrawar
bargaining and escalation control in the framework of limited attack options. In the
meanwhile, the maintenance of a massive arsenal with high yield weapons was also
necessary as hardened Soviet targets with a high military value still required a huge

destructive power. New nuclear weapon types were extensively tested (from 1945 to

% Without reliable communication lines, war plans could not rely on submarines as the risk of losing
connection with the National Command Authority meant that submarines might not be able to execute
their mission, or alternatively they had to come to surface which would seriously hurt their
invulnerability.
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1992 the U.S. conducted altogether 1,032 nuclear tests) and there was no systematic
hedging policy. During the Cold War, the U.S. tried to deploy the majority of its
nuclear weapons inventories. Reserve nuclear forces were small as a result of an active
infrastructure and the continuous development and production of new nuclear weapons,
which guaranteed the rapid exchange of the entire stockpile in every few years. The
United States only started to create a permanent reserve or hedge force in the early

1990s, when nuclear testing was abandoned.

Stationing nuclear weapons in the territory of allied states was also characteristic of this
era. Forward deployment of nuclear weapons served four main purposes: deterring
enemies, reassuring allies, signaling, and burden sharing. (Seay [2011]) Analysts of the
Natural Resources Defense Council claim that “during the Cold War, 18 sovereign
nations and nine former or current American territories or possessions hosted U.S.
nuclear weapons.” Declassified Pentagon history documents revealed that altogether 38
types of nuclear weapons systems were stationed abroad and the first overseas
deployment of complete nuclear bombs started in 1954. During the peak years in the
early 1970s, more than 7,000 U.S. nuclear weapons were deployed in Europe and
another 2,000 on land in the Pacific. (Norris; Arkin; Burr [1999])

The “classical” period of Cold War nuclear strategies had ten main characteristics on
the operational level. Because of the fear of a Soviet first strike which was a basic
premise of Cold War thinking, U.S. forces had to be ready for a prompt launch. This
meant that a portion of the nuclear forces was kept on high alert level all the time, ready
to be launched shortly after the President made a decision. Continuous airborne alert of
bombers started in 1961 and it was soon complemented with ICBMs and SSBNs on
alert, as well. In connection with the prompt launch capability, the second characteristic
was the reliance on the options of preemption, launch on warning (LOW) and launch
under attack (LUA). A very simplistic differentiation between these three policies is
based on the timing of the attack: preemption means that nuclear weapons would be
launched as soon as hostile actions are taken by the enemy;®* LOW means that nuclear
weapons would be launched on tactical warning that an enemy attack is underway; and

LUA means that nuclear weapons would be launched after the first enemy weapons hit

61 A preventive nuclear strike, in contrast, would mean that the U.S. launched an attack to avoid a
potential threat, which was not imminent and not justified by concrete actions on the enemy’s side.
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their targets.®? (Sauer [2005]: p. 12.) All three attack options were operational policies
during the Cold War. Just to mention one example: the Carter administration’s SIOP 5
war plan contained preemption as a special attack option, and the other alternative was
LOW or LUA. This has somewhat changed by the mid-1980s, as President Carter’s
1980 PD-59 stated that “while it will remain our policy not to rely on launching nuclear
weapons on warning that an attack has begun, appropriate pre-planning, especially for
ICBMs that are vulnerable to a preemptive attack, will be undertaken to provide the
President the option of so launching.” (PD-59 [1980]: p. 3.) This meant that LOW was
no longer endorsed but the capability was nevertheless maintained in the form of “pre-

planned options” against a potential attack on the vulnerable ICBMs.

The third element of operational level Cold War nuclear thinking is the so called pre-
delegation of control of nuclear weapons. The first presidential guidance document on
the use of nuclear weapons was issued by the Truman administration in 1948. The NSC-
30 guidance contained two major obligations, one of which stated that the President had
the ultimate authority to make the decision on the use of nuclear weapons. This
principle was reinforced by each following administration, however, some “loopholes”
were also implemented in the system. In 1957, the Eisenhower administration was the
first to introduce a kind of pre-delegation of control in its national security strategy. As
a result of weak C°l systems, it was feared that a well prepared attack against the
National Command Authority might incapacitate the President and/or cut
communication between the civilian authorities and the military forces. Therefore, top
commanders were given a “pre-positioned national command authority [...] to
authorize a SIOP retaliatory strike and to select the SIOP option to execute.” (Blair
[1993]: p. 50.) Declassified sources suggest that this authorization was only applicable
under specific emergency conditions of major attack scenarios: “1) when attacks by sea
or by air on U.S. territory and possessions provided no time for consultation with the
President on defensive measures, or 2) when “enemy attacks” prevented a Presidential
decision and it was necessary to protect U.S. forces abroad, including those in
international waters, or to launch SAC to retaliate to nuclear attack on the continental
United States.” (National Security Archive [1998]) Under these scenarios, the pre-
delegation was primarily applicable for air defense and missile defense weapons and it

62 Another closely related term is the option of ride-out, which would require waiting until the first wave
of enemy attacks arrive and then launch a retaliation.
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was mostly significant during the 1950s and 1960s. (Interview with Franklin C. Miller)
According to Bruce Blair, the practice of pre-delegation was strictly limited to top level
commanders, “well above the bottom level” of SSBN, ICBM or bomber commanders,
and much closer to the level of unified and specified commanders (CINCs). Blair also
claims that this practice probably remained until the Reagan administration, however, it
was not always based on a formal (i.e. written) approval from the President — under
certain administrations it was only based on an “unwritten understanding.” (Blair
[1993]: pp. 46-50.) The 1980s definitely meant the end of this practice as those air
defense weapons which were pre-delegated during the 1950s were deliberately retired.
(Interview with Franklin C. Miller [2014])

The fourth characteristic of Cold War operational planning was counterforce targeting.
In the late 1940s, war plans were mostly targeting Soviet cities. But this policy has very
quickly shifted towards an increased focus on military targets. By the 1960s, SIOP
contained overwhelmingly counterforce targets, although counter-value elements (like
economic recovery infrastructure) were never entirely excluded and under most attack
options, serious civilian losses were expected. In terms of targeting policy, another
characteristic is the very conservative targeting criteria: redundancy in the system, and

extremely high levels of damage expectancy.

The fifth element was related to strike options. Regardless of the focus of the acting
administration (whether it wanted flexible options, limited options or multiple attack
options), massive attack options remained predominant throughout the entire Cold War
and only a very few real limited options were included. The sixth area was the SIOP
itself. Cold War target plans (which meant a lot of plans and sub-plans) were
preplanned and not flexible at all. These plans were unable to guarantee for example
the Nixon administration’s preferred concept of limited nuclear attacks applicable in
unforeseen regional conflicts. Targeting was layered and stacked, and it took a long
time to adjust these rigid plans to new contingencies. Besides, nuclear war was seen in
part as a protracted, global conflict. Despite the inclusion of limited and regional attack
options, each administration had plans for a prolonged nuclear exchange, based on
massive attack options against the entire range of enemy countries and their allies.
Although planning for a protracted global nuclear war was true for the entire Cold War

period, the rationale behind it changed during the Carter administration. By the second
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half of the 1970s, the U.S. no longer believed that it could win a nuclear war®® but the
Soviets were thought to believe that they could win a protracted global war. Therefore,
the U.S. had to make clear that it would deny the Soviets any possible chance of victory.
(Interviews with Linton F. Brooks [2014] and Franklin C. Miller [2014]) This is why
the 1981 NSDD-13 used a tougher language — “should nuclear attack nonetheless
occur, the United States and its Allies must prevail” (NSDD-13 [1981]: p. 1.) — than
Carter’s countervailing strategy but it did not mean that the U.S. believed that there
would be winners of such a war. It only meant, as Secretary of Defense Caspar
Weinberger said in 1982, that “we must be able — and must be seen to be able — to
retaliate against any potential aggressor in such a manner that the costs we will exact
will substantially exceed any gains he might hope to achieve through aggression.”
(Weinberger [1982])

The eighth element of operational level Cold War nuclear thinking was the lack of clear
procedures for civilian oversight. A pioneer in this field was Franklin C. Miller but he
only started his “quiet revolution” in 1985, and his recommendations were enacted
gradually in the coming years. Before 1985, civilians had very limited influence on the

actual war plans.

The ninth characteristic of the operational level was the lack of calculations on the
secondary effects of a nuclear blast in operational plans (especially fire damage which
is thought to be more destructive than the blast itself). Throughout the entire Cold War,
the U.S. seriously underestimated the potential damages caused by the use of nuclear
weapons and built considerably more nuclear weapons with considerably bigger
destructive power than it was deemed necessary by the war plans.** According to
Professor Lynn Eden, despite the fact that the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and

Nagasaki caused serious fire damage, Cold War war plans completely ignored the

83 After leaving the Pentagon in 1981, President Carter’s Secretary of Defense, Harold Brown wrote that
“The destruction of more than 100 million people in each of the United States, the Soviet Union, and the
European nations could take place during the first half-hour of a nuclear war [...] such a war would be a
catastrophe not only indescribable but unimaginable [ ...] it would be unlike anything that has taken place
on this planet since human life began.” (Quoted in Halloran [2008]) As he later phrased it, “No, we did
not think we could win a nuclear war.” (Brown [2012]) In addition, President Reagan declared himself in
April, 1982 that “A nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought.” (Quoted in Halloran [2008])

® Although war plans did not calculate with the secondary effects of a nuclear blast, there were efforts to
develop models which could include these effects in strategic planning. In 1986, the U.S. and the United
Kingdom initiated a bilateral dialogue — British experts developed a model which could include the
secondary effects but it was strongly dependent on weather conditions which made it difficult to quantify
without a significant level of uncertainty. In the end, as a result of the difficulties in quantification, this
model was not incorporated in U.S. war plans. (Interview with Franklin C. Miller [2014])
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damages from atomic firestorms. Until the 1990s, there were absolutely no attempts to
incorporate fire damage in war planning which led to an unnecessary overkill capacity
in the number and destructive power of U.S. nuclear forces. Concepts like limited
nuclear options and escalation control were based on significantly misleading and
flawed calculations and “if nuclear weapons had been used, the physical, social, and

political effects would have been far more devastating than anticipated.” (Eden [2004]:
p.2.)

The last element is partly related to the issue of the secondary effects of a nuclear blast.
The humanitarian aspects of using nuclear weapons, in general, had only a very low
profile in operational planning. Starting from the Kennedy administration, the focus of
the White House has shifted from the threat of an all-out nuclear war to smaller and
more credible strike options which were more appropriate to deter a Soviet aggression
against the U.S. and its allies. Instead of the Eisenhower administration’s massive
retaliation doctrine, Presidents were asking for capabilities and options for limited
nuclear strikes (which were more appropriate to reduce civilian losses as well). But
despite the intentions of the policy level, doctrinal changes were inadequate to avoid the
targeting of major cities in the war plans and to avoid the targeting of civilians per se. In
fact, after the early 1950s some SAC officials talked about mass civilian casualties as a

bonus effect to hitting major urban-industrial targets.

Under the Bush years (1989-1993) or the third period of Cold War nuclear strategies,
many legacies of the Cold War persisted but significant transformations were also
implemented. In the 1991-1992 PNIs, President Bush announced huge reductions in the
number of nuclear warheads and deliveries, in addition, alert levels and target lists were

also considerably cut and a structural change established STRATCOM to replace SAC.

Altogether, when this dissertation makes a reference to Cold War nuclear thinking, it
primarily refers to what the author called the “classical” period of Cold War nuclear
strategy from Kennedy to Reagan. The 1961-1989 period has many overlaps with the
Eisenhower and the Bush administrations but some of its characteristics were not yet
present under Eisenhower and some were already limited or abandoned by Bush,
therefore, they do not entirely fit the model. Besides, it is also important to stress that
Cold War nuclear thinking is not a bad thing by all means. Some elements of it are

inherent results of the logic of deterrence and do not necessarily need to be abandoned
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in the current security environment. In the framework of the chapter on the Obama
administration’s nuclear policy, the dissertation will go through all these elements to
outline what is still there from the Cold War legacies, and also to explain why they are
still there. Although it might be fair to say that the above listed elements equal Cold
War thinking but the rationale behind the specific characteristics might have changed
and it might not be the same as it was a few decades ago. Just to mention one example:
the primary role of tactical nuclear weapons in Europe used to be deterring the Soviet
Union form any aggression in Europe (and if necessary, fight a war against the Warsaw
Pact countries); while today it is more about reassuring NATO allies. This will add an
additional layer to the analysis and draw a more sophisticated picture on the relationship

between Cold War thinking and the Obama administration’s nuclear policy.

Table 2. Cold War Nuclear Thinking (1961-1989)

worldview:

1) enemy image: bipolar system, the Soviet block is the
enemy which constantly prepares for a surprise attack on the
u.S.

2) the role of the U.S. as the global leader of the free world

3) the ultimate goal is to ensure the victory of the good cause

4) NATO: providing positive security assurances for the allies
main doctrine: flexible response

denial of a preventive war — but maintaining the option of
preemptive strikes

rejection of no-first-use declarations

rejection of a universal negative security assurance to NNWSs
(from Carter: introduction of very limited NSAs)

prominent day-to-day role of nuclear weapons against a great
variety of contingencies

high number of nuclear weapons and deliveries + multiple
warheads on the delivery systems (MIRVSs)

nuclear triad

great diversity of nuclear weapons
nuclear weapons testing

no systematic hedging policy

forward deployment of nuclear weapons
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high alert levels
preemption, LOW and LUA
pre-delegation of control

(mostly) counterforce targeting + very conservative targeting
criteria

massive attack options + a very few real limited attack option
target plans are preplanned and not flexible

duration of war: protracted, global war

lack of clear procedures for civilian oversight

lack of calculations on the secondary effects of a nuclear blast in
operational plans, serious underestimation of the potential
damages caused by the use of nuclear weapons

low profile of humanitarian aspects in operational planning

2.2 Nuclear Strategy

According to Lawrence Freedman, “the origins of nuclear strategy go back to well
before the formal arrival of the nuclear age on August 6, 1945.” (Freedman [1986]: p.
736.) Freedman claims that during the 1920s and 1930s, theorists of strategic
bombardments have already laid down precepts which did not entirely lose relevance in
the aftermath of the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Despite the
arguments of “air power enthusiasts,” massive bombardments were not enough to bring
victories in such large-scale confrontations as the two world wars. But the development
of nuclear weapons significantly changed this situation. Their incredible destructive
power guaranteed that one aircraft could deliver the same results as hundreds before,
which provided tremendous potential and an unquestionable primacy for SAC in the

first years of the Cold War.

Regarding the early history of nuclear strategies, other theorists rather emphasize the
revolutionary effects of the development of nuclear weapons. Especially because of its
potential for mass destruction, the invention of nuclear weapons rewrote everything that
had been accepted as conventional wisdom and it meant a major departure from the
traditions of the so called Clausewitzian strategy. Having no precedents for a nuclear
exchange also brought a sense of uncertainty in the making of strategy and from several

perspectives, it created a tabula rasa in strategic thinking. (Szalai [2009]: p. 11.)
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As a result of the nuclear revolution, strategic theorists had to ask again the most
fundamental questions: what does it mean to win a nuclear war (if it was possible at all);
how to use these weapons of terror in the service of political goals; how to survive a
nuclear attack; or how to credibly deter one... As Liddell Hart phrased it, “old concepts
and old definitions of strategy have become not only obsolete but nonsensical with the
development of nuclear weapons. To aim at winning a war, to take victory as your
object, is no more than a state of lunacy.” (Quoted in Baylis; Garnett [1991]: p. 1.) Or
as Herman Kahn put it, “Our [long-standing] intuitions are no longer as reliable a
guide as they used to be. Many currently useful ideas seemed bizarre or ridiculous when
they were first considered.” (Quoted in Ghamar-Tabrizi [2000]: p. 170.)

Although today we can apply the term “strategy” with respect to almost every human
activities, its traditional understanding used to refer primarily to military affairs.
Nuclear strategy in general is a specified military strategy which “involves the
development of doctrines and strategies for the production and use or non-use of

nuclear weapons.”®®

(Vicente; Cabago [2011]) In more simplistic terms, just like any
other strategy, this is the art of matching means to certain ends — in this case: nuclear
weapons to policy goals. Although it applies the same logic, nuclear strategy is still
fundamentally different from other military strategies. Most of these differences derive
from the huge destructive power of nuclear weapons. As a result of this immense
destructive power, the main goal of nuclear strategies has quickly shifted away from the
use of these weapons to deterring their employment by the enemy. In other words, Hans
Morgenthau argues that a fundamental difference between the nuclear and the pre-
nuclear periods is the use of force. In the pre-nuclear age, traditional forces were
considered “an instrument for breaking the will of the opponent either through
successful defense or attack; its primary function lies in the effectiveness of its physical
application.” In the meanwhile, nuclear weapons have “a psychological function pure

and simple. The prospective opponents are kept constantly aware of the inevitability of

% While strategy connects military power with political goals, doctrines define the possible application of
military tools. They lay down the potential response options in advance, summarize the principles of
responses and signal to the adversaries what might be the consequence of their actions under different
contingencies. Walter Slocombe suggests two additional roles for a nuclear doctrine: it “guides our
procurement strategy for the acquisition of strategic nuclear forces and the corresponding command,
control, communications and intelligence systems which support our ability to employ them. [And it]
shapes our operational planning for the use of our forces in war, if necessary.” (Slocombe [1981]: pp.
18-19.)
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their own destruction should they resort to nuclear force, and this awareness prevents
them from resorting to it.”®® (Morgenthau [1964]: p. 24.)

The shift in strategies from war fighting to deterrence was not so immediate and not so
clear in the late 1940s and early 1950s. The first nuclear strategies emphasized the
tactical values of nuclear weapons in supporting military missions. Planning their
application was based on the traditions of strategic bombardments which Lawrence

Freedman identified as an important inheritance from the pre-nuclear age.

As the U.S. lost its nuclear monopoly and the number of nuclear weapons started to
grow dramatically, the policy goals have changed and nuclear weapons have become
the means to a new “end” — deterring war between the two military blocks of the Cold
War. Despite several confrontations and crises between Washington and Moscow,
nuclear deterrence proved to be resilient and as Wohlstetter called it, the “delicate

balance of terror” prevented the use of nuclear weapons. (Wohlstetter [1958])

Besides the different perspectives on the use of force, another fundamental difference
between nuclear and conventional military strategies is the role of civilians in the
making of strategies. While military strategies traditionally fell under the authority of
the armed forces, nuclear strategies were paradoxically an exception to this rule. As the
invention of nuclear weapons gquestioned many orthodox beliefs in military strategies, a
kind of “intellectual vacuum” emerged, providing strategic theorists with an unusual
opportunity to challenge the military and to draw up their own innovations for the
formulation of nuclear strategies. (Szalai [2009]: p. 10-12.) Although the military tried
to resist any civilian interference in its conduct of nuclear strategy, some
administrations (especially the Kennedy and the Nixon administrations) proved to be
more open to the ideas of the so called defense intellectuals and several civilian

% Despite the fundamental differences between conventional and nuclear military strategies, throughout
the entire Cold War, there has been a constant attempt to “conventionalize” nuclear politics and use pre-
nuclear concepts to rationalize the potential use of nuclear weapons. McNamara’s no cities counterforce
strategy or Schlesinger’s countervailing doctrine are good examples for this attempt. The problem with
these attempts is their ignorance of the changed circumstances of war fighting. (Jervis [1984]: pp. 56-59.)
Even if the U.S. only attacked Soviet military targets, there were no guarantees that Moscow would
follow the same logic. Or how could the U.S. guarantee that a limited nuclear attack would not be
misinterpreted and escalation would not lead to an all-out nuclear war. As Jervis argued, “traditionally,
gaining an advantage over the other side’s forces made it impossible for the adversary to attack one’s
civilian assets.” (Jervis [1984]: p. 58.) This again, has changed under the nuclear revolution — even one
surviving Soviet ICBM could cause devastating civilian losses, if directed against a densely populated
U.S. metropolitan.
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proposals made it to official nuclear strategies. Nuclear weapons, in addition, are
inherently “presidential weapons,” more than any other type of weapons — the use of
these weapons is an exclusively presidential authority (with the exception of a very few
cases in the Cold War, when the practice of pre-delegation was introduced).

Altogether, when this dissertation uses the term “nuclear strategy,” it applies a holistic
approach to the concept. First, it includes all aspects of developing official nuclear
doctrines on the policy level, the implementation of these doctrines by the military, and
the actual designation of the nuclear war plans. And second, it also includes every
doctrine or concept which has been designed to guide the use or non-use of nuclear
weapons, regardless of the origin of the idea (be it from the military, policy makers or
the academia) and regardless of the extent to which it could actually influence the

official guidance of nuclear policy.

2.3 Counterforce vs. Counter-value Strategies

According to the Encyclopedia of the U.S. Military, counterforce means “The
employment of strategic air and missile forces in an effort to destroy, or render
impotent, selected military capabilities of an enemy force under any of the
circumstances by which hostilities may be initiated.” (The definition was quoted from
the JCS in Arkin; Handler; Morrissey; Walsh [1990]: p. 184.) “Typical counter-force
targets include: bomber bases, ballistic missile submarine bases, intercontinental
ballistic missile (ICBM) silos, antiballistic and air defense installations, command and
control centers, and weapons of mass destruction storage facilities.” (Office of the
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Nuclear, Chemical, and Biological Defense Programs
[2011]: p. 240.)

In contrast, counter-value means “Strategies or attacks against an opponent’s civilian
population and general economic centers that constitute the social fabric of the nation.”
(Arkin; Handler; Morrissey; Walsh [1990]: p. 185.) Opponents of counter-value
strategies generally claim that counter-value equals “city busting” and targeting main
population centers, which is only half of the truth. Applying a counter-value strategy

does not necessarily mean the deliberate targeting of civilian populations, it can just as
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well mean the targeting of softer economic centers which play a role as war-supporting

industry or render meaningful in the after war recovery.®’

An important consequence of this differentiation relates to the force levels. As cities and
general economic centers are mostly considered soft targets which are large and fixed,
they do not require very sophisticated weapon systems and smaller arsenals are enough
to hold them at risk. (Glaser [1992]: p. 74.) In contrast, these smaller arsenals are not
enough to meet the criteria of counterforce missions which require high-confidence
attacks against hardened military targets. War plans usually designate extremely high
damage expectancy levels to these attacks therefore many targets have to be covered
with multiple warheads. Counterforce strategies, thus, absorb considerably more nuclear
forces than counter-value strategies which can be maintained with as few as a couple of

hundreds of nuclear warheads.

Although in theory the differentiation between counterforce and counter-value seems to
be clear, the practice so far has suggested otherwise. Throughout the history of the Cold
War, U.S. targeting policy applied a mix of counterforce and counter-value strategies,
with a shifting focus between the different target categories.

In the late 1940s, the focus of U.S. targeting policy was mostly on softer targets, which
are closer to the definition of counter-value. As a result of the limited availability of
nuclear weapons (and the lack of Soviet nuclear forces until 1949), the first nuclear war
plans primarily targeted Soviet cities (BROILER (1947): 34 bombs on 24 cities;
TROJAN (1949): 133 bombs on 70 cities; OFFTACKLE (1949): 220 bombs on 104
cities). (Pringle; Arkin [1983]: p. 62.) In 1950, the JCS finally designated a three-level
target system, which remained in force until the first SIOP. This system meant the first
shift to a more counterforce-centered strategy — the three categories were aimed at
Soviet capabilities to launch a nuclear offensive; Soviet war-making capacities and
targets to retard Soviet advances in Western Europe. The so called Emergency War
Plans of the late Truman years and the Basic War Plans of the Eisenhower

administration contained an “optimum mix” of the above mentioned categories. These

%" This latter approach is reflected in the counter-value definition of the 2011 Nuclear Matters Handbook.
Accordingly, “counter-value targeting directs the destruction or neutralization of selected enemy military
and military-related targets such as industries, resources, and or/institutions that contribute to the ability
of the enemy to wage war.” (Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Nuclear, Chemical, and
Biological Defense Programs [2011]: p. 240.)
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plans, however, were mostly built on one massive strike, the so called “Sunday punch”
— hitting everything simultaneously and withholding nothing. The first SIOP reflected a
very similar logic, dropping 1,685 weapons on the military-urban targets of the Sino-
Soviet bloc in a massive retaliatory or preemptive strike. (Sagan [1987]: p. 29.)

After receiving their first SIOP briefing, Kennedy and McNamara decided to cut with
the policy of massive retaliation and introduced the doctrine of flexible response. Under
the tenure of flexible response, the defense intellectuals of RAND Corporation managed
to promote the introduction of the counterforce — or the so called “no cities” — strategy
as the new official U.S. doctrine. This was the first real attempt to avoid major civilian
casualties in U.S. nuclear strategy but despite the best intentions of the administration,
even this strategy left a small window open for counter-value targeting. The 1962 SIOP
63 designated five primary attack options: 1) strategic forces; 2) air-defense sites away
from cities; 3) defense sites closer to cities; 4) command-control centers and 5) an all-
out strike against Soviet cities. (Sagan [1987]: pp. 38-39.) In theory, the first four
options would all meet the military’s official counterforce definition, but in practice
options three and four would probably damage civilian populations, as well. Option
three (defense sites closer to cities) is a counterforce target in purpose but as a result of
its proximity to cities, it would most likely cause severe civilian losses as collateral
damage. The fourth primary attack option (command-control centers) is an interesting
example for the blurred lines between counterforce and counter-value targeting.
Planning to hit leadership and command and control targets perfectly fits in the
framework of counterforce targeting, as it meets the criteria to “render impotent
selected military capabilities.” However, most of the leadership targets in the Sino-
Soviet bloc were located in the heart of densely populated cities, therefore, hitting these
targets would inevitably result in a mass destruction in the civilian population which is a
more likely consequence of the counter-value strategies. Altogether, only the first two
categories were real counterforce attack options and the remaining three categories
risked killing masses of Sino-Soviet civilian populations, either on purpose (option five)

or as collateral damage (options three and four).

In the end, McNamara’s official counterforce doctrine was very short-lived and it was
soon replaced by the strategy of assured destruction which put a bigger emphasis on

deterrence, instead of war fighting. The targeting policy of the new doctrine continued
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to focus primarily on counterforce objectives but counter-value elements were never
excluded either. McNamara’s “400 megaton” strategy was based on a retaliatory strike
that would destroy specified percentages of the Soviet civilian population as well.

Under Presidents Nixon and Ford, the doctrine of limited nuclear options aimed to
provide real credibility to war fighting, thus it meant a big revival for the RAND
Corporation’s counterforce strategy. Based on the presidential guidance, the 1974
NUWEP-74 designated four attack options: 1) major attack options; 2) selected attack
options; 3) limited nuclear options; and 4) regional nuclear options. The first two aimed
to destroy selected economic and military resources, post-war recovery capabilities,
leadership targets and nuclear as well as conventional capabilities — basically the
classical target categories with a major focus on counterforce. The second two options
were meant to tailor nuclear strikes to more limited, regional conflicts where vital U.S.
interests were involved. Despite the dominance of the counterforce strategy, a major
innovation of the Schlesinger doctrine was the inclusion of economic recovery targets,
which was much closer to the group of counter-value elements. Adding this new
category meant that many softer targets were matched with nuclear weapons of a huge
destructive power, and a gap emerged between the increased number of potential targets

and the number of available weapons.

The Carter years slightly deviated from these traditions and reorganized the mix of
counterforce and counter-value elements. Carter’s targeting policy put a huge emphasis
on holding at risk the Soviets’ ability to prevail in a nuclear war. Therefore, command
and control targets gained primary importance and general war-supporting industrial
facilities were prioritized against economic recovery targets. As a result of this shift,
counterforce targeting became more dominant than before. Many nuclear weapons,
previously tied down to hit economic recovery facilities were now reassigned to “pure
counterforce” missions. As regards targeting principles, the Reagan administration was
a clear continuation of the Carter years. Reagan’s prevailing strategy meant that the U.S.
held at risk “the full range of enemy military capabilities that threaten the U.S. and its
Allies” — an explicit reinforcement of the primacy of counterforce targeting. (NSDD-13
[1981])

Despite the strategic redirection under the Bush administration, NSDD-13 remained in

force, which meant that the same guidance was applicable for the making of nuclear war
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plans. The system, however, was rationalized according to the new circumstances and
the PNIs implemented several major changes in U.S. nuclear forces. However, as the
significant reductions in the force levels were followed by major cuts in the target lists,
the remaining nuclear arsenal was still able to cover mostly the same target categories in
a considerably smaller geographical scope, which shrank from the former Soviet Union

to the Russian Federation.

Despite the fact that the number of nuclear weapons has been cut down to half since the
end of the George H. W. Bush administration, the primacy of counterforce targeting has
remained the guiding principle for U.S. operational policies and it is still characteristic

of the most recent war plans of the Obama administration.

Scott Sagan argues that in general there were three main reasons why the U.S. decided
to follow a counterforce strategy during the Cold War. In the 1960s, it “was designed to
limit damage to the United States in the event of a nuclear war, and U.S. war plans
included specific preemptive options.” (Sagan [1989]: p. 73.) The second reason was to
enhance the credibility of extended deterrence towards the NATO allies. And finally,
the strongest and newest reason was the Carter and Reagan administrations’ strategy to
deny Soviet war aims. While many critics of counterforce claimed that this strategy
reflected the adoption of a major first strike option, official declarations from the
Reagan administration suggested that the military’s favored preemptive strike options
from the 1960s had been abandoned by the second half of the 1980s and U.S. strategy
had become purely defensive. Another critic of counterforce strategies claimed that
counterforce raised crisis instability as its main emphasis on nuclear forces and
leadership targets increased incentives for Moscow to act preemptively. In addition,
both Thomas Schelling and James Schlesinger argued that counterforce matched such a
robust destructive power to military targets that in a crisis situation it would have been
impossible to differentiate between a limited retaliatory strike and an all-out nuclear
war, thus escalation could not be controlled. (Kaplan [1991]: p. 365.) But in response to
these fears, Sagan argued that creating a second-strike posture (with a force structure
that enables differentiation between first-strike and second-strike capabilities),
complemented with operational arms control measures would actually allow the U.S. to
maintain both a robust deterrence posture and crisis stability. (Sagan [1989]: pp. 59-90.)

The importance of arms control measures was also shared by Schelling, who argued that
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counterforce strategy created mutual fears from a preemptive first strike but arms
control negotiations provided a way out of this dilemma. (Schelling [1980]: pp. 251-
254.)

Although Sagan saw a solution for the potential dangers of counterforce, others seem to
be more pessimistic in this regard. Professor John D. Steinbruner for example argues
that this strategy “has the most doubtful legitimacy, the most questionable effectiveness,
the fewest domestic advocates, and the greatest Soviet resistance.” He goes further and
claims that counterforce works against deterrence as a result of its focus on retaliation.
(Steinbruner [1988]: pp. 4-5.)

Altogether, since the early 1950s, U.S. targeting policy has been primarily counterforce.
In practice, however, it never existed in a pure sense — despite the fact that in U.S. war
plans counterforce targets absorbed the majority of forces, counter-value elements have
always been present. On the operational level, it is very difficult to differentiate
counterforce targeting from counter-value, as the lines between these two strategies are
frequently blurred. Therefore, the traditional characterization of U.S. nuclear policy as
counterforce is mostly correct but in a way it is also simplistic and overlooks the fact
that counter-value elements have always been parts of U.S. nuclear war plans. In
essence, the ultimate logic of U.S. targeting policy has always been to hold those targets

at risk, which the enemy values the most.

2.4 Strategic Stability

Unlike the terms “counterforce” and “counter-value” which were elaborated and clearly
defined by the military, the concept of “strategic stability” is a theoretical abstraction
and there is no universal definition for what it exactly means. This is the main reason
why there are so many different understandings and different definitions of strategic
stability, used widely in the academic discussions as well as in the official rhetoric of

nuclear weapon states.

The roots of strategic stability go back to the early years of the Cold War and, based on
a historical approach, Michael S. Gerson argues that strategic stability emphasized “how

changes in military technology and strategy encouraged a new way of thinking about
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the causes of war and the requirements of peace and security.” (Gerson [2013]: p. 2.)
During the 1950s and 1960s the concept of strategic stability was gradually developed
in the course of a lively debate between the government, the different branches of the
military, the defense intellectuals and the rest of the academia. Although the word
“stability” only appeared in the official debate during the late 1960s, its foundations

were already laid down in the strategic concepts of the 1950s.

The two earliest pioneers of strategic studies were Bernard Brodie with his 1946 book,
‘The Absolute Weapon’ and William Borden with his ‘There Will Be No Time.” While
Brodie argued that a war in the nuclear age can be avoided by having an ability to
“retaliate in kind” (thus deter the opponents from launching a first strike), Borden
claimed that nuclear weapons would spread very quickly and a nuclear war seemed
almost inevitable. Therefore, in Borden’s argument, the ultimate role of nuclear
weapons was to provide a disarming first strike capability. Borden believed that the key
to victory was not attacking cities or industrial facilities but targeting the enemy’s
retaliatory capabilities in a surprise first attack (one of the earliest articulations of the
first strike counterforce strategy). Brodie, in contrast, argued that under the
circumstances of assured retaliatory capabilities, no victory was worth launching a
surprise first attack. These two seminal works outlined what turned out to be the two
central challenges of strategic stability as early as the late 1940s: the vulnerability of
strategic forces to a surprise first strike versus the assured ability to survive a first strike
and “retaliate in kind.” (Gerson [2013]: pp. 2-3.)

By the early 1950s, the U.S. had lost its nuclear monopoly and both superpowers were
rapidly increasing their nuclear capabilities. As a result of these developments, the
mutual fears of a first strike dominated the strategic discourse. One of the first
articulations of these fears was the 1950 NSC-68 which claimed that initiating a surprise
first strike could provide tremendous strategic advantages and the Soviet Union was
moving towards that direction. (NSC-68 [1950]) These conclusions were also reinforced
by a 1950 JCS study and fed into the paranocia of the highest political levels.
Wohlstetter’s vulnerability study and the horrific scenarios of losing the majority of
U.S. bombers on the ground in the event of a Soviet surprise attack only added to these
fears. As a result of the notion of vulnerability, Wohlstetter came to the conclusion t