View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by X{'CORE

provided by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons

Naval War College Review

Volume 37

Number 2 March-April Article S

1984

The Strategic Thought of Paul H. Nitze

Gary L. Sojka

Follow this and additional works at: https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review

Recommended Citation

Sojka, Gary L. (1984) "The Strategic Thought of Paul H. Nitze," Naval War College Review: Vol. 37 : No. 2, Article 5.
Available at: https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol37/iss2/S

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Naval War College Review by an authorized editor of U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons. For more information, please contact

repository.inquiries@usnwec.edu.


https://core.ac.uk/display/236328926?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol37%2Fiss2%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol37?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol37%2Fiss2%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol37/iss2?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol37%2Fiss2%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol37/iss2/5?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol37%2Fiss2%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol37%2Fiss2%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol37/iss2/5?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol37%2Fiss2%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:repository.inquiries@usnwc.edu

Sojka: The Strategic Thought of Paul H. Nitze
52

The Strategic Thought of Paul H. Nitze!

Gary L. Sojka

{f the many individuals who have helped shape the theory and
practice of American national security policy in the post-World

War Il cra, few have had as continuing an influence as Paul H. Nitze, Evena
partial listing of his achievements is enough to demonstrate the degree of his
importance:

® The principal author of the 1946 Summary Report (Pacific War) 1o the
United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS), he produced one of the
seminal works on the strategic implications of nuclear weapons.?

® Ashecad of the 1950 State-Detense Policy Review Group, Nitze was the
primary author of NSC-68, the first truly comprehensive statement of
American national strategy.? His most famous work, NSC-68, provided the
blueprint for the Truman administration’s defense buildup. In addition, the
postulates about the Soviet Union and about the nature of the world
articulated in NSC-68 have to one degree or another governed American
national security programs for the last 30 years.

® A principal participant in the Gaither Committee’s 1957 report
Deterrence and Survival in the Nuclear Age and the Senate Foreign Relation
Committee’s 1959 study Developments in Military Technology and Their Impact on
U.S. Strategy and Foreign Policy, Nitze helped provide the rationale for the
nuclear defense buildup that occurred during the Kennedy/Johnson adminis-
trations. The reports signaled a major shift in strategic thinking. They
helped overturn the assumption that the nuclear balance between the United
States and the Soviet Union was inherently stable. Rather, they advanced the
view that the balance required careful management to ensure stability.

® Having served as John Kennedy's chief campaign advisor on defense
during the 1960 presidential campaign, Nitze was appointed Assistant
Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs. He subsequently
became Secretary of the Navy, and finally Deputy Secretary of Defense.
During these years, he played key roles in developing the policy of flexible
response, refocusing the Navy on the mission of sea control, and introducing
MIRVed SLBM:s.

® As a senior representative to the SALT I negotiations, Nitze was the
primary American author of the ABM treaty, widely regarded among arms
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control experts as one of the most significant and successful arms control
agreements reached between the Soviet Union and the United States.

® Out of government service during the late seventies, and as Director of
Policy Studies for the Committee on the Present Danger, Nitze successfully
led the fight against ratification of Salt Il and against the overall defense
policies of the Carter administration. His writings during this period again
provided a rationale for an American defense buildup, the one now occurring
under the Reagan administration,

® At this writing, as Ambassador to the Intermediate Range Nuclear
Force (INF) Talks, Nitze is again a key participant in a major United States’
arms control negotiation.

® Perhaps most important is Nitze's imprint on the overall political
process. Throughout the last 35 years, he has been the leading and most
influential figure of that group of advocates who have called for a strong US
military posture in order to contain Soviet influence, More than any other
figure in the postwar era, it is Nitze who has provided the intellectual
rationale and fiber for such a posture.

Despite Nitze's continuous and powerful influence on national security
policy, no systematic study of his strategic thought exists. This essay outlines
Nitze's thinking and identifies those areas—deterrence and crisis stabilicy—
in which he has had a truly original and important impact on American
strategic theory. The focus is strictly political-military; that is, it looks at
Nitze's views on what type of defense posture the United States should seck
and why. It only tangentially addresses Nitze's thinking on arms control, as
this is a subject worthy of a separate study. Nevertheless, since Nitze believes
that arms control complements a strong defense, the views outlined in this
paper are essential if one wishes to gain an insight into his method of
evaluating arms control proposals.

This writer argues that the two most important concepts for under-
standing how Nitze looks at defense questions are flexible response and crisis
stability. Further, that these concepts rest upon his views on the more
fundamental question of national strategy, and that Nitze’s strategic thought
is a product of his value system and his understanding of the world. Thus, this
study traces Nitze's views from his most basic postulates of reality—the roots
of his strategic thinking—to his most refined strategic concepts, the ones
which guide his policy preferences.

The Roots of National Strategy

A Theory of International Relations. Nitze began to articulate his views on the
nature of international relations in the late 1950s, while associated as a
lecturer and scholar with The Johns Hopkins University. Having already
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served in key government positions, his objective was to test his actions in light
of theory and to test theory in light of his actions—the goal was to produce
conceptual guidelines for the practitioner. In 1959, he published the *“Necessary
and Sufficient Elements of a General Theory of International Relations” in
T.R. Fox's book Theoretical Aspects of International Relations.5 The article is Nitze's
reasoned synthetic, statement about the nature of international politics, and it
continues to be a valid reflection of his thinking on the subject.

Nitze identifies three concepts as necessary and sufficient to the under-
standing of international relations: structure, purpose, and situation.® He
defines structure as the myriad political groups which exist at a given period
of time, and loosely defines purpose as the hierarchy of values (i.e., a value
system) to which each of these political groups subscribes. Situation is the
context {e.g., physical, economic, and technical) in which purpose and
structure interact.

Nitze suggests that the policymaker in scanning the international horizon
at any given moment should give primacy to structure, simply because it is a
uscful starting point to determine what is going on. “My suggestion is that
even before one talks about purpose one has to be clear about whose purpose
itisoneis referring to and on whose behalf the purpose is directed—and that
this requires an analysis of political structure.” Later he writes: “In almost
every problem of international politics, the first question to be asked is, in the
particular context, who is to be regarded as the ‘we’ and who is to be
regarded as the ‘they.””™

But giving primacy to structure in a heuristic sense does not mean that
Nitze thinks situation or purpose are any less important to the
practitioner. Situation—the physical, technological, and economic reality—
is obviously important. And, in Nitze's view, purpose is integral to both
group and individual behavior. In a recent seminar on strategy he stated,
“Purpose is the central question of action, and much of strategy depends upon
what one’s purpose is.”® This last sentence is an important recognition by
Nitze, because in all except the previously mentioned heuristic application, it
is purpose—not structure—which he sees as the motive force in international
politics. His writings over the past 35 years have continually focused on
purpose, and 1t is his sense of purposc which largely defines the strategy he
belicves the United States should follow.

A Philosophy of Political Morality. Nitze’s own sense of purpose and his
recognition of the importance of purpose to international behavior are crucial
to understanding his strategic thinking; but even these fundamentals rest on a
deeper one. According to Nitze, a method is nceded to evaluate competing
purposes. He states: “How onc judges purposc is important. It makes a lot of

difterence whether or not Western culture is superior to Communism.’"1¢
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A student of Thomas Acquinas since his college days, Nitze's evaluation
relies heavily upon Thomistic philosophy and, in particular, on its premise that
there is an irreducible ethical framework which can be approximately realized.
In his 1960 Church Peace Union article, "The Recovery of Ethics,” he writes,
“There exists an ethical framework which has objective reality, to which men
can aspire to have some degree of understanding not perfect, but approxi-
mate—and which can give a measure of guidance to those who seek it.”'1' More
recently, in answer to the logical follow-up question of whether a society
conforming to such an ethical framework can be approximated in reality, he
cites Spengler: ““The main point that struck me about Spengler was that he
seemed to me to offer a solution to the problem of [moral, cultural, historical]
relativity. Even though things were different in each era, you could take the
view that, whereas every man’s viewpoint was very much molded by the
particular generation in which he happened to be born and the possibilities very
much limited by that generation, still there was a distinction between what was
abetter development for that era and what was a worse development—and that
it is, therefore, worth concerning oneself with things that were in the realm of
the possible, even though these things might differ vastly from what was within
the realm of the possible in a different generation. "2

The proposition of an objective morality which can be perceived and
realized is certainly interesting and important, so much so that moral
philosophers continue to debate both its validity and its implications. But
leaving aside a discussion of the merits and demerits of this proposition, it is
crucial to understanding Nitze, The point is that national security policy-
makers deal with problems of great complexity, ambiguity, drama, and
importance, and with all the consequent moral and psychological stress
associated. Particularly in the present era—with the existence of nuclear
weapons and ever more devastating conventional ones—it is very difficult,
though certainly not impossible, to support policies of deterrence and defense
if value systems are relative, with no system superior to another, But if value
systems can be placed on a superior-inferior hierarchy and one is certain that
his society subscribes to a high quality system, then he is on much more solid
ground in arguing for the military means to protect it. It is largely because
Nitze’s views are lodged in the belief of an objective morality and in the
belief that such a morality can be approximately perceived and realized by
society that he promotes his national security views with the certainty and
energy ascribed to him,

Political Purpose: Nitze’s Criteria of Evaluation and His Conclusions. Nitze's
criteria for appraising a value system are its ability to optimize the
potentialitics of man and its ability to stay within the realm of the possible.1?
The closer a system satisfies these criteria, the better it is. Nitze has never

systematically listed the values to which a society must adhere to optimize
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man'’s potentialities, but he has offered some hints and does cite the preamble
of the Constitution as the succinct answer to the question. He suggests that
such a society would sustain and promote the intangible qualities of freedom,
tolerance, diversity, and inquiry; support a high degree of individual
excellence; and reduce unjustifiable economic inequalities while maintaining
a decent standard of living. Nitze’s second criterion—the realm of the
possible—is his caveat against too rigid an adherence to the first. The realm
of the possible can be expanded, but not infinitely. The attempt to create the
perfect man (utopia), he believes, paradoxically but inevitably leads to a high
degree of centralization of power, conformity, control, and corruption,
which destroys those intangibles that are the bases upon which man’s
development rests. Focusing on these considerations, Nitze has continually
favored the mixed economies and democratic forms of government which
characterize the Western industrial state, rather than the centralized, statist
economies and governments of totalitarian systems.

National Security Policy: The Roots of
Internationalism and Containment

In the Political Aspects of a National Strategy, published by Johns Hopkins in
1957, Nitze writes that the purpose of such a strategy *“. . . is to promote and
secure conditions in the world under which a nation with such purposes as
outs can live and prosper. U.S. interests and U.S. security are thus dependent
upon the existence, or the creation and maintenance, of some form of world
order compatible with our values and interests.”’®

For the last 35 years, Nitzes constant refrain has been that the Soviet
Union’s imperial and hegemonic aspirations pose a threat to the postwar
order, an order which has been basically compatible with America’s values.
NSC-68 states: . .. the Soviet Union, unlike previous aspirants to
hegemony, is animated by a new fanatic faith, antithetical to our own, and
seeks to impose its absolute authority over the rest of the world. 't Some 30
years later the theme remains unchanged: ““The Kremlin leaders do not want
war; they want the world. "V

It is not only Nitze’s perception of the Soviet Union, but also his past
experiences—the fact that he has lived through two world wars—which
have turned him into an internationalist. Prior to World War II in
particular, he witnessed and shared the growing feelings of insecurity
among the American people towards regimes whose ambitions seemed
boundless and whose fundamental purposes were clearly antithetical to
those of the United States, This combination of past experience and
perception of the Soviet Union has led him to accept the type of speculative
but prudent considerations bearing on the rejection of isolationism in
NSC-68:

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1984
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“With the United States in an isolated position, we would have to face the
probability that the Soviet Union would quickly dominate most of Eurasia,
probably without meeting armed resistance. It would thus acquire a potential
far superior to our own, and would promptly proceed to develop this
potential with the purpose of eliminating our power, which would, even in
isolationism, remain as a challenge to it and as an obstacle to the imposition of
its kind of order in the world. There is no way to make ourselves inoffensive
to the Kremlin except by complete submission to its will.

““ .. Asthe Soviet Union mobilized the resources of Eurasia, increased its
relative military capabilities, and heightened its threat to our security, some
would be tempted to accept ‘peace’ on its terms, while many would seek to
defend the United States by creating a regimented system which would
permit the assignment of a tremendous part of our resources to defense.
Under such a state of affairs our national morale would be corrupted and the
integrity and vitality of our system subverted . . . .

“. .. It is possible that at some point in the course of isolation many
Americans would come to favor a surprise attack on the Soviet Union and the
area under its control, in a desperate attempt to alter decisively the balance of
power by an overwhelming blow with modern weapons of mass destruction.
It appears unlikely that the Soviet Union would wait for such an attack
before launching one of its own. But even if it did and even if our attack were
successful, it is clear that the United States would face appalling tasks in
establishing a tolerable state of order among nations after such a war and
after Soviet occupation of all or most of Eurasia for some years. These tasks
appear so enormous and success so unlikely that reason dictates an attempt to
achieve our objective by other means.”"t8

The “other means’” which the authors of NSC-68 had in mind is known as
the policy of containment; and the specifics of this policy, according to Nitze,
need to be tailored to the exact nature of the threat. One concept essential to
understanding the nature of the Soviet threat, he continues, is the correlation
of forces—that is, the evolving political, military, economic, and psycho-
logical situation, all of which the Soviets seek to alter in their favor. ““When
the correlation of forces has evolved significantly in the Soviets’ favor, their
doctrine calls upon them to exploit that change to nail down permanent gains
for their side,” he states.’ This is a cautious policy, though perhaps no less
dangerous because it is. But Nitze ends on an even more ominous note: ‘“They
believe it unlikely, however, that the West will let them have the world
without a fight; therefore, they are prepared for the undesirable~to fight
and win a nuclear war.”?

Nitze believes that a multifaceted Soviet threat requires a multifaceted
American response. His various writings suggest that the United States must
deal with the problem of an unwinnable general nuclear war; military defeat

in a conventional or limited nuclear war; political defeat, in the sense of the
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Soviet Union acquiring power by exploiting contradictions in the noncom-
munist world; and the contradictions themselves (which may, of course, give
rise to other serious threats to American security—-for instance, nuclear
proliferation). The American policy of containment must therefore entail
economic, political, and military measures. Itis the political and, especially, the
military measures which have absorbed most of Nitze’s energy and attention.

The Political Component of Containment: An Alliance of Free States. In 1950
and 1951, Paul Nitze and other members of the Policy Planning Staff
evaluated four alternative future worlds, and America’s position within
them, after a hypothetical US military victory over the Soviet Union.Z At
first glance, such an exercise might seem of little immediate value to the
problems of American national security in the real world. In fact, given
America’s basically predominant worldwide position vis-3-vis the Soviets
for the immediate postwar era, an analogy exists between the basic
assumption of the exercise and reality, and Nitze was fully aware of this.
Moreover, the conclusions of the exercise articulated views Nitze had only
partially developed before, and they have played a large role in Nitze's
thinking ever since.

The study began with an analysis of Pax Americana, in which the United
States would be the only world power. The authors rejected such a structure
as not feasible. They felt that the American people were not disposed towards
it, especially since the very existence of a dominant power usually causes it to
be the object of worldwide opposition. Nitze states:

. . everybody around the world would press against the central power.
We would have the hatred of at least the opposition and the potential
opposition of everybody. Could you visualize the United States doing what
was necessary to maintain a Pax Americana? Atleast we could not foresee, even
after a war, that the American spirit would be thus oriented. A consensus in
the United States didn’t exist for that kind of world; and so, therefore, that
wasn't a solution.”?

The second possible solution was world government. But, according to
Nitze, nation states would probably still hold vastly different conceptions
about what constitutes a moral international order, and therefore the
requisite consensus and ability to compromise for the proper functioning of
world government would not exist.

The third possible solution, a balance of power system, in which the
United States pursued its own narrow interests, was also not feasible. The
United States might not exercise formal control over other countries but, not
unlike Pax Americana, it would be the predominant power and the alignment
of alliance structures would consequently be oriented against it.

The solution the authors sought was a modified Pax Americana. They

acknowlecll\ged that, if the United States defeated the Soviet Union, it would
Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1984
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be the predominant power, a reality which would simply not go away. The
American strategy would be to stress the commonality of purpose the United
States had with other democracies and to cooperate with them and others to
form a world order compatible with the purposes of democracies. The
United States would also work to strengthen the United Nations to make it as
useful and as helpful as possible in the support of democratic societies.

To the extent that the real world corresponds to this hypothetical world,
American responses have to some degree also corresponded. The Atlantic
Alliance may be seen as one embodiment of the type of thinking found in this
study and of similar stated and unstated beliefs on the part of many Americans
about the nature of the world during these years, and about what they
thought the United States should do about it. Even until today, Nitze has not
given up on the vision of a Free World or, perhaps more broadly, a free
association of states, preferably democratic, but at least independent of
Soviet domination and respectful of other forms of government. As he seesit,
America’s commitment to the welfare of this association has great symbolic
importance: “‘If the United States were to focus strictly on narrow national
interests rather than maintenance of a system under which it and other
nations with comparable values could survive and prospet, then these nations
would begin to advance their own narrow interests. The British would
advance primarily British interests, the French would advance French
national interests. Hostility among like-minded states could ensue and
ultimately considerable apathy to the defense of a system in which narrow
interests were constantly advanced, no matter how independent and free the
states and the people within these states. ¢

Nitze's belief that the United States must be committed to supporting an
association of noncommunist states has its limits. For reasons outlined in the
“War Aims' study, he has never believed that the United States has been
capable of sustaining a containment policy which included defending every
noncommunist state from communist encroachment, even if, in the par-
ticular instance, the result were to be close ties with the Soviet Union. In the
late 1940s, he concurred with the Joint Chiefs of Staff that the defense of
Taiwan and South Korea were not vital to the security of the United States;
that American military forces could not be prudently made available for their
defense; and that, therefore, the United Stdtes should not do s0.25 In both the
Kennedy and Johnson administrations, he cautioned about the dangers of
escalating the Vietnam War.26 The presumable insight into Nitze's sense of
priorities from these examples is that, while the United States must actively
participate throughout the noncommunist world in resisting communism, the
military defense of the Free World (i.e., interpreted here to mean roughly
Japan, North America, and Western Europe) is clearly vital, but not the
military defense of every single noncommunist state.

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol37/iss2/5
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The Role of Defense in Containment, One reason for Nitze's continual focus
on defense issues is because these include some of the most pressing and
central problems facing the postwar generations (e.g., the problems
associated with nuclear war). Another is his assessment of Soviet strategy
to which America must respond: ““In the correlation of forces . . . the
balance in military factors plays a particular and fundamental role in their
[the Soviets’] appraisal.”?” Equally important, he believes that only in the
military sphere could America win or lose the struggle in a short period of
time. In this belief, the experiences of his life are again apparent. The
beginning of NSC-68 states: **Within the past thirty-five years the world
has experienced two global wars of tremendous violence. . . . It has also
seen the collapse of five empires—the Ottoman, the Austro-Hungarian,
German, [talian and Japanese—and the drastic decline of two major
imperial systems, the British and the French. During the span of one
generation, the international distribution of power has been fundamentally
altered.” Reflecting on this passage recently, Nitze commented, ‘““These
[structures] can go very fast.”?

Irt dealing with the threat posed by the Soviet Union, one important policy
option rejected by Nitze and the other authors of NSC-68 was preventive
war. Aside from the calculation that, given US capabilities at that time, such
a war would be protracted and difficult to fight, the authors concluded that it
would be “morally repugnant to many Americans.”® They continued that
*“. .. the shock of responsibility for a surprise attack would be morally
corrosive. Many would doubt that it was a ‘just war’ and that all reasonable
possibilities for a peaceful settlement had been explored in good faith.
Victory in such a war would have brought us little if at all closer to victory in
the fundamental ideological conflict.”*

There is considerable strategic and symbolic significance to the rejection
of preventive war. [f the United States had ever been in a position to win such
a war, it was in the late 1940s and early 1950s. However, the authors argued
that a military victory would not have resolved the more fundamental
ideological conflict. If the authors were correct, then such a war would have
made no sense, But if they were wrong, then the United States’ decision not
to penetrate the Soviet Union militarily meant that it probably relinquished
its only real chance to penetrate the Soviet Union ideologically and
economically, thereby altering in a short period of time its fundamental
intentions,

The American decision against the option of preventive war goes a long
way towards explaining why American responses to Soviet activities have
almost always been encapsulated in the overall, defensive policy of
containment—a policy which requires the continuous resolve of the
American people. Paralleling the strategic significance is the symbolic; that

is, the calculations which led to the rejection of preventive war symbolize
Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1984
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how this country’s sense of identity and of purpose affects its strategy. In
particular, it symbolizes how the American just war ethos contributed in a
major way to the elimination of a strategic option.

Nitze's specific views on military strategy have their origins in his
participation in the United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS)
conducted at the end of World War iI. Nitze worked on both the European
and Pacific sections of the USSBS; the conclusions he developed from the
survey’s study of airpower are presented in the Summary Report (Pacific War),
of which he was the principal author.

One conclusion which was stressed emphatically in the Summary Report was
that control of the air was not casily achieved and that it required a sustained
national effort.® Air superiority, once obtained, suffered from certain
limitations, two of which are particularly relevant to the theory of nuclear
deterrence: (1) complete air control vis-a-vis Japan was never possible, and
(2) well-protected ground targets were difficult to destroy. Despite these
problems, the report concludes that air control provided effective protection
against enemy surface vessels; permitted amphibious landings; aided ground
forces, often decisively; isolated Japan from its sources of overseas supply;
and, when applied in a heavy, sustained, and accurate manner against
industrial targets and population centers, could obtain decisive results,
another conclusion important to nuclear deterrence theory.

In the Summary Report Nitze also presents his initial views, crude and
unrefined, about the impact of nuclear weapons on strategy. The themes he
articulates basically parallel those of Brodie's in The Absolute Weapon, which
appeared in print about the same time.” But the report probably had a bigger
influence on government circles than did Brodie's book. In addition, it
became a reference source for Brodie's later writings on nuclear strategy.™
Thus, the Summary Report has a legitimate claim to be considered along with
The Absolute Weapon as the origin of modern day deterrence theory,

Nitze’s view of the role of nuclear weapons in future wars rests upon three
underlying conclusions: they are by several orders of magnitude more
destructive than conventional weapons; no effective defense (including air
superiority) is likely to be established that will prevent penetration by enemy
planes or guided missiles; and some retaliatory force will survive a nuclear
attack.® (Note the parallel of these last two conclusions with Nitze’s
previous ones about the limits of air control against Japan.) It is these
conditions which give rise to deterrence born out of a mutual hostage
relationship: *‘The threat of immediate retaliation with a striking force of
our own should deter any aggressor from attacking,’%

Though this last passage suggests otherwise, it is worth noting that Nitze's
doctrine of deterrence, unlike Brodie’s, is not an imperative springing from
the destructive nature of nuclear weapons. According to Brodie, the doctrine
of deterrence was the logical response to a weapon whose destructive power

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol37/iss2/5
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made using it a less and less viable policy option. In a now famous passage
from his seminal book, Brodie writes: *“Thus far the chief purpose of our
military establishment has been to win wars. From now on its chief purpose
must be to avert them. [t can have almost no other useful purpose.’

Certainly, Nitze would not deny a strong relationship between the
destructiveness of nuclear weapons and deterrence, but he gives it less value.
In a passage from the Summary Report clearly contrary to the thrust of Brodie'’s
view, Nitze argues: . . . the basic principles of war, when applied to include
the field of the new weapon, will be found to remain. If such be the case,
atomic weapons will not have eliminated the need for ground troops, for
surface vessels, for air weapons, or for full coordination among them, the
support services and the civilian effort, but will have changed the context in
which they are employed to such a degree that radically changed equipment,
training, and tactics will be required.”™®

To Nitze, then, deterrence springs ultimately from other sources—
strength and the appearance of strength. For Nitze, this is the lesson learned
from the failure of the policy of appeasement prior to the outbreak of World
War II; he writes: “‘Prevention of war will not be furthered by neglect of
strength or lack of foresight or alertness on our part. Those who contemplate
evil and aggression find encouragement in such neglect. Hitler relied heavily
upon it,"'®

The difference in emphasis between Nitze and Brodie in terms of their
understanding of the meaning of nuclear weapons and of what is important to
deterrence helps to explain why they have often advocated such divergent
policies. These differences explain why Nitze has continually advocated a
much more powerful defensive structure than Brodie and why he continues
to study scenarios of winnable nuclear wars.

Refinement of Views: Crisis Stability and Flexible Response. In the Summary
Report, Nitze saw a role for nuclear and conventional weapons in deterrence
and defense. Since then, he has expanded and refined his thoughts by
analyzing them according to various criteria. One of the most important is
the doctrine of just war. His formulation is that no war is justified unless it
serves some rational political objective and unless the use of force is
proportional to the objective, although he probably finds acceptable the use
of a greater amount of force than most just war theorists. The importance of
this doctrine in relation to Nitze is that he has almost certainly ruled out,
probably since the mid-1950s, a massive, all-out countervalue attack as a
response to aggression, whatever its magnitude. Such is this writer’s
conclusion; for, despite all the scenarios he has envisioned in his numerous
writings, not once has he listed one in which he considers massive
countervalue retaliation worth executing. In fact, he has strongly implied the
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contrary, arguing that such an attack makes “victory worthless in political
terms’’ and that sole reliance on massive retaliation for deterrence leads to a
“politically disastrous and immoral kind of nuclear strategy.’’®

If Nitze has never explicitly ruled out all-out countervalue retaliation, it is
because of his belief that deterrence is enhanced by the threat of such an attack
and that public statements rejecting such a strategy depreciates its value. To
those who believe in an objective morality based on natural law as Nitze does,
this line of reasoning faces a serious moral problem. A long-standing principle
of this branch of moral philosophy is that a person should never threaten to do
something which he actually considers immoral to do. Nitze no doubt sees the
defense of Western values as justifying an exception to this rule; still, as with
most exceptions, tensions remain {(e.g., whether or not the exception is a valid
one). Perhaps this, too, helps to explain why Nitze continues to try to escape
from heavy reliance on countervalue forces for deterrence, supporting instead a
level of military forces in being along with a diversity of capabilities well
beyond what many think necessary for deterrence.

Even if the above interpretation of Nitze’s view of massive retaliation is
fallacious, the thrust of his writings leaves no possible doubt that he considers
all-out nuclear war the worst of ali possible wars and believes, consequently,
that America must advance its objectives in a manner that it virtually negates
such an outcome.

Crisis Stability. Does all this mean that Nitze sees no military value to
strategic nuclear forces? At the strategic counterforce level, he believes that
nuclear forces do have such value. The appropriate implementation of active
and passive civilian and military defensive measures, along with warheads
that are highly accurate and have yields adequate for their purpose, could
make a strategic counterforce attack a viable option for one side, if the other
were to fail to do many of the same things. In his 1977 International Security
article, *“The Relationship of Strategic and Theater Nuclear Forces,” Nitze
argues: “'If prabable casualties and damage to one side would be three, five or
ten times the probable casualties and damage to the other, and if the absolute
number of casualties on the stronger side would be a small percentage of the
total population, it is not clear that the weaker side should or would
meaningfully respond to a counterforce attack.”™!

Nitze attributes this type of thinking to Soviet strategists; he also believes
that many Western strategists have failed to take it seriously: “It is because
Soviet leaders believe that such one-sided ratios may be achievable that they
concentrate so heavily on all aspects of level two [strategic counterforce] and
on the civil defense aspects of level one [strategic countervalue].”’# He
argues that the American response should be “a nuclear posture such that,
even if the other side attacked first and sought to destroy one’s own strategic
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striking power, the result of such a counterforce exchange would be
sufficiently even and inconclusive that the duel would be extremely
unattractive to the other side.”® Such a posture entails an effective civil
defense program; highly redundant command, control, and communications
(C3); but, at the very least, highly survivable land, sea, and air based nuclear
delivery systems.

It remains unclear whether Nitze thinks that even such a strategic
counterforce war is ever worth fighting; but probably he does, believing that
the defense of Western values is of sufficient importance to justify it.
Obviously, he would feel more comfortable waging it if the American
defense posture included an effective civil defense program and highly
redundant C3, rather than just highly survivable delivery systems. In any
case, it is the deterrent value of the posture which he always emphasizes:
“ .. tominimize the risks of nuclear war, it would seem to me wise to assure
that no enemy could believe he could profit from such a war.”

Nitze believes that this type of posture makes the Soviets less likely to
challenge American security interests in a major way. But if a crisis should
occur, this posture should be sufficient to deter Soviet attacks on American
and allied forces and population centers. In strategic lexicon, this is crisis
stability; it means an avoidance of nuclear war without compromising
Western security interests to a Soviet challenge. In his writings, Nitze
continually refers to the need for crisis stability and cites examples of it at
work: the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Soviet-American confrentation over the
1973 Arab-Israeli War, and the successive Berlin crises of the late 19505 and
carly 1960s.% In all cases, the United States enjoyed either strategic
superiority or equivalence to the Soviet Union. The Soviets would have
gained nothing from escalating the crises and, therefore, he believes, the
United States was able to resist their pressures with confidence.

The concept of crisis stability is central to understanding Nitze and to
recognizing his impact on the history of strategic thought. The origins of the
concept can be traced back to the writings of both Nitze and Wholstetter in the
late 1950s, Both men argued that the nuclear balance between the superpowers
was not inherently stable, but rather required maintenance of an adequate
second strike capability to insure stability. Wholstetter’s 1959 Foreign Affairs
article “The Delicate Balance of Terror" had its primary impact on members
of the foreign policy establishment not in government service.® Nitze's 1957
study Deterrence and Survival in the Nuclear Age and his 1959 study Developments in
Military Technology and Their Impact on U.S, Strategy and Foreign Policy had their
primary impact within government circles.#” This is especially true since Nitze
held high level Defense Department positions throughout the 1960s and used his
influence to make the concept a guiding theme for the development of US
strategic nuclear forces. Interestingly, twenty years later, the concept in good
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measure guided Nitze's criticisms of the unratified SALT I treaty and, as Fred
Kaplan notes, “. . . Nitze dominated the debate.”®

Flexible Response. Because of the political and ethical problems associated
with the massive use of strategic nuclear weapons, one of Nitze's important
goals over the years has been to move as far away as possible from reliance on
such weapons for deterrence and defense. He believes that against aggression
below the strategic nuclear level, the threat of the massive use of strategic
weapons may not appear a credible deterrent strategy because it fails to
relate ends to means. As a military strategy, it also fails to relate means to
ends. Against a strong opponent it invites retaliation; against a weak
opponent, it probably is not necessary and, if employed, risks undermining
America’s image abroad and its morale at home.

In seeking an alternative to massive retaliation, Nitze, as early as NSC-68
and well before it was fashionable, endorsed the doctrine which later came to
be called flexible response.® He later reaffirmed his support of this doctrine
in NSC-141 and in his critique of Dulles’ massive retaliation speech.® Though
other theorists such as William Kaufmann and Henry Kissinger refined the
doctrine and provided its most compelling rationales, Nitze was always
comfortable with it and worked on implementing it as a policy during the
1960s while he was at the Department of Defense.5!

The objective of flexible response is to have sufficient conventional
capabilities to stop a conventional attack at that level. Only if this is not
possible should nuclear weapons be employed; in this case, the goal is to limit
the nuclear war to the use of tactical weapons. Only as a last resort should
theater and strategic nuclear forces be used.

Nitze acknowledges that like massive retaliation, flexible response has its
problems. Neither the United States nor its Western European allies have
ever developed sufficient conventional strength to be reasonably certain of
containing a Soviet attack on Western Europe at the conventional level. In
order to overcome this possible conventional weakness, the members of the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (Nato) have plans for use of tactical
nuclear weapons. Yet at this level, too, there are problems, as Nato does not
seem to have adequate active and passive defenses, C3, and troops well
trained for the successtul conduct of tactical nuclear war.

Despite these problems, Nitze believes that flexible response is compatible
with deterrence and, if deterrence should fail, with the prospect of defending
America's interests at the lowest levels of violence. To the extent that it has
developed forces to support a flexible response doctrine, the United States
has a policy that relates ends to means and is therefore credible to deter
aggression across the spectrum from conventional war to strategic nuclear
war. If low-level violence does occur, the United States has the military

capability to defend its interests at that level without escalating and has
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sufficient reserve force at higher levels to deter an enemy from escalating the
violence. At the highest level of violence, this requires a stable strategic
nuclear posture, and thus crisis stability and flexible response are intrinsically
related. They are Nitze's concepts of merit, the sinews upon which
aggression is deterred and violence is limited.

Conclusion

Paul H. Nitze's strategic thinking is rooted in the American world view, in
historical experience, and in certain analytical exercises. The values he secks
to protect, such as democracy, civil liberties, and a mixed economy, are
quintessentially American values; his use of religious concepts to interpret
reality and to provide guidance for action also reflect the imprint of
Ainerican society on him. Like many people of his generation, the combined
experiences of the Great Depression and World War Il served to reaffirm his
devotion to American values. As a result of the Great Depression, Nitze
seriously evaluated alternative political-economic systems and concluded
that the democratic, mixed economies of the West was the preferable choice.
Both his immediate prewar experience {a disturbing trip to Germany in
which he beheld Nazism with horror) and his war experience caused him to
reject the isolationist position he held in the early and mid-1930s. These
experiences also convinced him that a strong and vigilant defense was
required to protect American values against those openly hostile to them.
After the war, Nitze’s work on various studies concerned with American
national security served to further develop his thinking on this subject. At the
pinnacle of his thought are two concepts, crisis stability and flexible
response, designed to protect American values, deter war, and limit war’s
destruction should it occur.
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Y o

Pacople and Performance

A military leader, too, knows both times. But traditionally he rarely had to live in
both at the same time. During peace he knew no “present’’; the present was only a
preparation for the future war. During war he knew only the most short-lived
“future’’; he was concerned with winning the war athand. Everything else he left to
the politicians.

That this is no longer true in an era of cold wars, near wars, and police actions may
be the single most important reasen for the crisis of military leadership and morale
thatafflicts all armed services today. The military today lives neither in *‘peace” nor
in “war""; it lives in something we call ‘‘defense,” which is a state of preparedness
akin closely to what was "*all-out war” yesterday but aimed not at “winning’ but at
preventing actual conflict. As a result, military objectives and military planning in
the traditional sense no longer apply. Both assumed a sharp conflict between present
and future, rather than the profound ambiguity of the modern political and military
world.

Taken from Peter Drucker, Peaple and Performance: The Best of Peter Diucker on Management (New York:
Harper & Row, 1977).
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