View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by fCORE

provided by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons

Naval War College Review

Volume 31

Number 1 Fall Article 7

1978

Myopic Visions of The Arms Race: The
Immortality of Metaphors

Augustus R. Norton
US. Army

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

Recommended Citation
Norton, Augustus R. (1978) "Myopic Visions of The Arms Race: The Immortality of Metaphors," Naval War College Review: Vol. 31 :

No. 1, Article 7.
Available at: https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwec-review/vol31/iss1/7

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/236330651?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%2Fvol31%2Fiss1%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol31?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol31%2Fiss1%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol31/iss1?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol31%2Fiss1%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol31/iss1/7?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol31%2Fiss1%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol31%2Fiss1%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol31/iss1/7?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol31%2Fiss1%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:repository.inquiries@usnwc.edu

Norton: Myopic Visions of The Arms Race: The Immortality of Metaphors
48 NAVAL WAR COLLEGL REVIEW

Misunderstanding and misapplication of some enduring arms race metaphors
obscure distinetions that should be made and can lead to conclusions not supported

by logic.

MYOPIC VISIONS OF THE ARMS RACE:

THE IMMORTALITY OF METAPHORS

hy

Major Augustus R. Norlon, U.S. Army

The metaphort is a tool for extending
the resources of language and describing
highly complex phenomena in a short-
hand that captures contextual richness
in economical language. In the field of
national security studies, the metaphor
has been particularly attractive given the
highly complex character of strategic
questions {and frequently the political
utility of simplifying arguments for the
lay audience); thus such well-known
metaphors as ‘‘nuclear thresholds,™!
“plate glass windows,'' and ‘'tripwires.”
More venerable metaphors have survived
their prenuclear origins to enter the
nuclear strateqy lexicon; the ‘arms
race'’ is prototypical.

Arms Race Theory. If we attempt to

conceive of the competition that charac-
terized the relationship between the

Copyright 1978--Augustus R. Norton

United States and the U.S.5.R. as an
arms race, and if we do so without
benefit of the thousands of pages of
analysis, polemic and diatribe that fill
the literature, we would probably begin
with the image of two athletes, each
racing to cross the finish line first
(assumning naturally that they both
aspire to victory) and whether the finish
line was 100 vards away from the
starting blocks or at marathon distance,
we would not know. We would—justi-
fiably--expect there to be a finish line
and fairly intense activity to reach it but
our analysis would fall palpably short of
portraying just what it is that the “arms
race’’ metaphor means.

As is well known, the “armsrace’ hag
been loaded with further definitions as
the nuclear age has progressed. Often
the metaphor is merely being used as a
rather pejorative comment on the nu-
clear balance: a usage of very little
analytical use.
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An insubstantial, though firmly
held, notion that somehow arms
races are bad is not the intellec-
tual baggage that is likely to prove
useful for any analysis concerned
more to understand behavior than

it is to condemn villainy.?

The essence of the metaphor, in its
more precise form, is well captured by
Samuel Huntington in a classic essay in
which he defines an ‘‘arms race' as: “A
progressive, competitive peacetime in-
crease in armaments by two states or
coalition of states resulting from con-
flicting purposes or mutual fears.™ As
Huntington holds that “‘every peacetime
increase in arms is not necessarily the
result of an arms race,"* it is clear that
the familiar action-reaction cycle is
essential to the definition.

Combine this cycle with the claim
that “{t)Jhe armed forces inevitably
overstate the military capabilities of the
opponent’”® and one has the crux of the
“arms race’’ metaphor. Thus, George
Rathjens observed, ‘“...the action-
reaction phenomenon, with reaction
often premature and/or exaggerated, has
clearly been a major stimulant of the
strategic arms race.’"

Typically, the cycle has been por-
trayed as mostly one-way in that the
United States is asserted to be the
leading actor in the dyad. For ex-
ample, G.B. Kistiakowsky recently
asserted:

In this history of the nuclear arms
race, the United States has been
first with most of the technologi-
cal innovations and new weapon
systems, except for some systems
of defense, to which the Soviet
Union has traditionally dedicated
a far greater portion of its military
effort, . . .

The American innovations. . .
were all followed a few years later
by the Soviet versions.”
In a similar vein, Herbert York remarks:
“Our unilateral decisions have set the

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol31/iss1/7
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rate and scale for most of the individual
steps in the strategic arms race.”?

Such remarkably ethnocentric views
must be questioned, not only because of
the post hoc ergo propter hoc implica-
tions, but because they imply that the
Soviets would not have pursued devel-
opment of a given system wete it not
for the U.5. example. If this is not the
intent of such assertions, then we can
only conclude that something besides
the U.S5. example is driving Soviet stra-
tegic programs.

Science—indeed even the science of
and for war--is not the unique purview
of the United States.

Vast and fairly constant invest-

ment in research and development

ensures the routinization of mili-

tary invention, the guarantee that

the flow of “product improve-
ments'" is unlikely to cease or
even to diminish very markedly.

Necessarily, an arms race between

Great Industrial-Scientific Powers

must portray bilateral momenta

of the processes and products of
technological innovation.®

The long research and development
leadtimes that are characteristic of
most—if not all-innovative weapon
systems are simply ignored by “arms
race” theorists.'® The one-way causal
relationship is presumed to be accurate.
To reiterate, the technological lead of
the United States is accorded great
significance as an impetus to Soviet
action. What is so often forgotten is that
while the Soviet Union may be lagging
behind the United States, Jagging is not
at all the same as following. Indeed, one
could make a case that the pace of
technological innovation could be
slowed considerably if the two members
of the dyad waited to be stimulated by
their opposite number instead of pro-
ceeding rather independently.'' G.
Allison and F. Morris address this mat-
ter succinctly:

Bocause of such factors as the

lengthy period involved in
2
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acquisition, uncertainty about the
opponent's research, and the con-
sequent necessity for anticipating
it, decisions about weapons re-
search, development, and procure-
ment cannot be based on evidence
about the opponent’s actual weap-
ons programs. Rarely can such
evidence be decisive.!?

Validity of Theory. As Albert Wohl-
stetter has decisively demonstrated,
many of the central tenets of the “arms
race” theory are categorically false, at
least for the decade of the 1960s.'?
Rather than systematically overesti-
mating the rate of growth of Soviet
strategic forces in the 1960s, the evi-
dence instead betrays systematic under-
estimates. The exaggerated threats
which ostensibly drive the “‘arms race™
were not to be found in the Defense
Secretaries’ formal statements for the
period from 1962 to 1969.

The explanation for this gross devia-
tion from a central “arms race” maxim
is complex. No doubt misconceptions
about Soviet objectives played a part;
specifically the tendency to project the
assured destruction doctrine to Soviet
strategists proved especially misleading.
There seems to be little justification,
beyond wishful thinking, to claim that
“assured destruction ... has acquired
respectability” in the U.S.S.R.!? Asone
authoritative monograph states:

There is no indication of a Soviet

willingness to subscribe to the

Western concept of “‘mutual as-

sured destruction,” which is said

to be inherently unstahle in view

of the possibility of new break-

throughs in weapons technology
as well as for political reasons.'®

In addition, bureaucratic politics
played its part in the underestimates,' ®
but central to any explanation may be
the collective guilt complex resulting
from ‘‘missile gap’’ overestimates. How-
ever, even the '‘missile gap,” which is
often cited as typifying the over-

estimation syndrome, is a less than
sturdy buttress for the "arms race"
theory. As Wohlstetter explains, the gap
was actually an ICBM gap, rather than a
general missile gap, for “our under-
estimate of the number of IR and
MRBM launchers that the Russians
would deploy by 1963 roughly offset
our overestimate of the number of
ICBM launchers they would deploy."!’
The United States simply botched
Soviet priorities; yet another instance
when our ethnocentric slip showed. It
was not the case that the United States
was reacting to a "nonexistent threat”
as Harvey Brooks would claim,'® but to
a threat we did not understand.

Perhaps what has been most inter-
esting about the Wohlstetter findings are
the reactions of those committed to the
“arms race” as a paradigm gquiding re-
search and analysis. As Thomas Kuhn
says, ‘‘only those who have taken
courage from observing that their own
field (or school) has paradigms are likely
to feel that something is sacrificed by
the change to a more useful para-
digm."? It is in this respect that we
find evidence for Colin Gray’s agsertion

i 2

that in the "“arms race' theory ‘‘evi-

dence was hurriedly, though dis-
ingenuously, tailored to fit certain
propositions concerning arms race

dynamics which accorded with the
predilections of the analysts and policy-
makers."2?

Thus, in the face of evidence that the
strategic budget has been spiraling
downward, not upward, Paul Warnke
states: “The ‘race’ analogy is not
destroyed by the fact that the ‘runners’
may move at times at different
speeds.”? ! [ But, in different directions. |

Michael Nacht's response was much
more sophisticated. Nacht asserted that
contrary to Wohlstetter’s claims, the
estimates for the 1960s reveal a pattern
of underestimation, “but not without a
pronounced learning effect and not to
the degree that Wohlstetter implies.'?*
The differing interpretations on the data

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1978
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turn on the choice of the factor to be
explained. For Nacht the appropriate
measure is the cumulative total, whereas
Wohlstetter stresses the increment of
change. The effect of the former ap-
proach is to “swamp unpredicted new
starts in the steadily increasing total of
launchers known to be started or com-
pleted.””? Using Nacht's technique, one
could repeat the predictive error annu-
ally and appear to be improving in
prediction performance. Such numbers
games obfuscate rather than enlighten.
Despite such disclaimers as Nacht’s, it is
hard to avoid John Holst’s observation
that, “[t]he record, however, does not
substantiate the basic premises of this
[arms race] model.” ¢

Where Theory Leads. It is reasonable
to ask whether concern with the bloody
details of the ‘‘arms race” theory might
not be just so much nitpicking. May we
not ignore the distracting evidence and
simply look to the reality of the arms
race? What sorts of statements are being
made when it is declared that the mad
momentum of the arms race must be
stopped, or that the arms race is irra-
tional or destabilizing?

If there is any logical meaning to the
notion that the arms race must be
stopped (or alternately that the momen-
tum be halted), then it must be con-
ceivable to speak of U.S.-U.S.5.R. rela-
tions in the context of a ‘‘nonrace.”
Clearly, a "nonrace’’ is conceivable, but
not in a world of ideological opposites
or even states with contending interests.
Proceeding from the position that a
disarmed world is a chimerical objective,
it is not inappropriate to state that arms
are only surrogates for the factors which
render the adjective “chimerical’” appro-
priate. Thus, the arms race is no more
than a mere—albeit hackneyed—
synonym for ‘“normal Great Power
behavior somewhat accentuated.'? S

Much of the commentary on stra-
tegic questions considers further arms
acquisitions as destabilizing measures,
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i.e., as factors which make nuclear war
more likely. In this vein, George Rath-
jens alleges that “...it seems likely
that another upward spiral in the arms
race would simply make a nuclear
exchange more probable, more damag-
ing or both.”?® This is clearly not
necessarily true. Innovations are not
necessarily malevolent, nor are they
necessarily beneficent. A number of
innovations has greatly reduced the
vulnerability of U.S. and U.5.5.R. stra-
tegic forces (e.q., the SLBM, silo-harden-
ing, solid-fuel propulsion systems, etc.)
and hence the risk of war. 'This is well
borne out by Arthur Steiner:
Today’s strategic forces can sur-
vive an attack; they do not need
to be launched upon receipt of an
ambiguous warning. (To a sur-
prising extent, the forces of the
1950's, at least the U.S. forces,
lacked the survivability which
would have ensured their ability
to wait for certain evidence of a
large-scale attack before beginning
their deadly mission.} This greatly
improved state of affairs has been
brought about by that very tech-
nological arms race that
... [Rathjens fears].*”
Unfortunately, many authorities in
their haste to reduce arms expenditures
assume a certain automaticity of deter-
rence that simply isn't there. Ergo,
McGeorge Bundy concludes that ‘‘there
is no level of superiority which will
make a strategic first strike between the
two great states anything but an act of
utter folly.”*?® This species of reason-
ing, this urge to "cap the volcano,”
brings us to proposals which would
resurrect ‘‘the delicate balance of ter-
ror” which we left behind in the 1950s.
G. Kistiakowsky, following the “auto-
maticity' line, argues that we would in
all likelihood have warning of a Soviet
attack; Muscovites would trek to the
countryside armed with shovels, “space
sensors” would alert us to the Soviet
launch and the American President

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol31/iss1/7
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would have the happy prospect of
launching on warning.?® We should be
protected from such deliverance from
the “‘arms race.”

Conclusions. While it makes good
sense not to sanction every ‘‘improve-
ment” in the strategic force structure
that the ‘“hawks” might propose, it is
also the beginning of wisdom in such
matters not to reject every innovation
because it will ‘fuel the arms race.”
Applying such strictures first requires
that we have a clear understanding of
the nature of the competition that
describes the U.S.-U.S.S.R. strategic re-
lationship. Clearly distinguishing be-
tween qualitative and quantitative
“arms races’” could well be a good
beginning.

Every arms race is initially quantita-
tive, momentum shifts in time to step-
level increases in performance, i.e.,
qualitative versus quantitative improve-
ments. Samuel Huntington argues that
in a quantitative race one state will tend
to develop a definite superiority in the
long run, a superiority that will be very
difficult for the trailing state to over-
come (save by a qualitative improve-
ment). On the other hand, a qualitative
race is likely to take place in the
context of a number of distinct races.

While a quantitative race tends to

produce inequality between the

two competing powers, a qualita-
tive race tends toward equality
irrespective of what may be the
ratio-goals of the two rival states.

Each new weapon instead of in-
creasing the distance between the
two states reduces it. The more
rapid the rate of innovation the
more pronounced is the tendency
toward equality.3®
Making the distinction, and recog-
nizing the futility of damming the tech-
nological tide, could lead to an under-
standing that sometimes one must move
to stay in place; that the critical matters
will be understanding how opposing
weapons interact, and deciding between
—as opposed to making a cursory con-
demnation of —contending technologies.
This is not to conclude that the United
States ‘‘must overcome every Soviet
lead despite its lack of military mean-
ing.” Such a stance is indeed illogical.? !
However, some ‘‘leads” do matter and
will have both military meaning and
political significance even if we act as if
it does not matter.
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