Deterrence

Deterrence has been defined as a psychological processinvolving
threat and dissuasion, or promise and persuasion, to influence the
perceptions and will of potential opponents and, thereby, to increase
one’' s own security and freedom of action.! Thus defined, deterrence
can be seen as akey ingredient in alarger strategic design, a means
for securing national interests by either avoiding conflict altogether
or, that failing, by confining conflict to manageablelevel sof intensity.
Constraintson an adversary’ sability to operate at onelevel may make
it possible to pursue advantages against the same opponent in other
areas.2

Since the dawn of the Atomic Age in the waning months of the
Second World War, avoidance of total war between nuclear powers
has become an article of faith throughout the international
community. The nearly exclusive association between nuclear
weapons and the concept of deterrence is both understandable and
inevitable, given the vast destructive potentia and seemingly
indiscriminate effects of these weapons and the Clausewitzian
extreme of unlimited violence that they represent.3

Yet, in alarger sense, deterrence transcends particular kinds of
weapons, or the effects they create, and is as old as the use of force
in human affairs. The ancient Latin adage, Qui desiderat pacem,
praeparet bellum (Let him who desires peace, prepare for war) has
long dominated strategic calculations. The threat of force to obtain
compliance with one’s wishes or to discourage a potential opponent
was a familiar tool of statecraft in the classical world. For several
centuries, Romerelied on the well-deserved fighting reputation of her
legions and diverse diplomatic methods (including bribery and
hostage-holding) to secureitsimperial frontiers, resorting to military
operations only when pressed to relieve the pressure from externa
threats. Those preventative or restorative campaigns were commonly
conducted with such relentless vigor and merciless intensity as to
ingtill a well-justified fear of Roman military power among both
subject peoples and external foes. A deterrent threat (“images of
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force”) supplemented by theuse of client and pro-Roman buffer states
to maintain stability at the margins of the empire often proved far
more cost-effective than did time-consuming and costly military
campaigns.A

Historical precedent also indicates that fear of reprisal, once war
has started, can preclude one or both antagonists from pursuing
otherwise feasible (and potentially useful) military courses of action.
That the German military never employed chemica warfare during
World War 11, athough it possessed a significant capability, was
obviously not due to the humanitarian instincts of a regime that
otherwise waged total war with unparalleled ferocity.>

As such experience implies, deterrence works by persuading
would-be assailants that the price of conflict or of certain actions,
especially the use of particular weapons during a conflict, exceeds
any probable gain.6 Under certain conditions, deterrence can involve
threatening what the other side values, promising inevitable (if not
immediate) retribution for aggressive acts to limit damage to oneself
and one' sallies. Under different circumstances, aswhen an adversary
possesses exploitable weaknesses in vital areas related to overt
military capability, the skillful manipulation of perceived
self-interests through pressure combined with positive incentives
might decrease an opponent’s willingness to risk outright conflict.”
In either case, adversaries must believe that a nation possesses the
will and capability to carry out thethreats or the promisesit has made.

Involving as it does antagonists having independent will and
capability who act according to their own dictates, deterrence cannot
be reduced to amatter of simple arithmetic for purposes of prediction
or generalization. Aslsrael discovered in 1973, clear and convincing
military superiority is not always enough to prevent adversariesfrom
resorting to battle to remedy strategic conditions they perceive as
intolerable.8 Even where prima facie historical evidence suggests
some relationship between a strong military posture and restraint by
an adversary (e.g., Europe’'s 45 years of peace amidst the
often-bellicose cold war rhetoric of the superpowers), attributing
specific causes to particular effects is both difficult and risky in the
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absence of conclusive evidence. The unique combination of
circumstances and rational e prompting such restraint usually can only
be guessed at by outside observers or reconstructed, based on
exhaustive historical analysis, after the fact.?

Whether astrategy of deterrence can be madeto work, or an ad hoc
deterrent relationship can be said to exist, depends on more than the
perceived wills and capabilities of opposing parties. Situational
factors (e.g., demographic, ideological, economic, etc.) may have
decisive effects on the success or failure of a deterrent strategy. In
conjunction with the specific aims, collateral strengths and
weaknesses, and motive forces impelling the potential aggressor,
evolving conditions may either reinforce or frustrate attempts to
establish and maintain equilibrium.10 Because such circumstances
can change significantly over time, deterrence is a dynamic process,
requiring responsesto changing circumstances sometimesbeyond the
capabilities of the deterring state. For example, the great migrations
of Agatic peoples into and through central Europe between the
second and fifth centuries A.p. were a magjor factor in the decline of
Roman power, and the armed Mohammedan conversion of large
portions of North Africa and the Near East in the seventh century
helped undermine Byzantine military power.11

Advances in military technologies also can forge new strategic
conditions, disrupting existing equilibriaand adding new dimensions
to the problem of deterrence. Thus, England played a relatively
independent role in European power politics for three and one half
centuries following the defeat of the Armada in 1588 thanks to a
combination of favorable geography and afirst-rate naval capability
based on the deterrence-related concept of a “fleet in being.”
However, the advent of the airplane, the mine, and the submarine
significantly altered the strategic landscape for British military
planners, leading to a new emphasis on the deterrent properties of
strategic airpower as Britain's bulwark against continental
aggression.12 However, reliance on a particular form of military
power to underwrite a deterrence-based strategy carries with it seeds
of potential failure.
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Weapons devel oped asdeterrentsin peacetime sacrificed surpriseto the needs
of foreign policy. Enemies could consider alternatives or pre-emptive
strategies, and inwar an ex-deterrent, like abattlefleet, could simply intensify
demands on resources without contributing significantly to success.!3

Nuclear Deterrence

Aerospace power, as well as so-called weapons of mass
destruction, has helped cast deterrence, and indeed the whol e tapestry
of strategic relationships, in a new light. No longer are nations and
societies, however distant from the zone of immediate conflict,
exempt fromthetotality of war. Moreover, for many, theatomic bomb
validated theories about strategic bombing. From there, it was but a
short intellectual leap to the notion that nuclear weapons, whether
delivered by bomber or missile, constituted the ultimate deterrent
threat.14

Although it is impossible to prove what deters an opponent,
American force structures since 1945 have been organized, trained,
and equi pped based on what we think will deter aggression against or
coercion of the United States, its allies, and friends.’> The result has
been alarge array of very sophisticated capabilities, whose ultimate
measure of merit has been their contribution to nuclear deterrence.16
Nevertheless, constructing an enduring US strategy based on the
deterrent power of nuclear weapons has proven difficult, for reasons
previously noted: changes in strategic circumstance, uncertainties as
to the psychological and cultural dynamics that underlie deterrence,
and the uneven effects of deterrence across the broad range of enemy
options. Perhaps as importantly, the destructive possibilities of
nuclear weapons have helped reshape the concept of deterrence asit
relatesto national security strategy:

Nuclear deterrence is a necessary but negative aspect of strategy. Its only
purposeisto provide freedom of action to use the positive aspects of strategy.
Because nuclear weapons cannot be uninvented, knowledge of nuclear
weapons, their effects, and their control is essential for the strategist. This
leads to the paradoxical definition that nuclear strategy is the political
maneuvering and the deployment of weapons whose purposeisto insure that
nuclear weapons are never used.l’
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Over the past five decades, anumber of nuclear-oriented deterrent
theories and war-fighting doctrines have held center stage in US
defense policy. Each has attempted to enhance the deterrent effects
of US forces by prescribing targeting options, force structures, and
capabilities considered most likely to influence the opponent’s
war-making calculusin light of existing strategic circumstances. US
philosophies regarding the role of nuclear weapons in strategic
deterrence have included, at one time or another: massive retaliation
(the threat to respond to aggression with nuclear weapons, at atime
and placeof our choosing), assured destruction (thethreat to devastate
the enemy’ shomeland), flexibleresponseand “graduated” deterrence
(thethreat toany and all of thefull range of enemy capabilitiesthrough
a sequence of conventional and nuclear response options), and a
countervailing strategy (the threat to what we believe the adversary
values most highly).18 Most recently, renewed emphasis has been
placed on conventional deterrence of general war asthe most realistic
and meaningful means for regulating the aggressive behavior of
potential adversaries.®

The quest for atruly convincing (credible) deterrent has produced
corresponding debate over appropriate targeting emphases
(counterforce versus countervalue, those designed to deny enemy
war-fighting objectives versus “punitive’ attacks on enemy
infrastructure) and the wisdom of attempting to extend the US
strategic nuclear “guarantee” to allies.20 Such thinking has at times
totally dominated national security policy and military plans. Y et,
where nuclear operations are concerned, no base of experience exists
to guide strategists. As a minimum, a war in which opposing sides
employed nuclear weapons would be decidedly different from
conventional operations. Assertions beyond this, however, must be
Speculative.?

Despite the imponderables associated with the deterrence of
nuclear war, US nuclear forces have consistently been designed,
structured, equipped, and trained according to the premise that the
mere possession of nuclear weapons is insufficient. Potential
adversaries must perceive that, even in a worst-case situation, US
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nuclear forces not only will survive attack but also will be able to
penetrate enemy defenses to retaliate. Planning for survivability
ensuressuch acapability. Planning for employment demonstratesthat
the will to use the capability exists. Beyond these deterrence-related
concerns, US commanders must have some concept of how nuclear
forcesmight best be employed so astoretain the operational initiative,
dominate events, and attain a quick and favorable end to hostilities
should deterrence fail .2

Of paramount importancein USthinking on strategic deterrenceis
the concept of escalation control. Most US plans assume that a major
war would begin as a conventional conflict at the theater level. The
hope is that nuclear deterrence would continue to work and that both
sideswould avoid any use of nuclear weapons.23 The objectivewould
be to prevent escalation by reducing the enemy’s incentive to use
nuclear weapons.2*

However, in the elusive fashion of deterrence itself, there are no
guarantees that escalation could be constrained or controlled. Should
conventional conflict occur with another nuclear superpower,
deterring the use of nuclear weapons would require, at the least,
maintaining anuclear arsenal and acommand and control system that
are unquestionably survivable. Should the nuclear threshold be
crossed, the question of escalation would become even more
problematic. In such a case, the only aternative to an all-out nuclear
exchange might be some sort of intrawar state of equilibrium, in
which both sides observed similar and easily recognized constraints
on the number, type, and target assignments of nuclear weapons
employed for fear of inviting more severe damage.2

The Evolving Context of Deterrence

As the Persian Gulf conflict and the recent relaxation of strategic
tensions associated with the breakup of the Soviet Union indicate,
there exists neither a fixed timetable nor precise road map for the
calculated threat, or actual use, of military force. Itishardly surprising
that such precision in foreign and defense policies is largely
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unattainable, given the continua flux that characterizes human
affairs.26 War-avoidance and war-limitation strategiesare particularly
problematic because their ultimate center of gravity is the often
unknowable mind of the adversary—the strategic and operational
logic that guidesthe decision to wage war aswell as how to prosecute
it.27

Absent afool proof method of predicting when and where particular
nationswill seek advantage through force of arms, military capability
(as well as the will to employ it) must continue to be the centra
measure of deterrence2® While the task of preventing nuclear
devastation on a globa scale remains a fundamental goa of US
military forces, other threats to regional and international political
stability loom ever more important in US security calculations.2®
Because of the potentially dire consequences for both friend and foe
should nuclear weapons be unleashed, these weapons have proven to
be existential threats in the fullest sense of the word and, hence,
self-deterring. A “better state of peace’ in the face of diverse future
challengesto the international order may dictate greater relianceon a
wide range of advanced conventional warfare capabilitiesto forestall
or resolve conflicts ranging from insurgencies to classic wars of fire
and maneuver. Thus, the greatest consequence of the Gulf War could
turn out to be its effect as a strategic deterrent. Certainly, the focused
devastation wrought by coalition air forces during Operation Desert
Storm well demonstrated that “strategic effect” in war is a condition
independent of particular classes or types of weapons.3

The implications for deterrence of such a decisive use of
conventional arpower are potentialy significant because
conventional weapons may be a more viable option than nuclear
weapons. Low-observable and precision weapon technol ogies make
conventional weaponsmore usabl e becausethesetechnol ogiesreduce
the risk of friendly losses, minimize collateral damage, and improve
weapons delivery efficiency.3! These factors might well ater the
strategic perceptions of risk and military feasibility on which
deterrence rests, although in what direction and to what degree is
presently a matter of conjecture.
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Because aerospace power provides unique, varied, and far-ranging
means of affecting the will and capability of potential adversaries, it
is virtually certain that aerospace forces will be a cutting-edge
deterrent well into the future. Consequently, airmen not only must
understand deterrence as a complex phenomenon subject to
ever-changing conditions but also must appreciate how aerospace
forces and other elements of military power can best achieve the
strategic effects so vital to the effective deterrence of conflicts of all

types.
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