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ABSTRACT 

 

 The specter of nuclear war must be the dominant factor in formulating strategy in the 21st 

century.  General nuclear war remains as unwinnable today as it was during the Cold War, and 

the conditions that made such a war possible, namely the existence of nuclear weapons in 

globally destructive quantities, remains extant. It follows then that, as during the Cold War, 

deterrence must be foremost in the minds of statesmen, and strategists. At present, it is not. This 

paper aims to reinvigorate an understanding of how nuclear weapons continue to influence 

strategy. The paper first reviews deterrence theory as it evolved throughout the Cold War. 

Specific attention is paid to the limited nuclear war debate and attempts to find conventional 

theories of victory. It observes that no sufficiently reliable theory of limited nuclear war exists, 

and that a dominant reason for the success of deterrence throughout the Cold War was latent fear 

of the consequences of its failure. The second section acknowledges unique complexities of the 

current strategic environment. The final section applies Cold War deterrence lessons to 21st 

century strategy. It argues that United States strategic aim must be to advance its interests while 

avoiding general nuclear war. Generally this aim should be advanced through socio-economic 

competition. In the unlikely event of conventional conflict between the United States and a great 

power nuclear adversary the United States cannot adopt a military strategy that seeks as its 

objective the unconditional surrender of its enemy. Any war against a great power nuclear 

adversary must be expected to end through negotiated settlement. Accordingly escalation 

management and war termination are considered.  
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The 2017 National Security Strategy, as well as the 2018 National Defense Strategy and 

2018 Nuclear Posture Review, signals a return to great power competition. Discussion about 

great power competition leads, understandably, to questions about great power conflict in the 

twenty-first century and inevitably invites comparison to the great clashes of the early 20th 

century. Such comparisons, though perhaps useful in indicating the scale of the potential 

catastrophe relative to the wars of the 21st century, are fundamentally flawed.  The World Wars 

were not fought under the specter of nuclear exchange; a great power war in the 21st century will 

be. Any consideration of future great power war, therefore, must consider as a first principle, the 

impact nuclear weapons must have on strategy. 

 From the beginning of the atomic age, strategists recognized nuclear weapons as 

fundamentally different than any previously discovered means of warfighting.1 In 1946, Bernard 

Brodie succinctly articulated the new strategic reality by observing that, “Thus far the chief 

purpose of a military establishment has been to win wars. From now on its chief purpose must be 

to avert them. It can have no other useful purpose.”2 Elemental to Brodie’s formulation was an 

understanding that general nuclear war would be, by its nature, unwinnable. The apocalyptic 

destructive power of nuclear weapons meant, and continues to mean, that a general nuclear war 

can achieve no reasonable political end.3  

As Clausewitz observed, war “divorced from political life” becomes “pointless and 

devoid of sense.”4 The absurdity of continued pursuit of political-military objectives in the 

aftermath of a general nuclear war, is aptly highlighted by Michael Howard who contended that 

“the political, cultural and ideological distinctions that separate the West from the Soviet Union 

today would be seen, in comparison with the literally inconceivable contrast between any pre-

atomic and any post-atomic society, as almost insignificant.”5 Deterrence of general nuclear war, 
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therefore, was the sine qua non of Cold War strategy. General nuclear war remains unwinnable 

today, and the conditions that made such a war possible, namely the existence of nuclear 

weapons in globally destructive quantities, remains extant. It follows then that, as during the 

Cold War, deterrence must be foremost in the minds of the statesmen and strategists. At present, 

it is not.  

 In the so-called peace dividend that emerged from the end of the Cold War strategic 

thinking generally and nuclear strategic thinking specifically has atrophied.6 Throughout the 

Cold War, conceptions about the best means of implementing deterrence were vigorously and 

publicly debated. In his final essay Brodie identified four fundamental question around which the 

debate revolved. They were: “What are the changing physical requirements for the continuing 

success of deterrence? What kind of wars does nuclear deterrence really deter? What is the role, 

if any, of tactical nuclear weapons?... [and] If deterrence fails, how do we fight a nuclear war and 

for what objectives?”7 One might add to Brodie’s list the question “How do we best achieve 

credibility?”  Reinvigorating this debate is essential to regaining an intelligent understanding of 

the complexities of deterrence in the nuclear age.  

The object of this paper is to contribute to this reinvigoration. It will do so over three 

parts. First, the paper will review the evolution of deterrence theory as it emerged over the Cold 

War and will critically examine efforts to discover conventional theories of victory against a 

nuclear adversary. Second, this paper considers the unique challenges of the contemporary 

strategic environment. The concluding section of the paper will consider how nuclear realities 

will impact 21st-century strategy. Specifically, the concluding section explores implications for 

grand strategy and military strategy and examines the critical importance of escalation 

management and war termination.  
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COLD WAR DETERRENCE THEORY 

 Over the course of the Cold War United States Nuclear policy underwent five distinct 

evolutions, beginning with NSC 68 which viewed nuclear weapons as weapons of last resort. 

United States strategy next evolved to massive retaliation under the Eisenhower administration 

and later assured destruction under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson.  The final two evolutions 

sought first a countervailing strategy and finally, under PD 59 and NSDD 13, the ability to 

prevail in a protracted nuclear war. Each evolution occurred in the context of the changing 

physical requirements of deterrence, and reflected the unfolding deterrence debate. An overview 

of this progression and analysis of the viability of limited nuclear war reveal fundamental lessons 

of nuclear deterrence. 

 

The Foundation of Strategic Policy – Containment. 

 While deterrence was the essential element of strategy throughout the Cold War, it was 

not (and is not) in and of itself, a strategy. Deterrence theory must, therefore, be examined in the 

context of strategy writ large, and United States Cold War strategy was that of containment. 

George F. Kennan, the father of containment, considered the fundamental objectives of 

American foreign policy to be a secure and prosperous United States free from foreign 

interference, and a world order favorable to this end.8  To achieve these goals in light of the post-

war situation, Kennan sought a return to a stable balance of power. Of specific concern in this 

balance were five centers of industrial and military power which Kennan viewed as essential to 

national security “The United States, Great Britain, Germany and Central Europe, the Soviet 

Union, and Japan.”9 Kennan perceived the Soviet threat to be of a socio-economic nature. 

Accordingly, the first component of Kennan’s strategy was “restoration of the balance of power 
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through the encouragement of self-confidence in nations threatened by Soviet expansionism.”10 

The first official formulation of the containment strategy was articulated in NSC 68, a document 

which, dominated by the perceived requirements of deterrence, began a gradual departure from 

Kennan’s original thesis. 

 

NSC 68 - Weapons of Last Resort - Truman 

 Successful Soviet testing of an atomic bomb in August of 1949 combined with Chairman 

Mao's victories in China created a perceived "shift in the correlation of forces" in favor of the 

Soviets.11 In light of this shift the United States undertook a comprehensive strategy review, the 

result of which was NSC 68.   

 In its socio-political conclusions, NSC 68 did not differ significantly from Kennan’s 

conclusions; however, it recognized that perception of the balance of power was as important as 

the actual balance of power.12 This broadened US strategic focus beyond the five military-

industrial bases Kennan had identified. Militarily, NSC 68 articulated the threat from the Soviets 

as far more acute then Kennan had viewed it and recognized a need to deter potential military 

aggression. At this stage, deterrence predicated on an atomic threat was deemed insufficient to 

achieve this end.13 Instead NSC 68 argued that deterrence was to be primarily based on the 

forward deployment of conventional forces in Europe.  NSC 68 and its conclusions were 

approved by President Truman on 30 September 1950 (in its final form as NSC-68/2), three 

months after the beginning of the Korean War.14 

Though NSC 68 sought to increase the conventional capability of the United States, it 

also authorized the pursuit for and development of thermonuclear weapons. 15 While the Truman 

administration determined that nuclear weapons were necessary for the security of the nation, 

they were considered to be weapons of last resort.16 Their utility was in non-use. However, a 
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core dilemma of nuclear strategy is that utility in non-use is dependent on credibility that nuclear 

weapons will be (and can be) used.17 Accordingly, to ensure credibility, the Eisenhower 

Administration sought to reduce any perception of a dichotomy between nuclear and 

conventional weapons. As the world entered the thermonuclear age United States strategy 

evolved to a strategy massive retaliation.18  

 

NSC 162/2 - Massive Retaliation - Eisenhower 

 NSC 162/2 sought to assess how to "meet the Soviet threat to U.S. Security" while 

avoiding “seriously weakening the U.S. economy or undermining [U.S] fundamental values and 

institutions."19 President Eisenhower believed that a strong economy was essential to the security 

of the United States and the free world writ large. From such an economy derived both potential 

military capacity and the welfare of the American people for whom the purpose of any such 

military capacity would be put to use. Eisenhower, with his wartime experience, was acutely 

aware of the disparity of conventional forces in Europe in favor of the Soviets. Equally aware 

that the US economy could not reasonably sustain a reversal of this disparity, he sought 

deterrence through the threat of massive retaliation. As Secretary of State John Foster Dulles 

famously described, the United States would deter aggression by being “willing and able to 

respond vigorously at places and with means of its own choosing.”20 NSC 162/2 declared that “in 

the event of hostilities the United States will consider nuclear weapons to be as available for use 

as other munitions.”21  

 The strategy of massive retaliation was born out of a sophisticated understanding of 

deterrence coupled with economic necessity. President Eisenhower held no illusions of the 

consequences of such a strategy. As he expressed to the South Korean President Syngman Rhee 

in 1954, “if war comes, it will be horrible… Atomic war will destroy civilization… There will be 
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millions of people dead… If the Kremlin and Washington ever lock up in a war the results are 

too horrible to contemplate.”22 President Eisenhower understood, however, that this was a shared 

reality and the Kremlin leadership, in the wake of thermonuclear testing, were equally aware of 

the calamitous effect of such a war. He observed of the Kremlin “The very fact that those men, 

by their own design, are in the Kremlin, means that they love power. They want to be there. 

Whenever they start a war, they are taking the great risk of losing that power… And those men 

in the politburo know that.” 23 

 By way of central deterrence,24 massive retaliation was a sound doctrine. It became less 

sturdy in the context of extended deterrence.25 Critics of the doctrine rightly questioned the 

extent to which the United States would risk Washington for Hamburg, or Paris, let alone a 

peripheral interest in the Far East. It appeared, as President Kennedy would observe, to leave the 

President with the option of either humiliation or suicide. This concern, combined with the 

realities of nuclear parity, drove the next evolution in Cold War Strategy.  

 

Mutually Assured Destruction and Escalation Management – Kennedy / Johnson 

 

 Presidents Kennedy and Johnson reframed US strategy under a policy of Assured 

Destruction, while also integrating concepts of escalation. As the United States and the Soviet 

Union reached nuclear parity, the United States sought to ensure that it maintained “the ability to 

deter a deliberate nuclear attack upon the United States or its allies by maintaining at all times a 

clear and unmistakable ability to inflict an unacceptable degree of damage upon any aggressor, 

or combination of aggressors – even after absorbing a surprise first strike.”26 Assured destruction 

offered an answer to the delicate balance of terror that defined the early Cold War. Specifically, 

in the nuclear age, significant advantage accrues with a first strike. The resulting fear of a 

surprise attack or ‘bolt from the blue’ attack thus leads strategists to consider preemptive 
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strikes.27 As Lawrence Freedman observed, the resulting delicate balance of terror “demands 

hair-triggers and cool nerves offering the possibility of overwhelming victory or an equally 

overwhelming defeat.”28 Stability can be achieved when both sides possess a secure second-

strike capability. With a guarantee that, even after suffering a first strike, the ability for 

devastating retaliation would be retained, the advantage of a first strike is significantly negated 

and valuable decision-making time is gained. Therefore, so long as both sides held mutual 

assured destruction capabilities, the result would be long-term stability.29 With a bolt from the 

blue attack increasingly less probable, deterrence scholarship turned to the problem of 

inadvertent escalation, and with it the challenge of escalation management.  

 Escalation as defined by Lawrence Freedman refers to “a qualitative transformation in the 

character of a conflict in the direction of increasing scope and intensity.”30 Escalation 

management is the attempt to favorably control this process. Two critical theories developed 

during this era addressed escalation management. Herman Kahn proffered the concept of 

escalation dominance, while Thomas Schelling introduced the idea of “the threat that leaves 

something to chance.” 

 Kahn’s theory of escalation dominance was predicated on the concept that there are 

discernable levels of escalation in any conflict both before and after crossing the nuclear 

threshold.31 Critically, Kahn assessed that through escalation dominance, which is having an 

asymmetric advantage at each point of escalation, it would be possible to prevail in a nuclear 

conflict prior to a suicidal and globally catastrophic nuclear exchange. 32 The somewhat obvious 

weakness of Kahn’s theory, has been aptly articulated by Lawrence Freedman: “To rely on a 

putative dominance in certain type of nuclear capability when there was no way of protecting 

one’s own society from the consequences of a miscalculation offered a thin reed on which to rely 
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for deterrence purposes or as a means of strengthening one’s hand at earlier stages of conflict.”33 

A different theory of escalation management was offered by Thomas Schelling.  

 While Khan sought escalation management through a rational understanding of relative 

capabilities, Schelling sought it through a rational understanding of inherent risk. He observed, 

“It is our sheer inability to predict the consequences of our actions and to keep things under 

control, and the enemy’s similar inability, that can intimidate the enemy.”34 Deterrence is a 

product of both capability and credibility. When credibility is placed solely on resolve, it is less 

potent. Credibility is increased by “deliberately creating risk that we share with the Russians, a 

risk that is credible precisely because its consequences are not entirely within our own and the 

Soviets control.”35 So long as credibility is maintained, nuclear weapons achieve their value in 

non-use through their coercive potential.  

 Schelling further observed that “It is the threat of damage, or of more damage to come 

that can make someone yield or comply. It is latent violence that can influence someone’s 

choice.”36 This observation of value in latent potential implied that deterrence could and should 

be extended into the conflict.37 Schelling applied this concept favorably to Secretary 

McNamara’s proposed counter-force strategy.  

 In a 1962 commencement address to the University of Michigan, McNamara articulated a 

short-lived evolution in US nuclear doctrine, which sought to target military capability while 

avoiding the targeting of cities.38 In articulating a counter-force strategy, but acknowledging the 

presence of sufficient reserve to conduct counter-value targeting, this strategy held the 

adversary’s cities at risk. Cities were in effect “hostages” that could be used as leverage for 

bargaining and war termination.39 So long as one could refrain from all-out exchange, escalation 

could be managed via the latent potential for more pain to come, underwritten by the uncertainty 
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inherent in such a strategy.  Schelling’s conception of coercion dominated the final evolutions in 

Cold War strategy.  

 

From Countervailing to Prevailing  

 The final evolutions of cold war nuclear strategy occurred between 1973 and 1982, 

beginning with NSDM 242. Under NSDM 242 the United States would develop options in which 

“the level, scope, and duration of violence is limited in a manner which can be clearly and 

credibly communicated to the enemy. The options should (a) hold some vital enemy targets 

hostage to subsequent destruction by survivable nuclear forces, and (b) permit control over the 

timing and pace of attack execution, in order to provide the enemy opportunities to reconsider his 

actions.”40 NSDM 242 was described as a countervailing strategy. While it considered nuclear 

warfighting as a practical matter, its purpose was to deny the Soviet Union any reasonable theory 

of victory. The final evolution in nuclear policy would take this a step further, and seek victory in 

a nuclear war.  

 President Carter’s PD 59 and Reagan’s NSDD 13, indicated clearly that in the event of a 

nuclear war “the United States must prevail.”41 As John Lewis Gaddis notes, Reagan’s approach 

was not borne out of bellicosity; instead, it “stemmed from a long-standing conviction that 

relying on nuclear weapons to keep the peace was certain sooner or later to bring on a nuclear 

war.”42 The United States now sought the ability to fight and win a protracted nuclear war.43  

 Thus, at the end of the Cold War, nuclear strategy had drifted from its foundational 

axiom – that general nuclear war was unwinnable – to a strategy that demanded a conventional 

theory of victory. Lawrence Freedman has noted that there had developed “reasonable grounds 

for confidence that neither side would expect to open a future war with nuclear volleys or to 

move in this direction early on… there no longer appeared to be a presumption of inevitable 
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nuclear escalation.”44 War, including nuclear war, the final Cold War strategists had concluded, 

could be limited and in a limited nuclear war the US could be victorious. The important question 

must be, was such a conclusion warranted? An examination of the limited war debate suggests it 

was not.  

 

Limited Nuclear War 

 That no political objective can reasonably be achieved through general nuclear war, does 

not preclude the possibility of its occurrence.45 On the necessity to consider limited war, Brodie 

observed “If total war is to be averted, we must be ready to fight limited wars with limited 

objectives – if for no other reason than that limited objectives are always better than unlimited 

disaster.”46 Absolutist strategies of deterrence left no good answer to the problem of what to do 

when deterrence failed. Considerable effort was thus made to answer questions pertaining to the 

viability and management of limited war against a nuclear adversary.47  

 The most viable theories for the execution of a limited war were those presented by 

Schelling and Kahn.48 Considering the devastating consequences of failure, neither of their 

theories offered sufficient certainty that escalation in such a war could be acceptably managed 

(of course, this is intentional on Shelling’s part). Powerful criticism of the viability of escalation 

management is provided in Graham Allison’s The Essence of Decision, which aptly shows that 

bureaucratic inertia and malign government politics can cause a state to act against its rational 

self-interest.  Similarly, Barry Posen’s Inadvertent Escalation considers the security dilemma, 

organizational behavior and Clausewitzian uncertainty to highlight the risk of unintended 

escalation.49  

 More powerful than any academic critique of limited war theories, are the results of 

wargames that sought to put defense policies into practice. The most significant of these was 
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Exercise Proud Prophet conducted in June 1983. This wide-ranging wargame culminated in a 

massive strategic exchange between the Soviets and the United States, despite desperate efforts 

on both sides to avert such a conclusion.50 The lesson, as articulated by Andrew Krepinevich and 

Barry Wats was that, “US Cold War defense strategy, if executed, could not prevent escalation in 

conventional, much less nuclear, conflicts with the Soviet Union.”51 A similar example can be 

found in an earlier assessment conducted by the Net Evaluations Sub-Committee in 1963 of the 

management and termination of war with the Soviet Union. In this instance, U.S. and Soviet 

escalation decision points were considered across four war scenarios. Similar to Proud Prophet, 

each scenario resulted in strategic nuclear exchange. The study concluded by observing that 

“when the means of resistance are at hand, surrender is no more congenial to the Russian 

character than it is to the American.”52 Ignoring all together the practical challenges of 

terminating a nuclear war, which themselves would be immense, this observation underscores 

the absurdity of expecting rationality to increase throughout the conduct of a war.53 Granted 

nuclear decision making is likely to be more conservative during a real world event, major Cold 

War wargames appeared to indicate that a limited war was unlikely to stay limited.  

 McGeorge Bundy, George F. Kennan, Robert S. McNamara and Gerard Smith, all titans 

of Cold War strategy, concluded in 1982 that “no one has ever succeeded in advancing any 

persuasive reason to believe that any use of nuclear weapons, even on the smallest scale, could 

reliably be expected to remain limited.”54 Despite a natural drive to discover a plausible theory of 

victory in the nuclear age, no such theory immerged. If the first axiom of the nuclear era is that a 

general nuclear war is unwinnable, the second must be that limited war between nuclear powers 

is pregnant with risk of escalation to general nuclear war.  
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The Soviet Perspective.  

Thus far this paper has considered the evolution of nuclear policy explicitly through the 

lens of United States theorists and strategy. It is necessary to also consider the Soviet 

perspective, particularly as nuclear understanding in the Soviet Union did not evolve in parallel 

with the United States. From the advent of the thermonuclear age the Soviet Union and the 

United States maintained a shared understanding of the globally catastrophic nature general 

nuclear war. Secretary Malenkov, following thermonuclear testing by the United States, 

observed of a new world war, “with modern weapons means the end of world civilization.”55 

However, while Soviet perception of the result of thermonuclear was similar to those of the 

United States, Soviet operationalization of nuclear weapons took a markedly different path.  

In 1962, Marshal V.D. Sokolovsky made clear the Soviet belief that any world war would 

inevitably become a nuclear war, and given the speed with which such a war would occur, he 

argued it should immediately be prosecuted by strategic forces.56 Notably this articulation of 

Soviet nuclear doctrine was published at the same time as American theorists were debating the 

mechanisms of escalation management. Ultimately Soviet thinking did evolve to align with the 

United States’ perceptions of escalation management. In 1980 Marshal N.V. Ograkov, wrote that 

“Soviet military strategy takes into account the possibility that a world war can begin, and be 

waged for a certain time, with the use of only conventional weapons.”57 Ograkov continued 

“However, expansion of military operations can lead to its escalation into a general nuclear war, 

the chief means of which will be nuclear weapons, primarily strategic ones.”58  Ultimately the 

United States and Soviet Union shared a common view of deterrence as a product of the fear of 

general nuclear war, but nuclear learning between the two states did not evolve in parallel, and 
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never achieved perfect commonality. The implications for the viability of escalation management 

of this conclusion are not insignificant.  

 

Concluding Lessons  

 Despite the fact that no satisfactory answers were ever provided to the original questions 

on which the deterrent debate was said to resolve, the Cold War concluded peacefully. While the 

reasons for this are many, two stand out as relevant to deterrence theory. First, the consequences 

of nuclear war weighed heavily on senior leaders, and as a result, fear of uncontrolled escalation 

governed decision making. Second, and in light of the first, the United States and Soviet Union 

did not simultaneously share any vital national interests.  

President Truman and Secretary of State Dean Acheson offer examples of the cognizance 

of nuclear risk among senior leaders. What is notable about Truman’s thoughts on the use of 

nuclear weapons is their evolution. President Truman, in taking the decision to bomb Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki, convinced himself that the targets were “purely military ones.”59 At the end of his 

presidency, having brought into being the awesome power of the thermonuclear nuclear bomb, 

President Truman declared:  

The stakes in our search for peace are immensely higher than they 

have ever been before… the war of the future would be one in 

which man could extinguish millions of lives at one blow, 

demolish the great cities of the world, wipe out the cultural 

achievements of the past – and destroy the very structure of a 

civilization that has been slowly and painfully built up through 

hundreds of generations. Such a war is not a possible policy for 

rational men.60 

 

Secretary of State Acheson, during the Berlin Crisis, offers another example of a deep 

understanding of the consequences of nuclear war. During the crisis he counselled President 

Kennedy that the best course may be to accept defeat and the loss of West Berlin should the only 
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alternative be starting a nuclear war.61 This represented an awareness that short term defeat left 

room for future gains, but nuclear war was likely to be final. Both in the public consciousness 

and in the minds of senior policy makers, the Cold War was defined by a cognizance of the risk 

of nuclear war.  

In light of this it can also be said that the United States and Soviet Union shared no 

fighting interests throughout the Cold War. During the Cold War the Soviet Union was a status 

quo power. Marxist-Leninism aside, the Soviet Union, like the United States, was primarily 

interested in maintaining the balance of power that emerged out of the end of the Second World 

War. As McGeorge Bundy concluded, “The successful coexistence of these extravagantly over 

equipped nuclear powers has been possible because there is literally nothing at all – no place, no 

ally, no ‘sphere of influence’ – where dominance is a truly vital interest to both at once.”62 

Undoubtedly this reality was in part shaped by an acute awareness of the potential escalatory 

consequences of a war between the two nuclear super powers. 

  

THE CONTEMPORARY ENVIRONMENT 

 The brief history of Cold War deterrence recounted above provides three axioms that 

should govern future strategy. First, general nuclear war is unwinnable and no credible strategy 

for limited nuclear war has been developed. Second, that deterrence was effective in large 

measure because of a deep-rooted understanding of these two facts. Finally, given that limited 

war between nuclear powers is pregnant with risk of escalation, avoidance of nuclear war is best 

achieved by avoiding conventional conflict between nuclear adversaries. Before applying these 

axioms to contemporary strategy, it is necessary to examine three substantial differences between 

great power competition during the Cold War and today. First, China is now perceived as the 
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pacing threat to the United States. Second, unlike the USSR, neither Russia nor China are status 

quo powers, and finally the United States’ and Russian nuclear thinking has diverged since the 

end of the Cold War.  

 

The Dual Challenge of Russia and China. 

While China significantly influenced the prosecution of wars in the Far East throughout 

the Cold War, it was at the time a secondary actor as compared to the USSR. Today’s strategic 

environment demands that China be considered in her own right. The physical and theoretical 

requirements for deterrence are unique to each actor, and may at times conflict. Most recently 

this potential divergence has manifested itself in the United States’ withdrawal from the 

landmark Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) agreement. While the reasons for this 

decision are more complicated than can be examined here, at least one may be conflicting 

requirements within the Asia-Pacific Theater. As Kori Schake notes, the employment of the 

ground-based conventional systems prohibited by the INF in the Asia-Pacific region would help 

resolve U.S. penetration capability deltas in that theater.63 The United States must now balance 

deterrence requirements across two fundamentally different theaters with and against two unique 

great power actors.   

 

Status Quo vs Revanchist vs Revisionist.  

Unlike the Soviet Union, neither Russia nor China are Status Quo Powers. Russia, 

frequently referred to as a revisionist power, is perhaps best described as revanchist. It is seeking 

to reclaim super power status, and regain if not territory at least influence it once held. The 

Western alliance’s post-Cold War expansion into much of this same territory makes a situation 

of competing vital interests far more likely than it was during the Cold War. China on the other 
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hand can be accurately described as a revisionist power, in so much as it seeks to change the 

status quo. Again, a clash of perceived vital interests is more likely. Competition between a 

revisionist or revanchist power and a status quo power should be expected to be far less stable 

then between two competing status quo powers. 

 

Divergent Nuclear Doctrines 

 In the aftermath of the Cold War, U.S. conventional dominance skyrocketed. As a result, 

the United States has until very recently sought to downplay the role of nuclear weapons in its 

defense policy. Conversely, Russia has sought to compensate for a perceived conventional 

inferiority with an increased emphasis on nuclear weapons. Some have argued that Russia's 

nuclear strategy is now one of ‘escalate to de-escalate', not particularly different from NATOs 

Cold War strategy of Flexible Response.64 Under this strategy Russia is considered likely to 

deploy low-yield nuclear weapons with a view raising the stakes of a theoretical conflict beyond 

the point at which the United States would be able to generate the will for action. Others have 

argued that Russia’s nuclear strategy is not obvious, and may in fact simply be intended to draw 

attention to itself as a nuclear power.65 While Russia’s declaratory policy may be different than 

its actual nuclear intentions the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) by necessity assumes the 

former analysis, and seeks to adapt U.S. policy accordingly through the reintroduction of non-

strategic sea-launched nuclear capabilities into the arsenal of the United States. The value of so 

called tactical nuclear weapons received significant attention from Cold War nuclear scholars 

with little consensus developed. The apparent re-emergence of low-yield weapons as critical 

components of both Russian and potential United States strategy deserves significant attention.  
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THE IMPACT OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS ON 21st CENTURY STRATEGY 

 The three aspects of the contemporary environment just highlighted do not negate the 

axioms of nuclear strategy espoused above, however they do have the combined effect of 

suggesting a lowering of the threshold for nuclear use. Accordingly, it is more important than 

ever that 21st century strategy be governed by nuclear context. Implications exist at both the level 

of grand strategy and military strategy. These are explored below.  

 

Grand Strategy in a Nuclear Context  

Though somewhat painful in its self-evidence the main purpose of the strategist in the 

nuclear age must be to advance the interests of the United States while avoiding general nuclear 

war. Prior to the nuclear age avoiding war was an obvious ideal, but not a necessary one. In 

circumstances where vital national interest was concerned, and the benefits were seen to out-way 

the risks. War could be seen as a rational choice (and a moral one so long as it followed jus ad 

bellum principles). This logic cannot hold for a general nuclear war, as general nuclear war can 

hold no reasonable prospect of advancing national interest. The best way to avoid a general 

nuclear war is to avoid a conventional war that risks escalation to a general nuclear war.  

Pursuit of the national interest in the nuclear age means reaffirming that the primary 

purpose of military forces, both conventional and strategic is to deter military aggression by its 

adversaries. It also means returning the risk of catastrophic nuclear war to public consciousness. 

In War and Politics Bernard Brodie observed "It is the curious paradox of our time that one of 

the foremost factors making deterrence really work and work well is the lurking fear that it in 

some massive confrontation crisis it might fail."66 The probability of a general nuclear war was 

always, and remains low. The consequences however unthinkable. In rekindling the lurking fear 
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that governed deterrence throughout the Cold War policy makers need not over exaggerate the 

threat, but they must be acutely aware of the consequences of mistake.  

 The world order that emerged from the Second World War is generally favorable to the 

United States, therefore, preserving the existing balance of power (or favorably altering it) might 

reasonably be seen as the fundamental purpose of United States foreign policy. With the military 

means of maintaining the balance of power necessarily limited by risks of nuclear escalation, 

socio-economic competition must be the primary mechanism through which the United States 

achieves its foreign policy objectives. The most effective means of protecting vulnerable partners 

from encroachment by adversaries is through ensuring their economic stability. Kennan 

considered the goal of his containment strategy to be “producing in the minds of potential 

adversaries, as well as potential allies and the American people, attitudes that would facilitate the 

emergence of an international order more favorable to the interests of the United States.”67 

Deterrence was a component of this, but a larger part was encouraging the self-confidence of 

vulnerable states via socio-economic means. Beyond economic support, Kennan came to see the 

most important element of this strategy as "the unglamorous devices of an informational war of 

indefinite duration, and a quiet old fashioned diplomatic attack on certain of the individual 

political problems that divide us from the Soviet world."68 Great power competition in the 

nuclear era, is a competition for influence, and it is primarily executed in the socio-economic 

arena.  

 Robert Osgood, in his treatise on limited war, has observed the difficultly in recognizing 

“where the search for self-defense for security sake stops and primacy for primacy’s sake takes 

over.”69  So long as great power competition remains in the socio-economic arena, it is 

acceptable that this transition point remains grey. However, if history is a guide, there is 
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inevitably inflection points, where the United States has determined it necessary to apply military 

force for the purpose of containment. In the modern nuclear era, where these inflection points are 

likely to include the possibility of direct confrontation with another nuclear power, it is more 

important than ever that such decisions be tied directly to national survival interests.  A clear 

analysis of the conditions that would prompt the United States to apply military force for the 

purpose of containment, and how this decision would be linked to United States vital interest is 

overdue. Such an analysis however is well beyond the scope of this paper; instead this paper will 

assume that at some point the National Command Authority will resort to the use of military 

force to achieve or safeguard United States vital interests and therefore will consider military 

strategy in a nuclear context.  

 

Military Strategy in a Nuclear Context 

 It is not necessary to quote Clausewitz or Sun Tzu to highlight the importance of 

understanding the type of war you are fighting. In the nuclear era wars will, by necessity be 

limited. Earlier this paper suggested that limited war between nuclear powers was pregnant with 

risk of escalation to general nuclear war. This does not mean we should not prepare to fight 

them. As Bernard Brodie observed “if total war is to be averted, we must be ready to fight 

limited wars with limited objectives – if for no other reason than that limited objectives are 

always better than unlimited disaster.”70 Before addressing the implications of limited war 

strategy, it is first necessary to offer brief commentary on the role of conventional deterrence in 

averting general nuclear war.  

Senior leaders declaring the need to be ready to fight a war with China or Russia does not 

imply a literal expectation that such a war is on the horizon. Being ready to fight a war with 

China or Russia is a necessary component of deterring such a war. The best means of preventing 
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nuclear war is to prevent conventional war between nuclear adversaries. To do so, the United 

States requires the capability to credibly defeat, or impose unacceptable costs to military 

misadventure by her adversaries.  This is the primary function of great power war rhetoric. None 

the less fear, honor, and interest have caused improbable events to materialize in the past, and 

could well again. It is necessary then to consider what form a direct war with China or Russia 

might take. 

 As is well established, general nuclear war being so devastating as to serve no political 

purpose, war between nuclear adversaries will necessarily have limited political objectives. 

Military objectives must also be limited. Successful attainment of unlimited military objectives 

would risk posing an existential threat to the adversary, which may in turn trigger nuclear 

escalation. In short, unconditional surrender of the enemy is not a viable military objective 

against a nuclear adversary. If it is to be survivable, war in a nuclear context must end in political 

settlement. Given this, of the two basic military strategies offered by Marine Corps Doctrinal 

Publication 1-1, annihilation (defined as “eliminating the enemy’s ability to resist, leaving him 

helpless to oppose the imposition of our will”) and erosion (defined as “raising the enemy’s costs 

so high that he will find ending the war on our terms more attractive than continuing to fight”), 

only a strategy of erosion is viable in a conflict with China or Russia.71  

 Recognition that, in a nuclear context, the necessary military strategy is one of erosion 

should in turn force reflection on the way the United States intends to fight. Maneuver warfare, 

as typically understood may not be the best aligned warfighting philosophy when executing a 

strategy of erosion against a nuclear adversary. For example, the Marine Corps defines maneuver 

warfare as a warfighting philosophy that “seeks to shatter the enemy’s cohesion through a variety 

of rapid, focused, and unexpected actions which create a turbulent and rapidly deteriorating 
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situation with which the enemy cannot hope.”72 While a rapidly deteriorating enemy situation 

has immense tactical benefits, at the operational level, as the adversary’s capacity to resist our 

will degrades, the threat to the state becomes increasingly existential. The risk of nuclear 

escalation increases proportionally to increased perceptions of existential threat. At a minimum, 

against a nuclear adversary concepts of maneuver warfare should align with B.H. Liddell Hart’s 

indirect approach (maneuver for positional advantage) as opposed to J.F.C. Fullers ‘shot to the 

brain.’73  

 War between nuclear adversaries will end either at the negotiating table, or in mutual 

suicide. In order for deterrence to be credible, the United States must have an established 

framework for ensuring the success of the former. Our frame of reference should be the Korean 

War, not the Gulf War, or the Iraq War. At the operational level, such a framework requires that 

military planners be attuned to the challenges of escalation management and war termination.  

 

Escalation Management 

Conventional forces deployed in the contact zone against a nuclear adversary serve two 

purposes. First, in areas of vital interest, they serve the purpose of prolonging any contest to 

enable diplomatic negotiation under Schelling’s condition of the threat that leaves something to 

chance. 74  In so doing they both improve the strength of the deterrent, and should deterrence fail 

enable coercive bargaining. Second, they serve to signal to an adversary where such vital 

interests might be and our level of investment in them. In both instances, their importance lies 

not in the tactical outcome of any one engagement, but in their ability to signal resolve and intent 

to the adversary. Operational commanders must therefore be finely attuned to what the desired 

strategic signal in fact might be, and it requires a detailed understanding of how the adversary is 

likely to interpret the maneuver of forces as intent to escalate or de-escalate.  
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In a practical sense, the challenges of escalation management can be viewed through the 

lens of targeting. Traditional approaches to targeting are typically driven by a center of gravity 

analysis. Planners determine an adversary’s source of strength and then assess critical 

capabilities that are vulnerable to friendly targeting. Then, through targeting the enemy’s critical 

vulnerabilities friendly forces are able to attack the enemy’s center of gravity. This inside out 

approach to targeting, while militarily very effective is inherently escalatory. While it may be 

tactically preferable to attack the enemies soft center rather than his hard-outer shell, the 

requirements for escalation management may prohibit this approach.75  This problem is 

exaggerated when the enemy is operating dual capable (conventional and nuclear) systems. For 

example, significant advantage can be gained by disrupting enemy command and control 

systems. Such systems are routinely high priority targets however targeting of enemy nuclear 

command and control systems signals escalation.  Dual capable systems provide unique targeting 

challenges. Escalation management demands that commanders consider targeting not just from 

the perspective of the military value derived a strike, they must equally consider the escalatory 

consequences of the strike.  

Escalation management is a complex task, and no simple axioms are likely to be of use. 

While the temptation is to focus on our own methods of signaling, the necessary start point for 

escalation management is the development of a deep understanding of the adversary’s escalation 

pathway. Traditionally intelligent support to operational planning provides an adversary threat 

template that seeks to predict the enemy’s most likely and most dangerous courses of action. By 

and large these manifest themselves as an understanding of the adversary’s probable tactical 

maneuver in relation to our own. Commanders should in the future insist that the planning 

process also incorporate an adversary escalation template that seeks to understand the anticipated 
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enemy actions and reactions in terms of escalation / de-escalation signaling.   It is worthwhile 

noting that current professional military education spends painfully little time developing within 

the U.S. force an understanding of potential enemy doctrine, and no time relating that doctrine to 

escalation management. 

 

War Termination. 

In the pre-atomic age it was possible (though not necessarily advisable) to begin a war 

and develop a theory of victory as the war developed. This delayed approach to critical thinking 

about war termination is not possible against a nuclear adversary.  

In the event of war, rapid war termination, in a manner maximally favorable to U.S. 

interest but somewhere well short of mutual suicide must be the objective. As previously noted, 

the theory of victory against a nuclear adversary can never include unconditional surrender. As 

General DePuy noted in the 1976 edition of FM 100-5 future conflicts are likely to be short sharp 

affairs. Accordingly, prior to any potential military conflict, the United States must possess 

preconceived ideas about how it might be terminated, recognizing that termination will occur not 

through decisive military victory but as a result of diplomatic negotiations.  

In a manner related to escalation management discussed above war planners must 

therefore develop clear de-escalatory ‘off ramps' in the process of campaign development that 

will enable war termination. Each off-ramp will necessarily be tied to both opportunity and risk 

for both sides, and the implications of continuing past an off-ramp must be clearly articulated. 

Most importantly, off-ramps cannot be developed in isolation, but must be coordinated across all 

instruments of national power as their final execution will be political, not military. 

The dominant challenge for operational planners once a war has begun, is ending it. On 

this subject Schelling again offers potential wisdom noting that what a war “was originally about 
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may soon be swamped by the exigencies of the war itself.” He continues “There may be very few 

points at which such a war could be stopped. It [is] important to identify them ahead of time.”76 

The closing moves are as important if not more so than the opening moves of a conflict between 

two nuclear powers. It is incumbent upon operational planners to have in their minds from the 

outset, and to keep in their minds, what these might be.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 The primary purpose of military forces in the nuclear age is not winning wars, but 

deterring them. This is simple in its axiomatic form, but incredibly complex in practice. As the 

United States emerges from its strategic vacation it is crucial that strategists acknowledge and 

seek to understand this complexity.  

The nuclear age did not disappear with the end of the Cold War. Its basic realities remain 

extant. Indeed, the threshold for nuclear use may well be in the process of being lowered. 

Meanwhile our understanding of nuclear era strategy has atrophied. A 2008 review of nuclear 

weapons management found "a distressing degree of inattention to the role of nuclear weapons in 

deterrence among many senior DoD military and civilian leaders.  Many lack the foundation of 

experience for understanding nuclear deterrence, its psychological content, its political nature, 

and its military role – which is to avoid the [employment] of nuclear weapons."77 We must 

recover our understanding of the complexities of strategy in a nuclear context.  

This paper has limited itself to considerations of great power war; that is potential war 

between the United States, Russia, and China. In reality, the nuclear context extends well beyond 

this scenario. There are nine declared nuclear powers in the world. This combined with the trans-
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regional, multi-domain, multi-functional nature of the contemporary operating environment, 

implies that all military operations must be considered in a nuclear context.  

Edward Mead Earle, in the introduction to the original Makers of Modern Strategy 

observed “[war] grows out of things which individuals, statesman, and nations do or fail to do. It 

is, in short, the consequence of national policies or lack of policies. And once the nation’s 

destiny is submitted to the terrible arbitrament of war, victory or defeat likewise ensures from 

what we do or fail to do.” 78 Earle’s warning is as poignant today as it was in the midst of the 

Second World War. We must again think deeply about the circumstance, the way, and the 

ultimate end for which we might apply military force in the nuclear age.  

 The nuclear dilemma is abhorrent and uncomfortable to address. To be ignorant of the 

risks is dangerous; to willfully ignore them is the height of professional irresponsibility. As we 

return to an era of great power competition, it is folly to believe that great power war will look 

anything like the wars of the pre-atomic age. The specter of nuclear war must be the dominant 

factor in formulating strategy in the 21st century.   
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