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Appendix 2

Nuclear deterrence1

MICHAEL MCCGWIRE

It is conventional wisdom in the West that nucle ar weapons kept the peace during 
40 years of Cold War. It is also widely believed that in adopting a policy of nuclear 
deterrence, we suff  ered no harm. Neither claim is supported by the evidence, and 
the second belief is dangerous ly wrong.

To dispose of these beliefs we need to understand the genesis and evolution 
of the underlying theories that had such a profound infl uence on the nuclear 
arms race and US policies towards the Soviet Union. With that as background, 
I outline the damaging eff ects that deterrence dogma had on western interests 
and world politics; consider whether those eff ects were peculiar to the prevailing 
circumstances or are inherent to the concept; and address the question of ‘sta ble 
deterrence’. Lastly, I dis mantle the claim that nuclear weapons kept the peace; and 
review the place of deterrence-based poli cies in the future.

Background

Nuclear deterrence theory was a purely western construct. To oversimplify: it 
focused on how to prevent Soviet aggression by threatening to infl ict unac cept-
able pun ishment on the Soviet homeland, a problem that domi nated western 
strategic theorizing during most of the 1950s. A credible deterrent depended on 
the certainty of US retribu tion and, towards the end of that decade, as the Soviets 
began to acquire the capability to strike directly at the United States, American 
attention turned to guarding against the danger of a premeditated disarming 
strike, of the kind at tempted by the Japanese at Pearl Harbor. The need for invul-
nerability intro duced a new factor into the off ence/defence calculus and gave full 
rein to an extreme form of worst-case analysis.

The emerging Soviet capability also directed atten tion to a new danger that 
stemmed from the devastating nature of nuclear weapons. In a major  confrontation, 

1 This article was fi rst published in the Report of the Canberra Commission on the elimination of nuclear 
 weapons, August 1996. The only addition to the original text is note 5, which quotes a recent offi  cial US assess-
ment of the actual threat posed by the Soviets during the Cold War. 
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the advantage of getting in the fi rst blow with nuclear weapons was so great that a 
prudent national leader might be prompted to launch a nuclear strike on the mere 
suspicion that the other side was contemplating war. This perceived pressure to 
pre-empt in a crisis introduced a new concern for the ‘stability’ of the emerging 
strategic balance. The simple requirement that Soviet aggression be deterred came, 
for some, to be qualifi ed by the somewhat contradictory requirement that Moscow 
be reassured that the United States would not itself launch a fi rst strike.

The intellectual basis of the US arms control estab lishment was founded on 
this recognition of the need for mutual reassurance, but it also accepted the tenets 
of deter rence theory. Strategic stability was to be achieved by both sides having 
a ‘second strike’ (or more properly, strike second) capability, which would ensure 
that enough weapons could survive a fi rst strike to be able to infl ict unaccept able 
damage on the initiator. An assured second strike was, however, only one of the 
requirements of reassurance doctrine. It also assumed that both sides would avoid 
weapons sys tems that might deprive the other of such a capability. 

While mutual assurance provided the basis of western arms control theory, 
US arms control policy was shaped by an amalgam of deter rence and reas sur ance 
theories, refl ecting the deep divisions in American politics regarding the desir abili ty 
of arms control rather than US military superior ity. These divisions were refl ected 
in two opposing camps: the arms control strategists and the nuclear weapons 
strate gists; while the ideological wings did not communicate, the operation al-
pragma tists in both camps were able to work to gether.2 They were essen tially the 
same as the ‘reassurers’ and the ‘deter rers’, and it was the amalgam of these two 
viewpoints that formed the basis of US arms control policy through the 1960s and 
into the mid-19    70s. This was to rely on the fact that both the US and the USSR 
had an assured second strike capabil ity, meaning that a situation of Mutual Assured 
Destruction (MAD) existed.

However, as America gradually lost the clear nuclear pre-eminence it had long 
enjoyed, so did this political centre erode and the two camps draw further apart. 
The nucle ar-weapon strategists became increasingly infl uential and, within that 
camp, the ideological wing became increasing ly important, insisting that the 
Soviets would seek to exploit a notional window of vulnerability at some future 
date. There was grow ing disenchantment with the idea of basing US security on 
the threat of mutual suicide and, from 1974, US policies moved steadily away from 
MAD towards a ‘countervailing strate gy’. By the early 1980s, this required the US 
to be able to fi ght and win a protracted nuclear war—a policy that contin ued to 
be justifi ed in terms of nuclear deterrence, and required the US to have ‘escalation 
dominance’ at all levels. 

Arms control negotiations came to be seen, not as a coopera tive endeavour, 
but a zero-sum contest. By 1981–3, the clear purpose of US negotia tions on inter-
mediate nuclear forces and strategic arms reductions was to placate domestic and 

2 Michael Krepon, Strategic stalemate: nuclear weapons and arms control (New York: Council on Foreign Relations 
Press, 1984).
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allied opinion and to embarrass the Soviets, rather than to reach agreement on 
reducing the level of armaments.3

Frustrated by these developments, the ideological wing of the arms control camp 
broke with the pragma tists and proposed a general freeze on nuclear weapons, an 
idea that proved unexpectedly popular at grass-roots level throughout the US. As 
a separate development, the Catholic bishops of America had published a pastoral 
letter which contained major reservations on the morality of nuclear deter rence as 
the basis of national security and, in the eyes of many, implicit ly condemned it. It 
was against this background that the Strategic Defense Initia tive (Star Wars) was 
launched in March 1983, outfl anking the Freeze Movement and off  ering a positive 
response to the bishops’ moral doubts. MAD was labelled as ‘off ense-reliant’ and 
compared unfavourably to the SDI, which would restore America’s territorial 
inviola bility, ex ploiting US ingenuity to turn space itself into a defensive shield. 

It is unlikely that many within the US defence establishment believed the 
offi  cial line that the SDI would obviate the need for nuclear deterrence, leading 
to the elimi nation of nuclear weapons. The most widespread rationale was that 
the SDI would enhance deterrence by ensuring an eff ective defence of US ICBM 
fi elds, covering against Soviet cheating, albeit at the cost of reassurance. There 
were many who wel comed the possibility of combining a space-based shield with 
a full complement of strategic off ensive missiles, thereby restoring the military 
superiority that America enjoyed in the 1950s. And some spoke of the strategic 
high ground and the possibility of using space-based weapons to threaten the 
Soviet Union directly. But no one explained why the Soviets would sit idly by as 
the US set about assembling these systems in space that would have the potential 
to strike Moscow with pinpoint accuracy at a few seconds’ notice.

Whatever its ultimate role, the SDI would have breached the Anti-Ballistic 
Missile treaty and extended the arms race into space, providing new occasions for 
confl ict in the process. But by fortunate coincidence, the generational change of 
Soviet lead ership brought to power in 1985 a man who had not been involved in 
the strategic de bate and could recog nize the fatal absurdity of the existing situa-
tion, what ever its theoretical merits. A man who appreciat ed the need for ‘new 
political think ing about inter national relations’ and had the political authority and 
the courage to break the action–reac tion cycle of the nuclear arms race.

This brief outline indicates that nuclear deterrence was never some categorical 
imperative for foreign policy in the nuclear age. Rather, the policy was just one 
arena of the long-run ning Washington debate on how to handle the threat of 
Soviet communism. Reliance on MAD, the centre-piece of the theory, was under 
attack by the mid–1970s, culminating in its offi  cial rejection by the mid- 980s, a 
volte-face that had no eff ect on the underlying dogma. This was not surprising. 
The theoreti cal ramifi cations of the underlying dogma had become so tortuous 
that it could be used to support the opposite sides of the same argu ment. It could 

3 This was made explicit by Secretary of State Alexander Haig and by Richard Burt, Haig’s arms-control 
deputy. For sourc es see Michael MccGwire, Military objectives on Soviet foreign policy (Washington DC: Brook-
ings Institution, 1987), p. 265, n. 44.
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also be transmuted into simple objectives like ‘preserving peace’ and ‘deterring 
war’—as unobjection able as motherhood and apple pie. A combination of its 
simple and complex forms provided the intellectual and moral authori ty of a state 
religion, and the eff ect was equal ly stultify ing.

The costs of deterrence dogma

There were many variations on the theme of nuclear deterrence but they had four 
features in common which helped to account for the pernicious eff ects of the 
central dogma. First was the abstract style of reasoning and axiomatic nature of 
the underlying theories, which derived from mathematics and economics rather 
than international politics. This led to a defi nition of rational behaviour that, 
in political terms, was at best a-rational and more often irrational, and favoured 
game-theoretic models like the pri soners’ dilemma over study ing the politi cal 
psychology of opponents and allies.4 

Second was the absence of serious Sovietologists from the theoretical debate, 
even though theo ries of limited war and escalation depended on assumptions 
about the Soviet reaction under specifi ed circumstanc es. The abstract nature of 
the debate was partly to blame for this omission, but it was mainly because deter-
rence dogma took Soviet intentions as given. Capa bilities alone were of analytical 
interest, it being asserted that the Soviet Union had a relent less drive for military 
world domination and felt an urge, above all things, to seize Europe.5 These two 
aspects of the dogma, when combined with concern for the catastrophic conse-
quences of nuclear surprise, encouraged an extreme form of worst-case analysis in 
which a course of Soviet action need only be ‘conceiv able’ for it to be included in 
the calculus of threat. Stra tegic studies and its foreign policy counterpart came to 
be dominated by ‘tough-minded’ theorists.

A third feature of the dogma was the funda mentally punitive tone of nuclear 
deterrence. It was not just a pas sive matter of lock ing the door and barring the 
windows to avoid tempting a light-fi ngered neighbour. It was an active policy 
which asserted an implacable Soviet Union and threat ened whole sale devasta-
tion. The policy relied on the capabil ity and the will to infl ict such punishment, 
and a prerequi site for making this posture credible was that the electorate should 
continue to believe in a high level of Soviet threat.

Fourth, the theory of reassurance that underlay strategic arms control stemmed 
from the same roots as nuclear deterrence and shared its underlying assump tions 
about the need to counter a relentless urge to aggression. The concept of reassur-
ance had emerged in response to certain undesir able side-eff ects of deterrence and, 

4 This section draws on Michael MccGwire, ‘Deterrence: the prob lem, not the solution’, International Aff airs 62: 1, 
Winter 1985–6. Republished in R. Kolkowicz, Dilemmas of nuclear strategy (1987) and Journal of Strategic Studies 9: 4.

5 For example, in 1983–4 we were told (repeatedly) by the US Secretary of Defence that we were faced with 
the ‘relentless expansion’ of Soviet Communism, which was set on military world domination (CBS TV, Face 
the Nation, 11 March 1983; USA Today, 11 Aug. 1983; Fred Hyatt, Washington Post, 11 April 1984. However, in 
September 2002, we were told (on the president’s authority) that in the Cold War, especially following the 
Cuban missile crisis, ‘we faced a generally status quo risk-averse adversary’ (National Security Strategy of the USA, 
White House, 15 Sept. 2002, p. 15)
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rather than limiting the buildup of nuclear weap ons, its concern was a narrow ly 
de fi ned concept of strategic stability.

Foreign policy

Deterrence dogma stunted the development of US foreign policy. B ecause deter-
rence and its corollary, con tainment, were the dominant concepts in foreign and 
defence policy, perceptions of threat remained frozen in the mould of the 1947–53 
period. The dogma provided the intellectual casing that made this world view 
impervious to contradictory evidence and analysis.

Threat assessments were made at the wrong level of analysis. By taking an urge 
to ag gression as given and focusing only on Soviet capabil i ties, assessments were 
pitched at the military-tacti cal or ‘colonel’s’ level. While worst-case analysis of 
this kind is appro priate to contingency planning, it is wholly inap propri ate at the 
political-strate gic or ‘minist erial’ level of analysis that should underlie foreign 
policy. At this higher level the primary concern is the most likely course of events, 
taking the opponent’s inter ests and intentions into account, as well as the balance 
between his capa bili ties and his legit i mate re quire ments. To claim that intentions 
should be ignored because they might change overnight is to fall into the ‘colonel’s 
fallac y’, ascrib ing worst-case inten tions without doing the analy sis. The historical 
record shows that intentions at the national level are re markably consis tent, and 
radical change only comes about through major polit ical shifts such as those that 
fol low ed the Russian Revolution or the disintegration of the Soviet Union.

As with threat analysis, deterrence dogma predis posed the foreign policy 
specialist to focus on the contain ment of Soviet power rather than pursuing a 
higher-order objective that would allow a wider range of policies in sup port. If 
the primary objec tive of foreign policy was con tain ment, that policy would inevi-
tably be negative. A broader objective such as ‘securing cooperative Soviet behav-
iour’ would have opened up more constructive policy options. At that higher 
level, containment would continue to be an impor tant sup porting objective, but 
it could be fl anked by posi tive objec tives such as increasing trade inter dependen ce, 
fostering consulta tion on matters of mutual inter est, and even encour aging rising 
expectations by improv ing Soviet standards of living. 

During the period of detente in the early 1970s, the US did adopt a higher-
level objective and this did allow a broader range of initiatives. These brought 
benefi ts that extended beyond Soviet–American relations and contributed to the 
im provement in East–West relations in Europe. But the simplis tic assump tions 
about Soviet intentions that were inherent in the dogma of deterrence were incom-
patible with those that underlay a policy of de tente. The deterrent calcu lus was 
manipulated to expose a ‘window of vulnerability’, and was then used to justify a 
return to more restrictive poli cies. 

Deterrence dogma also came to shape US crisis beha vio ur. In the early days, 
there was the pressure to pre-empt, fostered by the core assump tion of a mindless 
Soviet urge to aggres sion, but at least that danger was recognized. By the 1970s, the 
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greater danger lay in the US assumption that deter rence could not fail, which was 
reinforced by the knowledge that the Sovi ets ‘had the fear of war in their bones’.6 
Crises were seen, not as something to be avoided, but as an opportu nity to make 
gains by manipulating risks and esca lating threats, with no danger of losing control.7 
This notion of ‘confl ict man ag e ment’ encouraged the chief-executive ap proach to 
foreign relations and fostered the idea that, given the appro priate mix of strate gies, 
poli cies could be imposed on others, obvi ating the need for mutual accommoda tion.

In sum, deterrence dogma fostered an assertive apolitical style that favoured 
preventive and punitive instru ments, was distrustful of negotiations, and saw 
compromise as weakness. The possibility that US interests might be served by 
cooperating with the Soviet Union in dealing with problems around the world 
was excluded from consideration, and long-term objectives designed to help shape 
future Soviet policies were simply not addressed. 

Arms control

Deterrence dogma fuelled the arms race rather than checking it. The deterrers 
hypothesized a malevolent Soviet Union anxious to exploit any chance to destroy 
the US, assumed a president easily blackmailed into inactivity, and then consid-
ered every possible scenario to assess what was needed. The answer was always 
‘more’. And while the ‘credibility’ of deterrence required the capability to launch 
under attack, ‘stability’ required that the US second strike be able to survive an 
attack, meaning even larger arsenals. Reassurance theory assumed that both sides 
would eschew weapons sys tems that could de prive the other of an assured second 
strike. In the absence of this self-denying ordinance, reassurance theory became a 
recipe for arms racing, as each side sought to ensure it could absorb a fi rst strike 
and then retaliate.8 

The reassurers were concerned with relative rather than aggregate levels of 
weapons and, anyway, large invento ries were theoretically more stable than small 
ones. It was the deterr ers who focused on numbers when they saw that the Soviet 
Union would not only match the US buildup but surpass it. At the end of the 
1960s, arms control policy moved to cap the number of missiles, while the deter-
rers sought to regain their original advantage by multiplying the number of US 
warheads. As the Soviets moved to catch up in that fi eld too, the deterrers sought 
relative advantage through added diversi ty. They rede fi ned the requirements for 
stability and, by using care fully select ed units of account, were able to ex ploit 

6 Peter Rodman, special assistant to Henry Kissinger in October 1973, quoted by R. Ned Lebow and Janice G. 
Stein in We all lost the Cold War (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994) p. 256.

7 Ibid. and p. 285 quoting Lt.-Gen. William Odom. See also Henry Kissinger, White House Years (New York: 
Little, Brown, 1979), p. 622. 

8 Between 1970 and 1975 (at the height of the SALT negotia tions), the number of US strategic warheads rose 
from 1,900 to 6,850; Soviet warheads increased from about 1,700 to 2,700. Similarly, between 1982 and 1990 
(the period of the START negotiations) US strategic warheads increased from 11,000 to 13,000, while the 
number of Soviet warheads rose from about 8,800 to just below 11,000. Even after the Soviet Union had 
disintegrated, deterrence dogma (articulated in terms of strategic targeting) called for a US arsenal of 4,700 
war heads, which would be capable of destroying Russia as a func tioning society several times over. 
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reassur ance theory in such a way as to discredit arms control policy and demon-
strate an urgent requirement for new off ensive systems.

Of course the US side of the arms race was not only, or even mainly, driven by 
deterrence dogma. But it provided an intellectually respectable rationalization for 
policies shaped by the electorate’s reluctance to forgo strategic supe riority, by the 
economic argument that a strategic arms race would disad vantage the USSR, and 
by the multiplier of traditional (if inap propriate) target ing criteria. It also allowed 
the US to claim moral rectitude in choosing counter-force over coun ter-value, or 
the arming of space over mutual assured destruc tion.

Military policy

Deterrence dogma led to military strategy being re placed by force-exchange 
ratios, damage expecta tions, and kill-probabil ities, concepts that lent themselves 
to mathe matical permutations. The strategic debate extended to theo retical elabo-
rations of deterrence and reassurance and pon dered the rationality of irrationality 
and the potential for compellance. But these elaborations were applying Cartesian 
logic to complex problems of political psychology, resulting in bad politics and 
bad strategy, as the US found out in Vietnam.

In Europe the debate was dominated by questions of deter rence, escalation, 
fi rebreaks, coupling and decoupling, all predi cated on a Soviet urge to aggression, 
whereas the Soviet priority was to avoid the catastrophe of world war. Should 
it prove inescapable, the Soviet objective was ‘not to lose’ and this required that 
NATO be defeated in Europe and the US be evicted from the continent. NATO’s 
doctrine of fl exible response (1967) was meant to make war less likely by increasing 
the credibility of deterrence. In practice, it made war just that bit more likely by 
providing a possible opening (should war seem unavoidable) for a Soviet blitzkreig 
attack using conven tional weapons only. In the 1969–75 peri od, the Sovi ets restruc-
tured their forces according ly, to NATO’s surprise and alarm. 

Deterrence dogma failed as a strategic theory be cause it ignored the ‘urge’ 
component of temptation, focus ing solely on ‘opportunity’. The same thing 
happened in the 1970s, when the military claimed that the credi bility of deter rence 
required the US to develop the capability to fi ght a protract ed nuclear war. And 
this despite universal accep tance that in the 1970s the temptation for the Soviets to 
initiate war was much lower than what was believed to exist in the 1950s, when the 
de struction of some 30 Soviet cities was considered deterrent enough.

But this misuse of deterrence theory was hardly surprising as the nuclear 
weapons strategists saw the dogma as something to be exploited when it promoted 
US superiority, but disregarded if a constraint. Thus, a steady stream of new 
weapons systems and operational deployments were justifi ed on the grounds of 
their contribution to deterrence. But the complementary requirement to eschew 
weapons systems that could undermine the opponent’s second strike capability 
was ignored, as in the case of the attack submarines designed to kill Soviet ballistic 
missile units.
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International relations

Deterrence dogma increased international tension by fuelling the arms race and 
fostering a paranoid approach to arms control negotiations. Attempts at detente 
were under mined by the relentless buildup of weapons; obeying the dic tates of 
cognitive dissonance, threat percep tions followed suit. The theoretical approach 
to ensuring ‘stabil ity’ fos tered complacency in crises and concealed the danger that 
lay in the dynamic of events over which there could be no control. Focusing exclu-
sively on the possi bility of Soviet aggres sion, the dogma obscured the reality that 
war itself was the greater dan ger, and that measures to enhance deterrence often 
made war more likely.

Its most corrosive eff ect was on the style of inter na tional relations. The will 
to infl ict punishment was as important as the capability to do so and, even when 
America enjoyed an atomic monopoly, its people had to see the Soviets as an enemy 
deserving nuclear incineration. The dogma en cour aged exaggerated, moralistic 
rhetoric directed at domestic constituencies as well as opponents, and it was easier 
to infl ame hostility than assuage it. Add the need to make the threat credible and 
it was inevitable that poli cies based on deterrence would favour intransigence and 
discour age serious negotiations and the search for compro mise.

From the very start, the question of how to handle atomic weapons became 
entangled with the question of how to handle the Soviets. By claiming to have 
solved the problems of nuclear weapons, deterrence dogma dissipated the sudden 
urgency that this awesome new capability had brought to the postwar search for 
ways of managing interstate rela tions. Threatening a greater evil than it sought 
to prevent, deter rence dogma echoed the commu nist line that ends justify means. 
The ‘means’ were the military capability and political will to devastate the Soviet 
Union. And, as nuclear arsenals grew, so did this explicit threat to the Soviet 
Union evolve into an implicit threat to the surviv al of the human race. Deter rence 
dogma made it ‘moral’ to put the world at risk, as the West pursued the chimera 
of total secu rity.

Were the costs due to special circumstances?

By 1960, the lineaments of deterrence theory were clearly defi ned, and it is fair to 
ask whether the eff ects of the dogma were a result of the unique circumstances 
sur round ing its inception.

The answer is no, because the dogma was devel oped largely independent of 
those circumstances. The basic idea of using nuclear weapons against the Soviet 
Union grew out of the US atomic monopoly and the culture of strategic bombing. 
In 1948, the recently retired chief of the US Air Staff  spoke of destroying a few 
hundred square miles of Soviet industrial capacity, and the talk at that period was 
of preventive war, rather than deterrence;9 by 1953/54 atomic weapons had been 

9 Marc Trachtenberg, ‘American policy and the shifting nuclear balance’ in Melvyn P. Leffl  er and David S. 
Painter, Origins of the Cold War: an international history (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 108–11.
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inte grated into NATO’s plans for the defence of western Eu rope. It was not until 
the US was threatened by the emerging Soviet capa bility that a fully developed 
theory of nuclear deterrence began to be elaborated. This theorizing was sparked 
by the new vul nerability and was not a product of the postwar cir cumstances. 

It might be said that the post-war emergence of the Soviet Union as the leader 
of a competing socio-economic system as well as a potential super power explains 
the punitive nature of deterrence dogma. Perhaps, but that does not rule out a 
comparable competition in the future.

And while it is true that NATO, ‘the keeper of the threat’, con tributed to the 
unexam ined assump tion of a Soviet urge to aggression, the reali ty of that urge was 
never an issue for the deter rent theo rists. The mere possibility of aggres sion quali-
fi ed it as a core assump tion and required the formu lation of appro priate responses. 
So we are left with the conclusion that the costs of nuclear deterrence are inher ent 
in the dogma.

We can also conclude that the world was fortu nate that America’s opponent 
was the Soviet Union and not a mirror image of the US. Unlike NATO, Moscow 
did re-evaluate the threat. By 1959 it had decided that the danger was no longer a 
delib er ate attack by a US-led capitalist coalition (seen as a live possi bility for the 
previ ous ten years), but inadver tent war. By defi nition, inadver tent war could not 
be de terred, but it might be avoided, given the right mix of poli cies. The world 
was also lucky that there were only two real players in that game of nuclear poker. 
In a multi-polar world, the possibili ty of mishaps would increase exponential ly.

Is stable deterrence possible?

By the late 1950s, the fundamental instability of nuclear deterrence had been recog-
nized by theorists. It was then demon strated by the strategic arms competition that 
continued long after both sides had the capacity to destroy each other several times 
over (MAD). Initially, it was thought to be a theoretical problem with technical 
solutions, but it became clear that instability was a function of psycho logical and 
political factors, which were exacerbated by asymmetries in the nature and timing 
of weapons programmes.

For example, the ‘window of opportunity’ scare in the 1970s rested on the 
argument that at some future date, the Soviets would be able to launch a disarming 
strike against US land-based systems, and that the president would then be deterred 
from responding with US sea-based systems by the Soviet threat to US population 
centres. Rejecting any consid er ation of Soviet national interests, it was asserted 
that Moscow might attempt such a disarming strike if it thought it had a fi ve per 
cent chance of success. At this same period, there was the quite diff erent argument 
that deter rence now required a US capa bility to wage sustained nuclear war. Both 
arguments led to new weapons programmes. 

 US crisis behaviour in the fi rst half of the 1970s, which appears to have relied on 
the situation of mutual as sured destruction then exist ing, might seem to contra-
dict t he con clu sion that nuclear deterrence was inherently unstable. But a variant 
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of MAD had also existed at the time of the Cuban missile crisis (albeit in a form 
that greatly favou red the US) when the fragility of crisis stabil ity was clear for 
all to see.10 A crucial diff  erence between Cuba and October 1973 was the reality 
of detente, and this supports the contention that sta bili ty depends primarily on 
political and psy chologi cal fac tors.11 

As a general principle, the strategy of deter rence was a primary cause of crisis 
instabil ity, whether it stemmed from the doctrinal need to demon strate resolve, 
or from the use of pre-programmed (and sometimes auto mated) decisions. The 
strategy served as catalyst for very accurate missiles capa ble of destroying the 
opponent’s command and control, should war seem unavoid able. It encour aged 
both sides to adopt a high state of alert early in a serious crisis to discourage 
ad versarial pre-emption, thereby increasing the risk of acci den tal war.12

Did nuclear weapons keep the peace?

Given the political and social costs of nuclear deterrence, the onus of proof lies with 
those who claim that nuclear weapons have kept the peace since the Second World 
War. We know that such weapons did not prevent the Korean War or Vietnam. 
Nor did they they deter the Soviet invasion of Hunga ry in 1956, Czechoslova kia 
in 1968, and Afghanistan in 1979, all part of the Soviet national security zone. We 
are left, then, with the narrow claim that, in the absence of nuclear deterrence, the 
Soviets would have invaded NATO Eu rope, pre cipitating Third World War.

To validate that claim, it must be shown that (1) the Soviets had both the urge 
and the capabili ty for military aggres sion in Eu rope, and (2) they would not have 
been de terred from such action by the prospect of conven tional war. This second 
point is inher ently implau sible. Are we to sup pose that the prize of a ravaged 
Europe would have been worth that cost, given the devastation of Russia and its 
people in the Second World War?13 And what of the eff ect that such a war would 
have on other Soviet objectives, such as restoring the power and prosperity of the 
homeland, improving Soviet stand ing in the compe ti tion for world infl uence, and 
promoting the inter na tional communist movement?

Nor is the fi rst point any easier to demonstrate. If the Soviet Union had this 
urge to territorial expan sion, why did it withdraw its forces from so many strategic 
areas in the wake of the Second World War?14 Second, where was the in cen tive 

10 In 1973, the US was targeted by about 1.000 Soviet ICBMs; in 1962 by perhaps 30.
11 Henry Kis singer’s brink manship in October 1973 was an attempt at compel lence, not deter rence. The course 

of events saved him from having to back down from an implausi ble threat.
12 R. Ned Lebow, Nuclear crisis management (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1987), chs 2, 3.
13 Our mistake was to equate Stalin’s Russia with Hitler’s Germany. The correct analogy was Britain and France 

after the First World War. Victors, but at such a heavy cost that they went to extreme lengths to avoid another 
war.

14 E.g. forces that, in the process of driving back the Ger mans, had ad vanced about 250 miles into Norway. Why 
did the Soviet Union withdraw from Finland, Yugosla via, Czecho slo vakia, and the strategi cally located island 
of Bornholm in the Bal tic? Why agree to four-power control over Berlin, a city captured by the Soviets and 
well behind their lines? And why, in 1944, did the Soviet Union insist that the Bul gari ans wit h draw their army 
from Thrace and the Aegean coast, and refuse help to the communist insurgency in Greece that was positioned 
to seize power?
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for the Soviet Union to go to war? In the course of evicting the Axis invad ers, it 
had regained the territories it lost in 1918–21 and restored the old imperial bound-
aries.15 In 1947–8, when Moscow came to per ceive the more immedi ate threat of a 
capi talist-initiated war within fi ve years, the de facto front line was 500 miles west 
of Soviet terri tory and ran across the narrow est part of the continent, making it 
easier to turn Eastern Europe into a military and ideological glacis. Third, where 
was the Soviet capability to go to war? In 1946–7, the time when US threat assess-
ments swung to por traying Soviet communism as set on military world domi na-
tion, the Soviet Union could barely feed its people and had adopt ed the expedi ent 
of remov ing the sec ond track of German rail ways to help restore the rail system 
in Russia.16 

These historical facts are suffi  cient to cast doubts on the western portrayal of 
Soviet capabilities and inten tions in 1947–53, the period when mutual perceptions 
of threat crystal lized into East–West confrontation. Such ‘worst case’ assump tions 
may have been justifi ed as the basis for the military contingency planning that 
shaped western policies in Europe at that time. But those same assumptions cannot 
now be promoted to ‘truths’ and used to argue that having kept the peace in the 
past, nuclear weapons must be retained for that purpose in the future.

Working towards an NWF world: what role for deterrence?

The argument of this paper disagrees with the west ern belief that nuclear deterrence 
kept the peace or (at worst) was a cost-free hedge against the possi bil ity of Soviet 
aggression. My conclusions are, however, supported by a large body of academic 
analysis of nuclear deterrence as a strategy. For example, Lebow and Stein note 
that ‘the history of the Cold War provides compelling evidence of the pernicious 
eff ects of the open-ended quest for nuclear deter rence.’17 This is one conclusion of 
their 1994 book (375 pages of empir ical analy sis backed by 250 pages of interview 
and source notes), but well-founded criticism of the theory of nuclear deterrence 
goes back to the late 1950s. Despite a sus tained public education program me on the 
virtues of nuclear deter rence and the merits of the ever-growing arsenals, cogent 
criti cism from across the academic disci plines never fell silent.18 

15 The Allies had agreed to Po land’s physical displacement westwards, aligning the Polish–Soviet border with 
the 1919 Curzon line. The priority of Soviet interests in Poland and the Balkans had been ac knowl edged by 
the Allied leaders. As the course of war brought Soviet troops into Eastern Europe, Stalin was in a position 
to establish a buff er of amenable states between the USSR and the resurgent Germany that was expected to 
emerge in 15–20 years’ time. 

16 This was a time when it had been announced by Stalin and (confi rmed by US intelli gence) that it would take 
at least 15 years to overcome wartime losses in manpower, indus try, and infra structure. Melvyn P. Leffl  er, 
The American conception of national security and the beginning of the Cold War 1945–48, Interna tional Security Stud-
ies Working Paper No. 48 (Washington DC: Wilson Center, 1983), pp. 26–45. See also Melvyn P. Leffl  er, 
‘National security and US foreign policy’, and Michael MccGwire, ‘National security and Soviet foreign 
policy’, in Melvyn P. Lefl er and Painter, Origins of the Cold War.

17 Lebow and Stein, We all lost the Cold War, p. 367. 
18 For example: George and Smoke, Deterrence in American for eign policy (1974); Jervis, Perception and misperception 

in international politics (1976), The illogic of American nuclear strategy (1984); Jervis, Lebow and Stein, Psychology and 
deter rence (1985); Tucker The nuclear debate: deterrence and the lapse of faith (1985); Quester, The future of nuclear deter-
rence (1986). 
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During the 1980s, following the collapse of detente, the fragmentation of 
nuclear doc trine, and the US adoption of a deliberately confrontational policy 
towards the Soviet Union, the volume of criticism increased sharply, drawing on 
the evidence of the previous 20–30 years. Analyses moved on from the details of 
nuclear policy to the role of deterrence as an organizing principle for defence and 
foreign policy, draw ing on psychological fi ndings as well as empirical politi cal 
analysis. In a collection along these lines, focusing on conventional rather than 
nuclear deterrence, there was general criticism of the assumptions underlying 
theories of deter rence, particularly those concerning inform ation and communi-
cation, defi nitions of rationality, and ques tions of motiva tion. The general opinion 
was that the western strategy of deterrence was based on a defi cient model of 
interac tion: analytically weak, politically crude, and normatively bias ed.19 

A common theme running through most of the analyses is the lop-sided nature 
of any deterrence-based strategy, with its emphasis on a single instrument of 
policy, namely pun ishment. This bias invariably reinforces and sometimes gener-
ates an enemy stereotype—an inherent bad-faith model that is immune to evidence 
that contradicts preconceived motivational assump tions. These eff ects increase 
exponential ly when one moves from conventional to nuclear deterrence. It is with 
this criticism particularly in mind that I turn to consider whether deter rence will 
have a role to play, should the nucle ar-weapons states adopt the policy-goal of a 
nuclear-weap ons-free world and commit themselves to clearly defi ned proce dures 
for achieving that goal.

In common parlance, to be deterred from doing some thing is to say that the 
potential costs are too high, be it the diffi  culty of a rock face, the price of certain 
goods, the level of military defences, or the penalty for breaking the law. In 
western parlance, the emphasis has shifted from the passive to the active mode, and 
the concept has been personal ized. While political scientists may talk of challenger 
and defend er, themselves loaded terms, for policy-makers and public the image 
conjured up by ‘deter rence’ is that of the magistrate and the law breaker, the latter 
only held in check by the threat of capital punishment.

It is in this western sense that the concept of deterrence is wholly inappropriate 
to the process whereby the nuclear-weapons states progressively divest themselves 
of their arsenals. If it is to succeed, it will have to be a collaborative eff ort, involving 
concepts like collective and cooperative security. A basic assumption will be that all 
parties to the process share the common goal, and while there may be disagreements 
on how to get there, they will be re solved through negotiations involving the full 
range of polit ical and economic trade-off s and not by threats of  punishment. 

The project will surely fail if nuclear deter rence enters the picture, as it 
is  inherently divisive. We will, there fore, have to eschew using the concept to 
reassure domes tic constit uen cies, who will need to be con vinced that verifi  ca tion 

19 George Levinger, ed., Beyond deterrence, special issue of Journal of social issues 43: 4, 1987. A lead arti cle by Ned 
Lebow and Janice Stein, with comments by B. Fis choff , H. v Riekhoff , P. E. Tetlock, R. Hermann, B. M. 
Russett, R. K. White, G. Krell, V. Ferraro, N. C. Mendez, E. A. Kolodziej, M. Mcc Gwire, T. W. Millburn and 
M. Deutsch. Both lead authors re spond ed, and Lebow concluded with ‘Conventional vs nuclear deter rence’. 
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is truly eff ective, and re-edu cated to accept that existing balanc es of weapons and 
 advan tage will not be changed by the phased reductions. 

Nor is the western concept of nuclear deterrence rele vant to the fi nal stage, 
when the US, Russia and China get rid of their remain ing weapons. The appro-
priate analogy is that of three gun-fi ghters, who have agreed to get rid of their 
weap ons but are concerned to avoid getting shot in the process. We would like to 
have a well-armed, neutral sheriff  to deter any at tempt to cheat. But that is neither 
possible nor necessary. In common parlance, all three states will be de terred from 
at tacking the other two, because the possible benefi ts could not match the certain 
costs, let alone the probable ones.  

To conclude

In theory, the argument for eliminating nuclear weapons should be strengthened 
by the evidence that deter rence dogma did not prevent war, but actually made it 
more likely. In practice, the link between nuclear deterrence and peace is now so 
deeply embedded in western minds that the goal of an NWF world may depend as 
much on re-educating the electorates as on eliminating the weapons.

Re-education does not mean ascribing blame. People of great intelligence and 
good will were involved in the development of what ultimately became the dogma 
of deterrence. Their hindsight was limited to the 1930s and 1940s. Their assess-
ment of Soviet intentions was shaped by the Greek civil war, the Prague coup, the 
Berlin blockade, the communist victory in China, and the Korean war. Viewing 
the situation through the lens of Munich, they believed that a Third World War 
would come about through Soviet aggres sion and they were determined not to 
repeat the mistakes of the 1930s.

They were unusually perspicacious in appreciating that nuclear weapons were 
qualitatively diff erent from any that had been used before. In developing the 
concept of nuclear deterrence, they believed they had solved the problem of how 
to contain both the threat of Soviet communism and the dangers inherent in this 
awesome new capability.

The electorate and their leaders were only too willing to accept these claims, 
and the concept acted as an intellectual tranquillizer, its increasingly sophisticated 
logic imparting a sense of false certainty and inhibiting attempts to challenge its 
underlying assumptions. The emerg ing dogma imposed a rigid framework on 
western thinking and prevented our view of the world from evolving along with 
new information and more relevant hindsight.

The judgements reached on the limited evidence avail able in the early years of 
the Cold War are understandable, but we now have 50 years of hindsight. And 
there al ready exists a substantial body of cross-disciplinary research that challenges 
the claims made for the strategy of nuclear deter rence and for the assumptions 
that underlie it, on both empir ical and theoretical grounds. It is now clear that the 
dogma, as it developed, was intellectually and moral ly fl awed.
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It will not be easy to overturn the convention al wisdom. That the British 
Trident programme can be justi fi ed by a need ‘to deter’, without specifying who 
is to be deterred from doing what, indicates the honorifi c status of the con cept. 
But with the superpower confrontation behind us, the time has surely come for 
western leaders to recognize (if not yet acknowledge) that the great achievement 
of the last 50 years was to have avoided war, despite the corrosive eff ect of deter-
rence doctrine on all aspects of East–West relations.


