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To Deter the Enemy: American Nuclear Strategy in the 1950s


American foreign policy in the first post-Second World War decade faced an unenviable task, that of determining a strategic military defense protocol against the seemingly impending encroachment of communism, in the context of the new bipolarity of the Cold War. Indeed, with the increase in superpower tensions – those of the United States and the Soviet Union – foreign policy became increasingly defense policy, which in turn became increasingly nuclear policy. Clearly, the advent of nuclear weapons technology fractured the already fragile world political and military balance of power in the post-war era; however, the magnitude to which nuclear weapons, be they massive atom bombs, colossal hydrogen mega-bombs or warheads on the tips of missiles, would affect American policy decisions and initiatives in regards to the Soviet Union and the rest of the world remained uncertain. From the vantage point of today’s hindsight, one can see how nuclear weapons have blatantly over-ridden any and all other military and diplomatic concerns for American policy-makers – their overall nonuse in Korea, their near use in the Cuban Missile Crisis, the possibility for use in Vietnam, and their potential use during the ongoing fluctuations between US and USSR relations.


Clearly, US nuclear strategy during the 1950s was characterized by a policy of strategic deterrence under the supposition of effective nonuse; nevertheless, the wide range of possible conflicts outlines the inadequacy of nuclear strategy as defense strategy, and therefore the inadequacy of deterrence as a means of maintaining peace due to the inherent incompatibility of massive retaliation with limited aggression.

Background 


One of the founding principles behind deterrence is the notion of the no-win scenario of nuclear war – ultimately, that all-out war will lead to a lose-lose situation neither player would be willing to subject themselves to. As US retired Colonel John Osgood put it: “… mutually assured destruction (MAD) … [implies] that no side can clearly win and thus… it was the best form of deterrence against war since war was ‘madness’”.
 The overall effect of a buildup of arms and retaliatory measures would ensure that deterrence would become the logical neutralizing force during the evolution of the Cold War. The creation of this stalemate situation was critical, however short-lived its practical application really was; still, for the majority of the 1950s, “the imminence of a strategic stalemate was taken as a basic premise”.
 One of the creators of the atomic bomb, Robert Oppenheimer warned of the evolving stalemate in the 1950s, a stalemate that could possibly demand a resolution, one that had the devastating potential to deliver. In mid-1953, Oppenheimer wrote:

We may anticipate a state of affairs in which the two Great Powers will each be in a position to put an end to the civilization and life of the other, though not without risking its own. We may be likened to two scorpions in a bottle, each capable of killing the other, but only at the risk of his own life.


Albert Wohlstetter suggests in his 1958 paper “The Delicate Balance of Terror”, that while this stalemate did exist, the arms race that followed would become the crux of the deterrence approach. The nature of the technological arms race was such that it defined the notion of deterrence in terms of “simply matching or exceeding the aggressor’s capability to strike first”; similarly, deterrence could not merely be based on propaganda, requiring demonstrations of power to reassure both allies and neutrals, as this was the “only reasonably certain way of maintaining a reputation for strength [by displaying] an actual power to our friends as well as our enemies.”

POLICY Analysis


Firstly, in order to fully comprehend deterrence, a reasonable contextual definition must be offered. According to Philip Green in his book Deadly Logic, the deterrence theory is two-fold: that limited defense and deterrence threats are suitable responses to limited provocations, and that the threat of all-out nuclear war must be reserved for conflicts scenarios beyond limited resolution.
 Effectively, the American policy of deterrence was such that its commitment and application to the Cold War dynamic would “dictate primary concern with the survival of a retaliatory force of adequate size following [an] enemy attack”.
 The practicality of such a deterrence doctrine would quickly come into question, as it did in the late 1950s. Clearly, in order to maintain or exceed the balance of power in terms of weapons and reactionary systems would require not merely arms development and production at incredible budgetary cost, but also long-term maintenance costs to ensure their upkeep and readiness for use. Perhaps Bernard Brodie put it best:

Deterrence now means something as a strategic policy only when we are fairly confident that the retaliatory instrument upon which it relies will not be called upon to function at all. Nevertheless, that instrument has to be maintained at a high pitch of efficiency and readiness and constantly improved, which can be done only at a high cost to the community and great dedication on the part of the personnel directly involved. In short, we expect the system to be always ready to spring while going permanently unused. Surely there is something almost unreal about this.


Regardless of the inherent costliness of a policy of deterrence, it is largely based, as can be seen in the literature, on the premise of retaliatory systems – strike back mechanisms aimed at reducing the enemy to ashes after the initial aggression. The anatomy of an effective deterrence system is such that it must bear, firstly, a stable peace-time operation within acceptable budgetary confines; secondly, it must be able to survive the enemy attack and communicate the decision to retaliate; thirdly, it must have the capability to reach enemy territory and penetrate enemy active defenses (fighters and surface-to-air missiles); lastly, to be able to destroy the target regardless of civil defense attempts through dispersal or protective construction, or even the evacuation of the target.


Ultimately, the balance of power (or terror, as Wohlstetter put it) is neither automatic nor short-term oriented. Since “thermonuclear weapons give an enormous advantage to the aggressor”, without a degree of ingenuity and realism a stable equilibrium can not, and likely will not be possible. Clearly, the technology itself “is changing with fantastic speed… deterrence will require an urgent and continuing effort”
, and therefore the likelihood of stagnation or a prolonged stalemate, in all due realism, is unlikely if not purely fictional.


While deterrence was the backbone to American foreign policy during the 1950s, and arguably beyond that period, it bore more than its fair share of inadequacies. Essentially, strategic deterrence requires a massive retaliation if attacked, an utterly ridiculous reaction to the possibility of a limited attack. Would the US strike back in full force, sending all its nuclear bombs by plane, missile or submarine (in later years) if an attack was limited, perhaps even accidental, focusing merely on one military site and not the entire country? This would be irresponsible, almost child-like in mentality as such a devastating retaliation to a minor attack would in turn escalate the conflict and demand equally devastating retaliation from the initial aggressor. A ludicrous scenario that the deterrence model fails to accommodate. Quite simply, the notion of “massive retaliation as a responsible retort to peripheral provocations vanished” with a greater comprehension domestically and in the Soviet Union that the Soviet “nuclear delivery capability meant tremendous losses to the United States if [the US] attacked them”.


As the logic of deterrence dictates, one must be rational in order to appreciate its value, meaning and the potential consequences of not being deterred successfully. This underlines yet another limitation to the deterrence approach, as it is fairly evident that a “deterrent strategy is aimed at a rational enemy” and for this reason deterrence must be merely “a part and not the whole of a military and foreign policy”.
 Clearly, to depend to such a degree on the rationality of those in power or those with their fist on the firing button is also irresponsible, arguably misconceived. Few people, if any, are rational and what would become of the once calm and steady hand on the nuclear trigger with a sudden attack – be it limited, all-out, or worse still, entirely accidental. Indeed, the risk of an irrational or unintentional war is great is such an environment so dependent on the notion of deterrence. 

In a clear sense, the great multiplication and spread of nuclear arms throughout the world, the drastic increase in the degree of readiness of these weapons, and the decrease in the time available for the decision on their use must inevitably raise the risk of accident.

Arguably, strategic deterrence was utterly useless in addressing the problems of a limited provocation. Due to the extreme swiftness and often unanticipated moves of a limited war, the necessity to delegate authority to on-the-ground officers, and the potential for sudden changes in progress or failure of a limited war, the prospects of one such restricted provocation would put “the greatest strain on the deterrent to all-out thermonuclear war”, proving perhaps quite disastrously the inadequacies of the deterrence nuclear policy to deal with limited war.

Without question, the risks involved in the game of deterrence were, and remained, very high. In Henry Kissinger’s Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, he suggested at the time of the end of America’s nuclear monopoly that ‘it is no longer possible to impose unconditional surrender at an acceptable cost’; at the same time, to ‘combine a deterrent based on a threat of maximum destructiveness with a strategy of minimum risk’ would be ill-conceived and without foresight.

The inadequate nature of deterrence was confounded even more with the very fact that it relied so fundamentally on the premise of nuclear non-use. Fred Charles Ikle states that “deterrence, dependent on a credible nuclear threat, was undermined by America’s preference for non-use, and throughout the Cold War, the priority of non-use governed the US response to aggression”.
 While he continues by pointing to the theoretical nature of deterrence in contrast to the more “concrete and unambiguous” non-use of atomic weapons on belligerent forces, it is evident that “deterrence came to be seen as guaranteeing nonuse, and continued nonuse as proof of successful deterrence”.

Nonetheless, deterrence remained throughout 1950s and proceeding decades the cornerstone of American nuclear strategy. It would be a considerable folly to mistake the outright inadequacies of deterrence with its dispensability. Without it, the relations between the US and USSR could become largely dependent on the impulsiveness and irrationality of the “old-fashioned Western gun duel”. Deterrence, with all its drawbacks, was not dispensable in any way.

It would be extraordinarily risky for one side not to attempt to destroy the other, or to delay doing so. Not only can it emerge unscathed by striking first; this is the only way it can have a reasonable hope of emerging at all. Such a situation is clearly extremely unstable…. Short of some hard-to-manage peaceful elimination of the basic antagonisms, or a vast and successful program of disarmament, it would be irresponsible to surrender the deterrent.

Conclusion and Evaluation


From, yet again, the vantage point of history and hindsight, the philosophy of deterrence has been officially maintained while undermined militarily by the excessive arms accumulation in recent decades. Clearly, the nuclear arsenal of today, both in the United States and in the former Soviet bloc, is an prime example of overpowering overkill. As has been suggested, roughly one hundred small nuclear bombs would obliterate approximately half of the USSR’s industry and a quarter of its civilian population, more than enough to cripple the Soviet economy and military ability to retaliate – indeed, one hundred bombs would be an efficient deterrent. Yet the US arsenal, in 1979, consisted of over 30,000 nuclear bombs, 22,000 tactical nuclear weapons (battlefield oriented), and roughly 10,000 strategic devices. The number of bombs alone has risen to above 50,000 in the 1990s. As Robert C. Aldridge suggests, “under the deterrent philosophy those numbers do not make sense. The very existence of so many weapons implies a darker and more sinister military doctrine”.


Whether American nuclear strategy evolved into more than merely deterrence is not at the heart of this paper; however, the overall inadequate nature of deterrence and the notion of nonuse as a basis, or a consequence of, this deterrence underlines clearly the all-too-simplistic approach to foreign policy the United States conveyed in its strategy. Its failure to address limited conflictual resolution is by far its greatest weakness as a policy or strategy.


In any case, as Wohlstetter affirmed in his 1958 article, “we have the resources, intelligence and courage to make correct decisions”. Arguably so; still, the dangers involved in the Nuclear Age of less-than-diplomatic conflict resolution are enormous, frightening, intriguing – truly awe-inspiring. And the decisions that have to be made, that were made then and will have to be made in the future, will ultimately be:

… hard, involve sacrifice, are affected by great uncertainties, concern matters in which much is altogether unknown and much else must be hedged by secrecy; and, above all, they entail a new image of ourselves in a world of persistent danger. It is by no means certain that we shall meet the test.

Undoubtedly, the final test of deterrence may yet come. Though the world is divided on far different lines, the threat of nuclear retaliation should effectively deter future aggression on the United States. Clearly, this nuclear strategy worked in the 1950s as we are still here today to tell the tale.
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